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This dissertation addresses the Nordeste Tradition of rock art from southeast Piauí, 

Brazil, as part of a sacred aesthetic still reflected in the living arts of the Brazilian 

Indians. Two major points are presented in this dissertation. First, a previously 

unrecognized style of rock painting, the Angelim Style, is identified. Second, a deeper 

understanding of the Nordeste Tradition is proposed through a detailed study of the 

historic arts of the Brazilian Indians. This provides a historic significance for the rock art 

and contextualizes the historically known arts as part of a long-lived tradition of visual 

expression. The rock art of the Serra Branca and Angelim Styles, and the Salitre 

Subtradition is characterized by elaborate, elongated anthropomorphs that bear a 

significant resemblance to several living mask types used by Northeast and Central 

Brazilian Indian groups. The historically documented ceremonies associated with 

seasonal resource procurement, death, and ancestors, most likely have a functional and 

conceptual basis in the same ceremonial structures that gave rise to the rock art. 



 

 

 

CHAPTER 1  

NORDESTE TRADITION ROCK ART 

 

 

 

 

A summary of early Nordeste Tradition rock art (Serra da Capivara Style and 

Serra Talhada Complex) is necessary to illustrate the proposed origins of the later Serra 

Branca Style (of the Varzea Grande Subtradition) and the Salitre Subtradition. Pessis and 

Guidon defined and used "style" differently than its established use in the discourse of art 

history: 

We assume that the Nordeste Tradition of rock painting has graphic presentation 

patterns which reflect the social presentation patterns.... The graphic presentation 

components are the representation of corporal techniques (including gestures, 

postures, rhythm) and material techniques (including objects, clothes, ornaments, 

the use of material space) arranged according to rules. By technical graphic 

procedures we consider the whole process of the graphic work and not only the 

technical characteristics of graphic figures.... Using this method does not mean 

excluding analytical description. Instead of exhaustively describing a figure we 

describe some aspects of the figure, those which are functional in identifying the 

presentation and the technical patterns.
80

 

It is apparent that this "theoretical frame" eschews a detailed formal analysis 

("exhaustively describing a figure") in favor of an initial iconographic interpretation of 

the subject matter. For this reason, a synopsis of their original description of each style 

will be followed by examples, and a formal analysis of the styles' characteristics. 

 
 

 

80 
Pessis, "Graphic and Social Representation," 117. For a critical review of this methodology, 

especially as it relates to attributing rock art to archaeological traditions, see the Background Literature 

review in the Introduction. 
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Chart 2 on the following pages summarizes the various examples of each style 

as originally identified by Guidon and Pessis: 

Chart 2. 
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Guidon and Pessis: 

Serra Talhada Complex 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pedra Furada 

 

 
Baixa Verde (after Pessis and Guidon, 

"Registros rupestres," 26 fig. 4b) 

 

 
Pedra Furada 
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The Serra da Capivara Style 

 

 

 

The Serra da Capivara Style, according to Pessis, 

 

is characterized by a great number of simple human figures, with a minimum of 

identification features. Figures are represented in postures and gestures indicating 

a very dynamic phase of an action. The decorated figures are not numerous. They 

are decorated devices hiding human identity. Thus ornaments are used instead of 

heads and masks instead of bodies. There is a balance between the number of 

human and animal figures. Stags represented in movement are the most 

numerous. Only depictions of hunting devices and musical instruments represent 

material objects. 
 

The actions represented concern the subjects of life. Sex, dancing, ceremonial 

rites, individual hunting of small animals are the main themes of the Serra da 

Capivara style. Graphic presentations concern groups rather than individuals. 

Some emblematic compositions also belong to this style.... They are of figures 

performing gestures which do not permit recognition of the represented action, 

but appear systematically in all the styles of the Nordeste tradition. 
 

Graphic depth is represented by a vertical succession of horizontal plans. Such 
disposition produces an impression of density, typical of this style. It seems that 
the three-dimensional actions were transposed on the plan without modification as 
if the figures were held with a swing movement over the plan. This could be the 

"floor"  plan.
81

 

 

 
Entrada do Pajaú 

 

These paintings represent a typical example of the Serra da Capivara Style (fig. 
 

1).
82 

The most apparent quality of this style is the predominance of small, red 
 
 

 

 

81 
Pessis, "Graphic and Social Representation," 117-118. 

82 
Pessis and Guidon, "Registros rupestres," 28 fig 8a; Guidon, Peintures préhistoriques, 64-65, 

68, 96 fig. 1. 
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monochrome anthropomorphs, juxtaposed with same-size or larger red monochrome 

zoomorphs.
83 

The pigment is red iron-oxide, occasionally altered by fire or geochemical 

reactions to resemble deep blue or purple.
84 

White (probably kaolin or gypsum) and 

yellow paint (probably yellow ochre) is rare. The paint is very durable. Many Serra da 

Capivara Style paintings (and similar Nordeste Tradition paintings elsewhere) remain 

thick and clearly visible on the rock support, even as later over-painting in different styles 

with different paint recipes has exfoliated or faded. 

The anthropomorphs are generally between five and fifteen centimeters tall. 

 

Zoomorphs, the vast majority probably representing cervids, vary in size between five 

and forty centimeters (generally).
85 

The paintings were, for the most part, executed with 

small brushes of some material (about three to four millimeters wide, of hair, wood, or 

fiber, most likely). Torsos are oval or single lines. Appendages are depicted with single 

lines terminating in small dots or a few small lines resembling stylized heads, hands or 

feet. In the zoomorphs, the convention is to use two small lines in an inverted "v"  shape 

 

 
 

 

83 
"Anthropomorph" simply means "human-shaped" or "looks like a human." "Zoomorph" simply 

means "animal-shaped" or "looks like an animal." This does not necessarily imply the figures are humans  

or animals. In this regard, terms like "hand," "head," and "torso" are used for clarityðto refer to a 

particular part of a human- or animal-like figure (cf., Clegg, Mathesis Drawing, 24-25, 65; and, "!Pictures 

and Pictures of."). John Clegg uses an exclamation point before a word (e.g., !man, !koala), to indicate that 

"the word is used as a NAME in order to designate without prejudice to interpretation or meaning" 

(Mathesis Drawing, 261) (i.e., "!koala" means "looks like a koala to me"). 
 

84 
Meneses Lage, "Análise química de pigmentos;" "Datações de pinturas rupestres;" and "Dating 

of the Prehistoric Paintings." 
 

85 
These qualities of style are generalizations, or more accurately, the mean of a particular stylistic 

convention. Grieder's observations on style cited at the beginning of this Chapter, must be kept in mind. 
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or three small lines radiating from the end of the appendage. Anthropomorphs are 

shown with small two- or three-lined hands and feet, or none at all. 

The compositions generally take advantage of any available painting area, from 

large expanses of smooth support, to small niches in the rockshelter. At several sites, 

where the support is a conglomerate of quartz pebbles of varying sizes, figures occur on 

protruding pebbles, some as small  as four centimeters (the sites of Pedrinhas Pintadas 

[fig. 2] and Paraguaio, for example). Figures are arranged in vertical, horizontal, and 

circular groups, often taking advantage of available pictorial space at the expense of 

maintaining any consistent tableau. Two recurring compositional conventions include: a 

central zoomorph surrounded by many, much smaller anthropomorphs; and, long 

horizontal lines of minute figures. These latter figures are usually anthropomorphs, 

sometimes abstracted down to simple stick-figures or lines.
86 

Isolated or single figures 

are rare (even figures painted on individual pebbles, mentioned above, are generally 

grouped together). Usually the compositions feature figures arranged in several groups. 

The Serra da Capivara Style features dynamic poses suggesting movement. For 

example, in some figures legs are shown with one straight and the other bent at the knee. 

Torsos are sometimes twisted or leaning. Arms are shown in all manner of positions, 

occasionally holding an implement (perhaps sticks, clubs, lances, and dart-throwers) or a 

 
 

 

86 
Pessis considers these arrangements as a characteristic of the Serra Talhada Complex, despite 

the figures' formal consistency with Serra da Capivara Style motifs and compositions. (Pessis, "Graphic and 

Social Representation," 118.) Independently, some of these figures have no identifying features, looking  

like mere "tally"  marks. When seen in the context of the larger body of Serra da Capivara Style 

compositions, however, it is apparent that they most likely represent highly stylized anthropomorphs. 
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plant of some kind. Ithyphallic figures are common and sex (gender, and the act) is 

clearly indicated in many compositions. Cervids and other zoomorphs are frequently 

shown with their legs outstretched, as if in full gallop. Occasionally their heads are turned 

back giving a rather naturalistic depiction of flight from a predator or danger. 

The early dates of the style, as provided by the excavations at Baixão do Perna I 

(c. 7700 B.C.), suggest that the Serra da Capivara region was the genesis of the tradition 

which then spread to other areas of the Nordeste.
87 

Absolute dates from paintings in these 

other areas would help to understand the comparative chronology of these disparate 

styles. Locally, the Serra da Capivara Style is considered to have evolved into the 

enigmatic Serra Talhada Complex, so similar in form that it was not considered a 

separate style by Guidon. Iconographic interpretation was the primary concern in 

delineating this complex from the Serra da Capivara Style. 

 

 
The Serra Talhada Complex 

 

 

 

Pessis described the Serra Talhada Complex as follows: 

 

In this stylistic complex the graphic presentation components of the Serra da 

Capivara Style are more diversified and numerous. New modalities of decorated 

human figures can be observed with physical deformities of the back. The small 

figures of the Serra da Capivara Style become real miniatures with their own 

graphic qualities. Rows of sticks also appear. Figures, especially those 
 
 

 

 

87 
Guidon, "Tradições rupestres," 7-8; Guidon, "Ocupações pré-históricas," 45; Prous, "L'art 

rupestre du Brésil," pl. 1; and Martin, Pré-História, fig. 67. The proposed chronology and archaeological 

evidence is addressed in the Appendix. 
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representing animals, are solidly portrayed. The number of object 

representations is the greatest in the tradition, and much more diversified. The 

usual themes are represented but we can also observe some others, especially 

collective and individual acts of violence. Individual hunting changes to collective 

hunting. Acts of sex become ritually collective acts represented by adorned 

figures. We can also observe figures superimposed on the figures of the Serra da 

Capivara style. 
 

Changes can also be noted in depth representation. Instead of presenting the 

vertical succession of horizontal planes, figures are arranged on horizontal planes 

disposed around an oblique axis. 
 

Some modifications in the technical graphic procedure also characterize this 

stylistic complex. A colour diversification of tints is one of the principal changes. 

Together with red, we observe the use of white, grey, black and yellow. These are 

used indistinctly to delineate or fill the figures. New graphic instruments permit a 

better mastery of delineation. Figures lose the rigidity of round delineation. 

Special instruments, not only flexible but also thin, are used to draw miniature 

figures.
88

 

An analysis of specific compositions identified as Serra Talhada Complex by Guidon and 

Pessis illustrates its stylistic consistencies and inconsistencies with the Serra da Capivara 

Style. 

 

 

Baixão da Vaca 

 

At Baixão da Vaca, in the same canyon system as Entrada do Pajaú, a pair of 

anthropomorphs appear to be chasing two zoomorphs (identified as armadillos by 

Guidon) (fig. 3).
89 

All  but one of these figures are identical to Serra da Capivara Style 

figures elsewhere. The exception is one zoomorph with a torso filled with horizontal lines 

 
 

 

88 
Pessis, "Graphic and Social Representation," 118. 

89 
Cited as examples of the Serra da Capivara Style Guidon, Peintures préhistoriques, 38, fig. 9. 
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rather than a solid field of paint. Another anthropomorph "chasing" an "armadillo" at 

Pedra Furada was cited as an example of the Serra Talhada Complex.
90 

This "armadillo" 

also has interior lines like the far right zoomorph at Baixão da Vaca. This appears to be 

the one characteristic that qualifies the composition as Serra Talhada Complex despite the 

overwhelming formal consistency with Serra da Capivara Style paintings. In this case it is 

unclear what distinguishes the complex from the style, formally. 

At Entrada do Pajaú two groups of anthropomorphs are shown holding, or almost 

holding, a motif that looks like a plant. This arrangement of figures is a very common 

iconographic theme and is found at many sites in the Nordeste, including Baixão da Vaca 

(fig. 4). In her 1984 doctoral thesis, Guidon used these two compositions, as well as a 

similar panel at Extrema II  (in the Serra Branca region; fig. 5) to illustrate this particular 

iconographic feature and identifies these paintings as Serra Branca Style.
91 

By 1991 the 

 

groups at Entrada do Pajaú and Baixão da Vaca were re-classified as Serra da Capivara 

Style.
92 

However, a very similar composition at Baixa Verde was considered part of the 

Serra Talhada Complex.
93 

It is clear that in these examples the Serra da Capivara Style 

and the Serra Talhada Complex are almost indistinguishable. 

 
 

 

90 
Ibid., 46. 

91 
Guidon, "L'art rupestre du Piauí," 184, and pl. 63. 

92 
Guidon, Peintures préhistoiriques, 28, 63; and, Pessis and Guidon, "Registros rupestres, 26 fig. 

4c (misidentified as only Baixão da Vaca, but also includes the group from Entrada do Pajaú). The group at 

Extrema II  was still considered Serra Branca Style, despite its formal similarity to the others. (Guidon, 

Peintures préhistoiriques, 38 fig. 8; and, Pessis and Guidon, "Registros rupestres, 26 fig. 4a.) 
 

93 
Pessis and Guidon, "Registros rupestres, 26 fig. 4b. 
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Serrinha I 

 

A composition from the site of Serrinha I illustrates another example of a 

problematic stylistic designation (fig. 6).
94 

This group of paintings lies at the lower, 

southeast end of a short sandstone exposure near the top of a canyon system about five 

kilometers southwest of Entrada do Pajaú and Baixão da Vaca. This particular 

composition (one of dozens at the site) is made of fourteen small anthropomorphs with 

weapons (probably dart-throwers, darts, lances, and clubs); they are grouped around the 

front of a much larger zoomorph (most likely a jaguar or mountain lion). This 

iconography is found elsewhere in the region and depictions of cats figure prominently in 

the sites along this area of the serra. 

Formally, the figures are identical to those from the Serra da Capivara Style 

compositions already discussed. The anthropomorphs (five to seven centimeters tall, 

some ithyphallic) are executed with a small brush. The torsos are solid ovals with 

appendages painted with single lines terminating in circles (heads) or short, angled lines 

(feet). Hands are not shown, but almost every figure is shown holding a weapon. The 

bundles of darts held by a few figures follows the local convention of showing them as 

parallel lines next to one hand while the other hand holds the dart-thrower, identified by 

the small hook at the top. The large cat was painted with a small brush as well. Some 

 
 

 

94 
Refered to in the literature as Toca do Baixão depois da Subida da Serinha I, but shortened to 

Serrinha I here. The nearby site of Toca do Baixão depois da Subida da Serinha II is also known as Roça 

do Rosa, but will  be called Serrinha II  here. 



50 
 

areas of the torso were possibly filled in by a larger brush, but in the head and neck 

clear indications of outlines and parallel (concentric) brushstroke fill are visible. Apart 

from the anatomical details that identify it as a cat, it is formally consistent with the 

cervids of the Serra da Capivara Style. The juxtapositioning of the smaller 

anthropomorphs in a rough crescent, with no ground plane suggested, is likewise 

consistent with the Serra da Capivara Style. 

The primary difference between the composition from Serrinha I and those from 

Entrada do Pajaú and Baixão da Vaca is the presence of weapons, or hunting 

iconography.
95 

This reflects Pessis' proposed "[change] to collective hunting" as part of 

the "graphic presentation patterns [reflecting] the social presentation patterns."
96 

This 

 

apparently qualifies the Serrinha I composition as the later Serra Talhada Complex (c. 

6000-5000 B.C.) rather than the Serra da Capivara Style (c. 10,000-6000 B.C.)
97 

In the 

original analysis from Guidon's 1984 doctoral thesis the Serrinha I cat was indeed cited 

as an example of the Serra Talhada Complex,
98 

but in their 1992 publication,
99 

Pessis and 

Guidon use the composition to illustrate the Serra Branca Style (c. 5000-4000 B.C.).
100 

A 

 
 

 

95 
Although a few figures at Entrada do Pajaú are also shown with weapons (?) or implements in 

their hands. 
 

96 
Pessis, "Graphic and Social Representation," 117-118 

97 
Pessis, "Apresentação gráfica." 

98 
Guidon, "L'art rupestre du Piauí," 187, pl. 80. 

99 
Pessis and Guidon, "Registros Rupestres," 26, fig. 5a. 

100 
Pessis, "Apresentação gráfica." 
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group of formally identical anthropomorphs from Arapoá do Gongo was also used in 

that 1992 publication and in Guidon's doctoral thesis to illustrate the Serra Branca Style 

(fig. 6).
101

 

This somewhat confusing situation results from an iconography-based method of 

determining style (rather than a form-based observation of style), perhaps in an effort to 

isolate "ethnic identities" or cultural sequences ("spatio-temporal units"). Nordeste rock 

art was presumed to have developed from simple to complex, as mentioned earlier.
102 

The addition of weapons to the simple red monochrome anthropomorphs apparently 

qualifies as evidence of a different, later style. The formal qualities of the paintings, 

however, indicate that these compositions from Entrada do Pajaú, Baixão da Vaca, and 

Serrinha I are clearly of the same style, be it Serra da Capivara Style, Serra Talhada 

Complex, or Serra Branca Style. 

 

 
Other examples of the Serra Talhada Complex cited by Pessis and Guidon are 

indeed formally different from the Serra da Capivara Style. These are primarily larger, 

elaborately patterned zoomorphs. Two specific examples are a group of red monochrome 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

101 
Pessis and Guidon, "Registros rupestres," 26, fig 5b; and, Guidon, "L'art rupestre du Piauí," 

184, pl. 74. 
 

102 
Pessis, "Chronology and Evolution," 47; Pessis, "Pré-História da Região," 69; and Pessis and 

Guidon, "Registros Rupestres," 24. 
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zoomorphs from Pedra Furada
103 

and the group of white monochrome cervids from the 

site of Invenção.
104

 

 
 

Pedra Furada 

 

The Pedra Furada examples (fig. 7) depart from the Serra da Capivara Style 

conventions of solid torsos and figures restricted to less than forty centimeters in length 

(generally). These zoomorphs are much larger (the largest approaching seventy 

centimeters) and were executed using multiple application techniquesðthin brushes and 

fingers. The figures were outlined, establishing the torso shape, then the appendages and 

interior elaborations were added. The shapes of the necks and heads are consistent with 

Serra da Capivara Style as is the "galloping" action and the overall inconsistency of a 

consistent ground plane. The primary difference is the variation of internal torso 

patterning and size. Each has an area of its torso outline thickened by additional paint on 

the interior. One torso is filled with finger-sized dots and an area of vertical lines. 

Another is filled with vertical lines. Formally, these are close enough to Serra da 

Capivara Style paintings that it is reasonable to understand Guidon's original reluctance 

to designate the Serra Talhada Complex as a separate style. 
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Ibid., 96, fig. 7. 

104 
Guidon, Peintures pré-historiques, 97, fig. 15. 
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Invenção 

 

The cervid group from Invenção represents a marked contrast to the Serra da 

Capivara Style (fig. 8). There are no associated anthropomorphs and the figures seem to 

share a common ground plane, a break from the general Serra da Capivara Style 

iconographic and compositional conventions. These figures are superimposed over red 

monochrome paintings that are formally consistent with the previously discussed Serra 

Talhada Complex cervids from Pedra Furada. The most noticeable difference is in the 

forms of the Invenção cervids. The bulbous, solid-oval torsos of the Serra da Capivara 

Style are replaced by a more graceful contour. The interior patterning is reserved to 

specifically delineated areas, roughly concentric with the established outline. The lines 

are all consistent in width and brushwork. In the larger cervid there seems to have been 

an explicit concern with balancing the patterned area with the open areas. 

The outline itself reveals a very sophisticated break with the oval torso and 

attached lines for legs Serra da Capivara Style convention. The appendages (legs, tail, 

and neck) are outlined and treated as part of the overall form rather than as mere one-line 

attachments to the torso. For example, the line of the right cervid's back stops abruptly 

where the nape begins. The neck and head do not rest on the torso; instead, they are 

depicted as a continuation of the form. The transition from neck to chest is a continuous 

line, perhaps a single brushstroke, with only a slight curve indicating the chest area. 

The front legs are depicted as open-ended forms with slightly fluted termini 

suggesting hoofs. The area of the legs closest to the torso have a slight bulge, suggesting 
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the cervid's natural musculature. The outline of the torso is broken by the legs in the 

same manner as it was at the neck transition, but the overall torso shape is not 

compromised. The torso line continues around the belly of the cervid maintaining a 

consistent outlineðpreserving the overall integrity of the formðdespite the gap where 

the legs connect. The care taken to preserve the torso line is also apparent in the slight 

gap between the hind legs. A short line, perpendicular to the lines of the legs, is added to 

fill the gap and suggest the continuity of the torso line. The rear line of the last leg is one 

continuous brushstroke forming the rump and the tail. 

Close observation of this figure reveals that the entire form of the galloping cervid 

was expressed with only a few brushstrokes, each carefully preconceived so as to keep 

the integrity of the overall form foremost in mind. This contrasts with the Serra Talhada 

Complex figures here and at Pedra Furada. Those forms were executed piece by piece, 

with occasionally sketchy, broken lines reworked and modified during the execution of 

the paintings. The white cervids at Invenção, on the other hand, reveal a sophisticated 

preconception of form and very refined draftsmanship and brushwork.
105

 

 

Another example of this open-contour technique is a cervid from Pedra Furada, 

cited as an example of the Serra Talhada Complex by both Pessis and Guidon (fig. 9).
106

 

 
 

 

105 
Not unlike the "astonishing sureness and control of brush, ink, and tone," characteristic of 

13th-century Ch'an Buddhist painting in China. (Treager, Chinese Art, 126; specifically addressing the 

work of Mu Ch'i and Liang K'ai.). Or, as Pessis put it, "remarkably polished" (remarquablement soignée) 

(Pessis, "Art rupestre prehistoríque," 270). 
 

106 
Pessis, "Art rupestre prehistoríque," 270 fig. 34a; and, Pessis and Guidon, "Registros 

rupestres," 27 fig. 7a. 
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This cervid shows an even greater degree of stylization, with the entire form reduced to 

only a few graceful outlines. The interior shows remnants of white pigment, suggesting 

that the red outline was painted around a solid form. What is interesting is the manner in 

which the legs were not completely outlined, simply suggested. This is a unique manner 

of expressing form and represents a marked divergence from the Serra da Capivara Style 

and the Serra Talhada Complex figures from Baixão da Vaca, Serrinha I, and Pedra 

Furada (the large group, fig. 8). 

In fact, in the corpus of Nordeste Tradition rock art in southeast Piauí this open- 

ended treatment of form occurs in over a dozen compositions. Guidon referred to this as 

"open contour" (contour ouvert) and considered it an intrusion in the Serra da Capivara 

Style sites, noting that this technique was more prominently characteristic of Serra 

Branca Style sites.
107 

Pessis, however, considered this "reserved zone" (zone réservée) 

technique characteristic of the Serra Talhada Complex, in fact, its most striking (le plus 

frappant) characteristic.
108

 

Pessis proposed that the differences in "the chosen themes and the techniques 

utilized" in the Serra da Capivara Style and the Serra Talhada Complex "are the 

manifestation of a transition within the same ethnic group." The Serra Talhada Complex 

was "the last phase of this transition" and "gave birth to a new style: [the] Serra Branca 

[Style]." The "authors" of this subsequent style "belonged to a community that managed 
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Guidon, "L'art rupestre du Piaui," 178, 183; and "Ocupações pré-históricas," 45. 

108 
Pessis, "Art rupestre prehistoríque," 270, 292, 319. 
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to differentiate itself from the original cultural lineage by the adoption of a different 

system of graphic presentation."
109 

The formal consistencies between paintings 

considered Serra da Capivara Style and Serra Talhada Complex, as illustrated thus far, 

suggest a single style of rock art, regardless of the iconographic variations. The open- 

contour figures from Invenção, however, are stylistically unique and represent an 

exception to this Serra da Capivara / Serra Talhada Style. 

When the "peoples of the Northeast tradition," as Pessis proposed, "reached their 

technological apogee, their graphic representations showed the first scenes of violence, 

executions, individual struggles and collective sexual scenes of a ritualized character."
110 

However, a group of figures from João Arsena (fig. 10; see also the composition from 

Serrinha I, fig. 6) wielding dart-throwers and involved in, what certainly appears to be, a 

violent or execution scene, are formally consistent with the Serra da Capivara Style (this 

composition is not addressed in the published literature). Likewise, a group of figures 

from Baixão da Vaca (fig. 11) suggests a collective sexual scene (whether or not it could 

be considered of a ritual characterðsomething only the painter would know). Guidon 

identified this as an example of the Serra da Capivara Style.
111

 

It is unclear what is implied by individual struggles (Pessis provides no 

 

illustration of this). Other compositions formally consistent with the Serra da Capivara 
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Pessis, "Pré-História da Região," 70-71. 

110 
Pessis, "Chronology and Evolution," 47. 

111 
Guidon, Peintures préhistoriques, 38 fig. 7, 50-51. 
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Style show strongly suggestive sexual acts, such as those at Baixão da Vaca, Roça do 

Raimundão, and Sobradinho (fig. 12). Perhaps the struggle of one individual to either 

avoid or engage in sex meets Pessis' criteria. But the desire to avoid or engage in the act 

is impossible to determine from the gestures of the partners or adversaries in these 

compositions. These scenes could be recreational, ritual, or simply misogynistic fantasies. 

The violence of rape should also be considered as a possible reading of these scenes, 

which would likewise qualify them as concomitant with "peoples of the Northeast 

tradition" reaching "their technological apogee." Stylistically, however, these figures are 

consistent with the earliest paintings from Baixão da Perna I (fig. 13) and, as such, might 

share their antiquity rather than representing the last phase of a transition from the Serra 

da Capivara Style to the Serra Branca Style. A detailed formal analysis of examples of the 

Serra Branca Style is necessary to clarify these apparent contradictions. 

 

 

The Serra Branca Style 

 

 

 

The Serra Branca Style (of the Varzea Grande Subtradition) and the Salitre 

Subtradition represent the final phases in the evolution of Nordeste Tradition rock art in 

southeast Piauí, according to Pessis and Guidon.
112 

As mentioned in the Introduction of 

this dissertation, they considered that the fewest actors and simplest actionsð"lively  

staging of joy and playfulness"ðrepresent the earliest authors and the most complexð 

 
 

 

112 
See the Appendix. 
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"decorated religious vestments, ...symbols of hierarchy, ...ecstatic figures"ðrepresent 

the most highly evolved, hence last, chrono-style.
113 

This section addresses the formal 

and iconographic qualities of the Serra Branca Style and the Salitre Subtradition as 

defined by Pessis and Guidon. The following examples address the formal and 

iconographic qualities of the Serra Branca Style and the Salitre Subtradition (as defined 

by Pessis and Guidon) and illustrate both consistencies and inconsistencies in their 

attribution of specific compositions to either the style or the subtradition. 

According to Pessis, 

 

The Serra Branca style appears around 7000 years BP. The main feature of this 

style is the replacement of dynamics by a tendency toward rigidity of delineation 

in graphic presentation. Human and animal figures tend to be right-angled and are 

filled by geometrical designs. Decoration is a common characteristic of simple or 

ornamented figures. Representations of animals, even decorated ones, are reduced 

in number and the representation of material objects increases. 
 

Power is the characteristic central theme of this stylistic phase. The number of 

themes is reduced, but an increase of formality and complexity can be noted in the 

thematic representations. Sex, which is less represented, is replaced by the 

representation of pregnancy, especially in emblematic arrangements. The theme 

of violence is developed with much complexity; several different actions are 

presented at the same time, but they are involved in the same theme. Individual 

figures are more numerous than collective arrangements. 
 

The graphic representation of depth is made by means of horizontal planes in a 

vertical disposition but in separated groups. This procedure also permits separate, 

different actions concerning the same theme to happen simultaneously. With this 

presentation it is possible to bring out different individualities participating in a 

central action, which is very consistent with the individualistic character of this 

style.... The rectangular tendency in the morphology of the figures and the 

evidence of right angles are the result of a presentation form, and not a technical 
 

 
 

 

 

113 
Pessis, "Pré-História da Região," 69; and Pessis and Guidon, "Registros Rupestres," 24. 
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limitation. All  the colours used in the Serra Talhada stylistic complex are also 

used in this style.
114

 

The Serra Branca Style marks a distinct shift from the more naturalistic 

miniatures of the Serra da Capivara Style to a more stylized and abstracted expression of 

form. Perhaps the most characteristic examples of the style are the tall, elongated 

anthropomorphs with elaborate, occasionally polychrome torso decorationða 

characteristic shared by other Late Archaic American painting traditions.
115 

Two specific 

sites exemplify the Serra Branca Style: Caboclo, in the remote northern Serra Branca, and 

Boqueirão do Paraguaio II, in Serra da Capivara proper.
116

 

 

Caboclo 

 

Serra Branca (the region, not the style) is a roughly 35 kilometer long depression 

running almost due north, forming the western boundary of Serra da Capivara National 

Park. The drainage separates the Serra Bom Jesus da Gurguéia to the west and the Serra 

do Gongo to the east.  Along the east rim of the shallow valley are dozens of rock art and 

habitation sites. Caboclo lies near the southern extent of the recorded sites. The scarcity 

of permanent water sources in this region makes the Serra da Capivara canyon systems to 

the south seem comparatively lush. It is no wonder that the rock art sites are clustered 
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Pessis, "Graphic and Social Representation," 118-119. 

115 
The Serra Branca Style and Salitre Subtradition share a significant formal similarity to the 

Barrier Canyon Style, Pecos River Style, and Grand Canyon Polychrome Style from the Southwestern 

United States. (Morales, "Nordeste Paintings.") 
 

116 
Guidon, "L'art rupestre du Piaui," 181-185. 



60 
 

around the occasional olho d'água (waterhole or spring) or caldeirão (a basin where 

water collects and remains into the dry season). Initially, the "Serra Branca Tradition" 

was used to geographically segregate the rock art of this region from that farther south.
117 

Eventually "Serra Branca Style" was used to define certain thematic and technical 

differences that make up an individual style within the Nordeste Tradition. 

The site of Caboclo is a small dome-shaped sandstone outcrop, about forty meters 

above the valley floor, and two kilometers from the nearest permanent water source. 

While the geological feature is visible for hundreds of meters, the rock art is only visible 

from less than fifty (fig. 14). There are at least five distinct areas of painting at the site, 

with a couple of additional groups of indistinct marks. The primary (most complex, most 

visible) compositions are on the south face under a shallow overhang. A short arch is cut 

through the west end of the site, where other paintings are distributed across the ceiling. 

The site also has several blocks of stone on the floor of the alcove; most of these have a 

few engravings. Two specific compositions identified as Serra Branca Style by Guidon 

and Pessis illustrate distinct formal variations of the style as they defined it.
118

 

 

One composition is comprised of fifteen red monochrome anthropomorphs 

arranged in groups of two and three (fig. 15). Each group occupies a different ground 

plane. The distribution of the groups with these variable ground planes is generally 
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Missão Franco-Brasileira, Pinturas e Gravuras Pré-historicas, n.p. 

118 
Guidon, "L'art rupestre du Piaui," 182, 183, 185; Guidon, Peintures préhistoriques, 105; Pessis 

and Guidon, "Registros Rupestres," 25 fig. 3a. 
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consistent with Serra da Capivara Style compositional conventions. Six figures have solid 

torsos and the others are outlined, some with interior vertical lines. They range from four 

to ten centimeters in height and were executed with a thin brushðthe thinnest lines      

are about one millimeter wide. Despite the variations of figure types, the pigment and 

linework is consistent throughout the group, suggesting the work of a single hand. One 

exception might be some red paint smeared over the two figures at the extreme right, 

which seems to have been a thinner recipe, and appears to have bled down the support. 

While these relatively simple figures share a formal similarity with the small 

Serra da Capivara Style anthropomorphs, they display a slightly different approach to 

depicting the human form. The two largest solid figures on the left side of the 

composition are depicted with fairly natural human proportions and anatomy. This is 

especially true of the right-hand figure, which is shown leaning back with his arms flung 

over his head in a very dramatic gesture. His legs are perhaps the most naturalistic of all, 

with relatively accurate proportions, and realistically depicted musculature. 

In contrast, the majority of the other figures differ slightly from the Serra da 

Capivara Style conventions by means of their abstraction. Their torsos are slightly 

elongated with interior patterning. A couple of figures have short vertical lines in place of 

heads, which are likely suggestions of head ornamentation (a short feathered headdress). 

One figure is depicted in profile with an extremely distended abdomen (suggesting 

pregnancy) and with no indication of shoulders in the transition from torso to head area. 

It is paired with another figure in a compositional convention very common throughout 
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the region: a frontal abstracted anthropomorph (frequently ithyphallic, but not apparent 

here) paired with a figure in profile, usually a little shorter and thinner, and usually 

suggesting pregnancy (or other female qualities such as breasts). 

Iconographically, this group strongly suggests an execution, perhaps a ritual 

sacrifice, and some manner of concomitant ecstatic celebration or distress. Of the two 

solid naturalistic figures mentioned above, one is holding a mace-like object with his 

arms outstretched, as if  just bringing it down upon the recoiling figure in front of him. 

This recalls the dynamic actions expressed in some Serra da Capivara Style paintings. 

The suggestions of sex and pregnancy, albeit stylized, seen in the bottom left figures is 

likewise consistent with Serra da Capivara Style iconography. On the far-right side of the 

composition are two figures also holding something in their outstretched hands, perhaps 

weapons. These figures, and the three in front of them all face the center of the group 

and, with the far left figures facing right, help to concentrate attention on the central 

figures and the "execution." The figures are juxtaposed to create a finite pictorial space 

ða closed, unified compositionðfurther suggesting the work of a single hand. 

 

A group of figures (another apparent "execution" scene) from Caldeirão do 

Rodrigues I is formally consistent with the Caboclo scene (fig. 16). The figures are 

roughly the same size, occupy various ground planes, exhibit the same brushwork, and 

are generally consistent with the figures from Caboclo. The iconography is identical, 

especially considering the three primary actions suggestedðexecution, ecstatic 

celebration or distress, and sex/pregnancyðin the same composition. Despite these 
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consistencies, the Rodrigues I group was identified by Pessis and Guidon as an 

example of the Serra Talhada Complex, not the Serra Branca Style as illustrated by the 

Caboclo group.
119 

These Serra Branca Style figures do not radically diverge from the 

formal conventions attributed to the Serra Talhada Complex insofar as the groups of 

anthropomorphs are concerned.
120 

It is reasonable to consider both of these 

anthropomorph groups as the same style of painting, with their differences reflecting 

variations of the style, perhaps as the result of modifications on the part of the individual 

painters.
121

 

Immediately to the left of this composition are two much larger (thirty-five and 

seventy centimeters tall) yellow-monochrome anthropomorphs (fig. 17). These figures 

indeed represent a radical departure from the formal conventions of the Serra da Capivara 

Style and the Serra Talhada Complex as illustrated thus far. The most obvious difference 

is the sheer size and elaborate treatment of the anthropomorphs. The largest figure is 

extremely elongated, approximately nine times as tall as it is wide. The appendages are 

attenuated in a highly stylized abstraction of the anthropomorphic form. The torso 
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Guidon, Peintures préhistoriques, 44-45; Pessis and Guidon, "Registros rupestres," 25 fig. 3b. 

Additionally, a group of anthropomorphs from Baixão da Vaca which are fairly consistent with those from 

Rodrigues I and Caboclo, were identified as Serra da Capivara Style in the same chart from "Registros 

rupestres" (fig. 3c) cited above. It is easier to conceive of these as being variations of a single style, rather 

than as opposite ends of an evolution of graphic presentation spanning several thousands of years. Again, 

this adds support to Guidon's original reluctance to isolate the Serra Talhada Complex as an independent 

style. 
 

120 
The cervids from Pedra Furada and Invenção, attributed to the Serra Talhada Complex, do 

indeed represent substantially different styles of painting, as already discussed. 
 

121 
See again the introductory paragraph of this Chapter. 
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reflects Pessis' noted "rigidity of delineation" and "rectangular tendency" in the 

execution of the form. While the "orant" pose
122 

of the figure is reminiscent of the 

smaller red monochrome "ecstatic" figures to the right, it was executed in a much more 

sophisticated manner exhibiting an extremely refined sense of balance, symmetry of 

form, and draftsmanship. 

This sophistication is apparent in the details of the internal torso elaboration. The 

rectangular outline of the torso contains three distinct registers of patterning. The top 

register, comprising about half of the torso, is a zigzag pattern running up the right side of 

the figure, crossing parallel with the shoulders to the left side where it then runs parallel 

down the left side of the torso. While the zigzag line is the design element, it was not 

painted. Rather, it was carefully outlined and left as negative space while the remainder 

of the register was filled with paintðall with the same small brush (three to four 

millimeters wide). Close observation reveals clear, consistent brushstrokes in the outline 

as well as within the filled area. The unpainted area of the zigzag is also fairly consistent 

in width with the brushstrokes, creating a balance of positive and negative space. 

The middle register is less than a quarter of the overall torso, making it shorter 

than the bottom register. It is a variation of the upper zigzag, mirrored on the left to create 

three diamonds. The top two diamonds are filled in and the bottom one is empty. The last 

 
 

 

122 
"Orant" is used here to describe the frontal, standing anthropomorphic figures with their arms 

outstretched. The term refers to "the representation, usually in ancient or Early Christian art, of a standing 

figure with outstretched arms" (Stockstad, Art History, glossary, s.v. "orant"). There is absolutely no 

implication here that this refers to any connection with ancient or Early Christian iconology. It is rather a 

term in use to refer to a very standardized body position found in anthropomorphs throughout American 

Indian rock art. 
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empty diamond is slightly rectangular and smaller than the center diamond. In fact, it is 

almost the same shape and size of the rectangles immediately beneath it in the bottom 

register. It is not closed off at the bottom, uniting the unpainted areas of the top two 

registers with that of the bottom register. 

The lower third of the torso is a series of rectangles, four columns wide and four 

rows deep (with the bottom row almost as tall as all three upper ones combined). They 

basically alternate in a checkerboard fashion of filled and unfilled rectangles. Again, the 

sophistication of draftsmanship is evident in the manner in which the various sections 

were delineated from each other. Rather than simply drawing a grid of lines and filling in 

alternating sections, each rectangle was independently outlined and alternating blocks 

were filled with parallel brushstrokes. Due to the slight exfoliation of the pigment (which 

helps to make the individual brushstrokes visible), it is unclear whether the filled sections 

were originally solid or if, as it appears now, they were only filled with a few lines, 

leaving parallel, unpainted areas as in the upper register. 

The same careful use of negative space is visible in the patterns of the "head" of 

the figure. Unlike the anthropomorphs discussed so far, there is no suggestion of a 

"neck." The head is dome-shaped, like the outcrop upon which it is painted. The interior 

patterning is divided into three registers with a solid rectangular base, a middle half- 

zigzag open area, and a solid top with two small open circles. The appendages (arms and 

legs) are thin lines attached to the rectangular torso outline, terminating without apparent 

hands or feet. The arms are only slightly wider at the base, but the legs (the "thighs") are 
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much wider at the torso. The right leg shows a similar curvature in the thigh as the 

cervid from Invenção, suggesting the natural musculature of a leg. 

The companion to this large anthropomorph is a much different figure type. The 

torso is a slightly curved rectangular shape, wider at the bottom. The appendages are 

single lines, the legs being much longer than the torso. The entire figure was executed in 

single lines, with only the small circular head having any fill. The torso elaboration is 

roughly symmetrical and is one consistent pattern, rather than a series of registers as in 

the primary anthropomorph. Despite these differences, the figure is consistent with the 

larger one in pigment and brushworkðpainted by the same hand. 

It is set off to the left of the larger anthropomorph, and slightly higher. 

Considering the placement of the primary figure immediately to the left of the 

"execution" group, this smaller anthropomorph provides a symmetrical balanceðin 

effect incorporating the "execution" group into a larger unified composition. It is 

impossible to know for sure, but based on the sophistication of the yellow figures in 

terms of draftsmanship and balance of positive and negative space (hence, a more refined 

sense of compositional balance), it is likely that they were painted after the "execution" 

scene. The far-left figure was perhaps painted last of all, creating a compositional 

counter-balance to the group on the right. The primary elongated anthropomorph acts as 

the central axis. It is also perhaps no coincidence that the heads and arms of both yellow 

anthropomorphs were placed just above the same natural geological seam in the support, 

effectively segregating their heads and torsos into separate registers. This same 



67 
 

geological seam runs through the larger anthropomorph's head down to the recoiling 

torso of the figure being "executed." 

Other figures at Caboclo have been cited as examples of the Serra Branca Style, 

including a pair of figures in a group a couple of meters to the lower right of the groups 

just mentioned (fig. 18).
123 

This pair is executed in a deep-red pigment, slightly more 

purple than the pigment of the "execution" scene. The tallest anthropomorph (twenty- 

eight centimeters) is the same frontal orant-figure type as the large yellow anthropomorph 

above, but slightly more rectilinear in form and not as exaggerated in proportion. The 

torso is divided into three registers of internal patterning. The top register, about two 

thirds of the torso, is an open diamond pattern with a vertical bisecting line. The second 

register is an open rectangular area with four wavy lines (shallow "s" curves) running 

vertically, but not touching either the top or bottom border of the rectangular open space. 

The bottom register is only about half a centimeter in height. Like the one above, it is an 

open rectangular area, but this time with eight or nine vertical lines dividing the open 

rectangle into small squares. 

The head is a rectangle divided vertically into two areas of patterning. The left 

side has a few angled lines and the right side several parallel diagonal hash-marks 

enclosed by an outline. Six short lines on top of the head suggest some sort of feathered 

ornamentation, as seen in several figures in the "execution" scene above. This 

anthropomorph is paired with a highly stylized profile figure facing away from the 
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Guidon, Peintures préhistoriques, 80. 
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primary figure and similar in form to the "pregnant" profile figure mentioned above, 

but here without the distended abdomen. Thin parallel lines, two straight ones at the 

bottom, and two angled ones at the top, are the only indications of appendages. 

The only reference to gender in this pair is the crooked line indicating a phallus 

on the larger figure. The diminutive figure has an extremely angled lower back, 

somewhat reminiscent of the recoiling torso of the 'executed' figure. In fact, it appears 

that the very spot where the torso bends has been 'executed'ða small area has been 

intentionally pecked away, a phenomenon found throughout rock art of the Americas. It 

is difficult  to determine if  this was done by the painter or if it was a later modification to 

the painting. Nonetheless, as it is, the iconography suggests both sex (here with the 

ithyphallic figure, as above with the 'pregnant' figure) and execution or ritual sacrifice. 

This program is consistent with the group discussed earlier, with the exception of the 

ecstatic celebrants. However, these celebrants might be represented in a nearby 

composition. 

To the right of this pair is another group of anthropomorphs, this time several 

figures standing side by side with their arms outstretched (fig. 19). They are executed in 

the same deep-red pigment and appear to share the same line qualities as the pair 

discussed above (with the possible exception of a few figures on the far right, where 

geological factors have obscured the paint). They share roughly the same ground plane as 

the pair half a meter to the left just discussed. They each have relatively similar forms: 

elongated rectilinear torsos, square heads accented with short vertical lines on top, and 
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thin, solid appendages slightly wider where they meet the torso. Three figures have a 

single vertical line down the center of their torsos, two have symmetrical zigzags or 

outlined diamonds, and the smallest figure has no internal torso patterning. Only one 

figure is clearly ithyphallic, but there may have been others (it is difficult  to tell  due to 

the condition of the surface). 

The placement of these figures, with the tallest in the center, does suggest two- 

point perspective as understood in Western art, but it is impossible to know if  this was the 

intent of the painter, or if  the painter even had a similar concept of perspective. An 

anthropomorph with a concentric circle torso hovers about forty centimeters above the 

group. Despite its radically different torso type, it might have been part of the original 

composition. If so, it would represent an exception to the otherwise unified closed 

composition below. The pigment is a slightly different hue, but that might be the result of 

geological interactions with the paint recipe. 

There are several other figures around this group, but they do not share the same 

style of execution or pigment qualities and suffer from exfoliation and an opaque 

accretion. There is an almost impossible to discern area of zigzag and diamond patterning 

practically the same color as the rock support, just above the group of rectilinear figures. 

Close observation, and evidence from other sites suggests that this is the remains of an 

elaborately patterned anthropomorph, much like the large yellow figure above.
124 

In this 
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Figuras do Angical (see the following chapter) is one of several sites where the torsos of 

polychrome anthropomorphs can still be seen despite the sever exfoliation of the tops and bottoms (hence, 
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case only a small area of the patterning remains as a slight discoloration of the rock 

support. 

These static, elongated, rectilinear anthropomorphs provide a clearly unique style 

of painting that differs from the dynamic miniatures of the Serra da Capivara Style. But 

among the paintings at Caboclo there is one solitary figure that deserves mention. Low on 

the ceiling of the west end of the site is an anthropomorph that represents a unique style 

of painting at the site (fig. 20). The thirty-six centimeter tall figure resembles the figure 

type of the primary yellow anthropomorph from the east end of the site. It is elongated 

with its arms and legs outstretched, and has a dome-shaped head with no articulated neck 

area. It also exhibits a refined line quality, with the torso and appendages carefully 

outlined with long, even brushstrokes of a light red pigment. But in a departure from 

every other figure at the site, it is executed in the open-contour technique mentioned 

above in the discussion of the cervids at Invenção and Pedra Furada (figs. 8 and 9). 

The internal torso pattern of this figure is simply composed of two parallel 

vertical lines, slightly closer to the sides than the middle, and not extending all the way to 

either the top or bottom of the torso. The head is not an attached appendage, as with the 

other anthropomorphs here (where a clear line across the shoulders connects the arms, 

and upon which the head was added). In this figure the head is simply a semi-circular line 

arching between the top of each arm and perfectly tangent with the torso lines below. The 

 
 

 

 

their appendages). The patterns are consistent with torsos from other, easily identified figures at the site. 

Taken as isolated phenomena, they can easily be mistaken for an abstract geometric motif. 
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interior of the head has a dome-shaped area of solid red, concentric with the outline, 

that is divided by a diagonal gap. The arms angle up from the head and torso and 

terminate in an open-ended flute, with short outturned lines on each side. At the bottom 

of the figure the legs were executed in the same fashion. The torso lines turn out to make 

the top of the legs. The feet are represented by a short angle in the legs, left open at the 

end. The bottom lines of the legs curve up to meet with the bottom of the torso area with 

a slight curve. No indications of gender are present. 

This open-contour figure is stylistically unique at Caboclo. The groups of 

rectilinear elongated anthropomorphs (yellow and deep-red monochrome; figs. 17, 18 and 

19) all share similar formal qualities and represent variations of a single style. The 

"execution" scene (fig. 15) shares some iconographic similarity with the others, but was 

executed in a different style, much more consistent with the Serra da Capivara / Serra 

Talhada Style. The characteristics of the Serra Branca Style mentioned by Pessis, 

"rigidity of delineation" and "rectangular tendency," are perhaps the most salient qualities 

that describe the differences between the anthropomorphs from Caboclo and those she 

identified as Serra Talhada Complex and Serra da Capivara Style. In the examples here, 

two variations of 'rigid rectangular' figures are apparent: the primary yellow 

anthropomorph (which shows a tendency toward monumental painting and a 

sophisticated sense of draftsmanship and design), and the smaller deep-red figures (which 

also show a refined line quality, but not the concern for the intentional use of negative 

space as a design element as in the largest yellow anthropomorph). 
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Boqueirão do Paraguaio II  

 

Another composition identified by Guidon as Serra Branca Style is the large panel 

at Boqueirão do Paraguaio II, at the head of a canyon near Baixão da Vaca and Entrada 

do Pajaú in Serra da Capivara.
125 

The canyon runs north from the Desfiladeiro da 

Capivara (main canyon bottom) up to the Chapada da Capivara. In the last half kilometer 

heading up-canyon there are two narrows where the canyon is barely one meter wide. 

After the first of these is the first rock art site, Boqueirão do Paraguaio I. It is on the east 

side of the canyon, just before the second narrow. There is a lot of silt built up along the 

rockshelter, but close to the existing ground level there is a single red monochrome 

anthropomorph, fifty -five centimeters tall (fig. 21). 

It is a roughly outlined, but highly elaborated figure in the same orant posture as 

the Serra Branca Style figures from Caboclo. The main difference between this figure and 

the others is the decidedly non-rectilinear, or loosely-rectilinear form. This is most 

apparent in the slightly bulbous torso outline and the circles used in the interior 

patterning. The draftsmanship characteristic of the rectilinear Caboclo paintings is not 

evident in this figure. Of special note is the manner of depicting the legs. They have 

bulbous thighs, almost no ankle, and prominent, slightly up-turned feetða specific 

manner of depicting legs that is most prominent in the paintings from the site of Salitre. 

 

 
 

 

125 
Guidon, Peintures préhistoriques, 39 fig. 18; and 89. 
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After the second narrow the canyon widens out to about thirty meters. The last 

two sites, Boqueirão do Paraguaio II and III, are at the end of the canyon, again along the 

east wall. The box-canyon ends abruptly at the last site, and a three to four meter vertical 

wall must be negotiated to proceed up to the chapada. The transition from a lush arboreal 

environment to an arboreal-caatinga begins at the head of this canyon. Within two 

kilometers of the head of the canyon is the caatinga of the high chapada proper. This 

canyon is characteristic of the access available from the highlands to the lowlands. Here, 

as is fairly typical of the other neighboring canyons, the rock art sites occur near the 

major ingress/egress points. The sites in this canyon are at the mouth and the head, with 

plenty of available shelters and painting surfaces in between, but no rock art. 

Near the head of the canyon is the last site, Boqueirão do Paraguaio III  (fig. 22). It 

has three red monochrome cervids (about fifteen centimeters long), a couple of lines of 

small (about seven centimeters) simple Serra da Capivara Style anthropomorphs with 

suggestions of head ornamentation, and a few areas of indistinguishable painted marks.
126 

It is interesting to note that the cervids are shown heading in the direction of the impasse 

at the head of the canyon, with one shown looking back down-canyon. The front cervid is 

shown with a hunched back and its legs thrust forward as if  trying to stop abruptly. The 

anthropomorphs were executed with a small brush, consistent with other Serra da 

Capivara Style figures, but the cervids were executed with finger-width lines. 

 
 

 

 

126 
These simple anthropomorphs are arranged side-by-side in a line, which Pessis considered 

indicative of the Serra Talhada Complex (see the previous discussion). 
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The Boqueirão do Paraguaio II  composition is in a shallow alcove about three 

meters above the canyon bottom, where the ledge allowing access out of the canyon 

begins (approximately twenty five meters before Boqueirão do Paraguaio III;  fig. 23).
127 

The painted area is about three meters wide and reaches almost three meters above the 

floor of the alcove. There are at least two distinct styles present in the panel. On the far 

left is a massive emu (almost one meter tall; fig. 24), facing down-canyon, and executed 

in the same style as the Serra Talhada Complex cervids discussed earlier from Pedra 

Furada (fig. 7). It is made up of finger-width lines, with a rough, sketchy outline, and 

internal fill made up of rough lines and dots in no distinct pattern. The bottom of the 

figure is obscure. There are areas of red paint (stains) throughout the left side of this 

panel, and it is unclear if  other figures may have once occupied these areas. 

Approximately a meter in front (to the right) of this emu is a group of figures (fig. 

 

25) executed mostly in rough finger-width lines and solid fields of red (two small emus 

are at the bottom of this group, and are consistent with the Serra Talhada Complex). 

Again, much of this group is obscured by indistinct areas of red paint. One 

anthropomorph (roughly twenty-five centimeters tall), facing right with its arms 

outstretched in front, is at the top of this group with a zigzag line extending to the right 

from its feet. Below this figure are several zoomorphs, another anthropomorph, and some 

indistinct motifs. All  are executed in a very rough manner, share no consistent ground 

 
 

 

127 
There is a rockshelter across the canyon, but no evidence of rock art, or surface evidence of 

occupation. 



75 
 

plane, and with no clear compositional relationship with each other (apart from simply 

occupying the same general space). 

The figures identified as Serra Branca Style include a massive cervid (over a 

meter long and tall) on the left, facing down-canyon, and nine elongated anthropomorphs 

grouped to the right. The cervid is extremely rectilinear, and is just below the large emu 

(fig. 24). It appears as though the surface was prepared by an attempt at erasing pre- 

existing paintings, accounting for the areas of red stains where the cervid was placed. 

This is merely speculativeðit is impossible to tell which paintings were executed first 

based upon pigment superimpositioning.
128 

However, the areas of "erased" paint is 

limited to the specific areas where the most elaborate figures were painted. For example, 

the top of the Serra Talhada Complex emu is untouched, whereas the bottomðwhere the 

elaborate cervid was paintedðis completely obscured. Likewise, a pair of elaborate 

anthropomorphs immediately to the right of the cervid are also painted over(?) an 

indistinct patch of red paint, vaguely resembling the shape of a classic Serra da Capivara 

Style cervid. Just to the right of these figures, however, are the finger-painted motifs 

which show no evidence of an attempted erasure. 

Like the large yellow anthropomorph from Caboclo, the large cervid here was 

executed in carefully drafted thin lines, only a few millimeters wide in places. The torso 

 
 

 

128 
The author has studied this site in exhaustive detail (including the use of a magnifying lens) 

during seven separate visits over a period of four years, under different lighting conditions. Documentation 

includes a series of detailed drawings made on-site, and dozens of high quality photographic transparencies 

taken under different lighting conditions and with several types of professional Fujichrome film (Velvia, 

Provia, Astia, and Sensia). 
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is a large rectangle. The neck is at a ninety degree angle to the back, with the front line 

of the neck running down without a break to the chest and front legs. The head is a 

rectangle, set at ninety degrees to the neck, with two squared off ears and a simple rack of 

a few finger-width lines. The front legs are on the front of the torso, with a distinct angle 

below them where the torso line cuts back to outline the belly. Just like the cervids from 

Invenção, the legs are not attached to the torso line but are outlined but the same 

continuous line, leaving a gap in the torso line where they meet. This is the same with the 

rear legs. The front hoofs are shown as an outlined inverted "v", but the rear hoofs are in 

the fluted open-contour technique. The front legs are bent with distinct angles, but the 

rear legs are shown stretched out with a slight downward curve. 

The internal patterning was outlined with finger-width and smaller lines (multiple 

application techniques), then filled with red and yellow (the yellow is extremely difficult  

to see except under certain lighting conditions). There are indications that white might 

also have been used to outline certain patterns, but this is impossible to verify with 

absolute certainty through visual observation alone. The patterning is segregated into 

roughly delineated registers; areas of rectangular, triangular, and mixed angular patterns. 

This large cervid is stylistically similar to others, such as one from Pinga do Boi, in the 

Serra Branca region (fig. 26). Apparent in both examples is a primarily rectilinear form 

accented by slightly curving lines, polychrome internal patterning, and open-contour 

appendages. 
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The anthropomorphs are grouped in three pairs and three single figures (fig. 

27). The primary figure (i.e., largest, measuring ninety-four centimeters tall) is near the 

center of the composition (fig. 28). It was executed in a deep wine-red pigment. The form 

was outlined and filled in with a small  brush (clearly observable, as with the Caboclo 

example). The overall form of this figure is an elongated "H" shape, with the arms and 

legs extending straight up and down from the sides of the torso, which is slightly wider at 

the top. The torso is divided into rectangular sections, asymmetrically, with slightly 

larger irregular areas on the right and a more regular series of rectangles on the left. The 

appendages are thin solid lines, wider where they meet the torso. One arm has three small 

line indicating a hand, and one leg has a small upturned foot.
129 

The arms sweep down to 

the shoulder area with no hard angled break in the lines. The head is a square area, 

 

slightly curved on top, with over a dozen thin lines suggesting a short feathered 

headdress. The center of the head is a square open area. 

Based on pigment, line quality and overall form, the only other figure at the site 

apparently painted by the same hand as the primary anthropomorph is the much smaller 

one (thirty-eight centimeters) immediately to the left of it (fig. 29). This smaller attendant 

figure shares the same rigid rectangular shape, with thin appendages and square head. 

The interior design in the head is again a smaller square. The torso patterns are also 

asymmetrically divided with irregular rectilinear patterns along the right side, and the left 

 
 

 

129 
Both of these are on the left side of the figure. The termini of the right two appendages are not 

distinct enough to confirm the presence of a hand or foot. 
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side practically blank. Both this figure and the large one next to it have an area of 

concentric rectilinear patterning in the lower right quadrant of the torso. 

Compositionally, it appears that as if  there are two attendant figures associated 

with the primary anthropomorph. There is another figure a few centimeters to the left of 

this small figure, almost the same size and in the same posture. But it is executed in a 

different manner. It is an open-contour figure with a thinner, more refined outline in a 

lighter pigment. The interior was executed in yellow finger-width lines delineating the 

patterns, and the remaining areas filled with red. The open-ended form is limited to the 

limbs, as with the previous examples from Caboclo and Invenção. 

Two other pairs of anthropomorphs frame the central primary figure. Both pairs 

feature a large primary figure with an smaller attendant figure (Guidon's "face-profile" 

arrangement).
130 

They were executed by different hands. The primary figure of the right 

pair (sixty-six centimeters; fig. 30) is more loosely outlined than the primary figure of the 

left pair (fig. 31). Its torso patterning is divided into three registersðsmall parallel 

vertical columns of triangles at the top, a few marks in the middle, and an indistinct area 

of patterning at the bottom surrounding a motif that looks like a plant. The attendant 

figure is in profile facing the larger figure. It is extremely elongated and stylized, 

basically a long (forty-three centimeters tall and four centimeters wide) rectangle with 

attenuated appendages. The internal patterning is divided into two registers with a single 
 

 

 
 

 

 

130 
Guidon, "L'art rupestre du Piaui," 192. 
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wavy line leading from the head down to an zigzag line that fills the bottom third of 

the interior. The head area is the same width as the torso. 

The pair of figures to the left of the central primary figure exhibit an exceptional 

degree of draftsmanship (fig. 31). The larger of the pair reflects the rectilinear formality 

of the central primary figure. The torso patterning is the same right-weighted 

arrangements of square and rectangle designs, some solid, some only outlined. The head 

is a square with a concentric, squared "U" design inside, and very short vertical lines on 

top. The appendages are open-ended, and the left arm bends down to the left in a rather 

expressive gesture. As this pair is immediately adjacent to the large cervid, and as the 

bent arm is gesturing toward the cervid, a compositional relationship seems to be 

suggested. But the variations of application technique and division of patterned space 

suggests this might be questionable. If  the figures were intended to be compositionally 

associated, it was most likely after the fact (the pair of anthropomorphs were possibly 

executed after the cervid by a different hand at a later time). 

There are two other figures in the composition that appear to be later additions. 

One figure, at the far right of the panel (fig. 32), is simply an outline with no internal 

patterning, but generally consistent in shape to the rest (although not rigidly rectilinear). 

Another figure is just to the right of the far left pair is radically different (fig. 33). It is an 

oval shaped figure with a thin line for the neck, a circular head with three vertical 

radiating lines, and thin, single-lined appendages. It was executed in a much less durable 

pigment, and does not exhibit the refined draftsmanship of the other figures in the panel. 
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It most resembles the oval anthropomorphs from the site of João Arsena from the Serra 

Branca region (fig. 34), and a few other sites. It was most likely an addition to the 

composition, after the completion of the other figures, and in a completely different style. 

It is clear that there were several sequences of painting at this site, whether 

separated by moments or centuries. However, the majority of the figures are generally 

consistent with a single style of painting. These could be characterized as a rectilinear 

variant (e.g., fig. 29 right), and an open-contour variant (e.g., fig. 29 left) of the Serra 

Branca Style. It appears that these were painted over an existing panel of Serra Talhada 

Complex figures (the large rhea and the group of roughly executed figures in the center). 

If the most favorable areas of the surface could be presumed to have been the first to be 

painted (considering surface quality and prominence within the available pictorial space), 

then a relative sequence of execution could be suggested for the Serra Branca Style 

figures. 

The first figures would have been the central primary anthropomorph (fig. 28) and 

the small attendant figure to the left of it (fig. 29 right). Second would be the pair 

immediately to the right of the central figure (fig. 30), or the far left pair (fig. 31), and the 

large cervid (fig. 24). The open-contour figure seemingly paired with the diminutive 

attendant of the central primary figure (fig. 29 left) was also added after the first group. 

The last figures would have been the far right outlined figure (fig. 32) and the oval figure 

near the left of the panel (fig. 33). If this assessment is correct, it would have been the 

painters of the far left pair and the cervid who would have likely prepared the surface by 
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'erasing' the Serra Talhada Complex figures. It is therefore a possibility that the central 

primary anthropomorph could have been the first figure painted at the site, with the Serra 

Talhada Complex figures added later. This is, of course, speculation. It nonetheless raises 

the possibility that there were painters of each style active at the same moment in time, 

rather than an evolution from the Serra Talhada Complex to the Serra Branca Style. 

Certain formal differences are apparent between the cited examples of the Serra 

da Capivara Style, the Serra Talhada Complex, and the Serra Branca Style. The Serra da 

Capivara Style is dominated by small red monochrome anthropomorphs and larger 

zoomorphs with occasionally outlined torsos. The compositions take advantage of a wide 

variety of available surfaces, and the arrangement of figures is not limited to a single 

ground plane. The problems surrounding the designation of the Serra Talhada Complex 

stem from slight variations in the iconographic programs associated with certain 

compositions of figures which are otherwise formally consistent with the Serra da 

Capivara Style. 

The elongated rectilinear anthropomorphs of the Serra Branca Style represent a 

unique manner of depicting form. The figure types associated with the Serra Branca Style 

also occur (though much less frequently) in Serra da Capivara Style / Serra Talhada 

Complex compositions. They are, however, limited in size, color, and technique to the 

conventions of those styles. In other words, they share a similar iconography but 

represent different styles. While the specific characteristics of the most sophisticated 

Serra Branca Style are found at only a few dozen sites, the figure typeðorant figures 
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with outstretched arms, patterned torsos, and head ornamentationðis a pan-American 

phenomenon, occurring from Chile to Colombia (fig. 35) and Venezuela (fig. 36 and 37), 

and into the western United States (figs. 38 and 39). 

Two distinct examples of clearly non-Serra da Capivara / Serra Talhada forms 

were introduced in the discussion of the site of Caboclo: the large yellow anthropomorph, 

and the small isolated open-contour anthropomorph. Both of these figures exhibit a 

sophisticated approach to the technical limitations of depicting form, and the use of 

negative space as a design element. Having established the formal qualities of these 

styles, specifically the unique qualities of the Serra Branca Style (of the Varzea Grande 

Subtradition), the following discussion of the Salitre Subtradition illustrates the salience 

of Ogel-Ros's reluctance to consider it a completely separate subtradition.
131

 

 

 

The Salitre Subtradition 

 

 

 

In her original 1984 analysis, Guidon differentiated the Salitre Subtradition from 

the Varzea Grande Subtradition by means of "certain distinctive traits of composition and 

graphismes of action." These traits included: face-profile scenes; chase/hunting scenes; 

linear organization of the panels; predominance of figures executed in contour lines, 

predominantly with geometric patterns and less frequently solid fill;  and, the use of 

several colors (red, yellow and white). Guidon also made it clear that this description of 
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Ogel-Ros, "La notion," 67-68. 
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the subtradition was at that time not yet detailed nor definitive, and it was premature to 

propose a division of styles within it.
132 

Three examples of the Salitre Subtradition cited 

by Guidon illustrate the diversity of styles encompassed by this designation: a 

composition from Caldeirão do Rodrigues I, the eponymous site of Salitre, and the single 

composition at Angelim do Barreirinho.
133 

Representative compositions from Caldeirão 

do Rodrigues I and Salitre will  be discussed in the following pages. The site of Angelim 

do Barreirinho will  be discussed in the following chapter. 

 

 
Caldeirão do Rodrigues I 

 

The site of Caldeirão do Rodrigues I lies in the upper limits of the Serra Talhada 

canyon systems, approximately four kilometers north of Pedra Furada. It is near the 

mouth of a deep side-canyon, in an area of lush arboreal vegetation. The site has a large 

alcove where excavations have revealed numerous occupational sequences, including a 

date of 16,600 B.C.
134 

Among several compositions at the site is a trio of anthropomorphs 

identified as examples of the Salitre Subtradition (fig. 40).
135 

This is a variation of the 
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Guidon, "L'art rupestre du Piaui," 192-194. See the Literature Review for the discussion of the 

term graphismes of action. 
 

133 
Salitre was the site the subtradition was named for, but in her doctoral thesis, Guidon also cited 

examples from Caldeirão do Rodrigues I (Guidon, "L'art rupestre du Piaui," 192). In her 1991 text, Guidon 

also identified the single panel from Angelim do Barreirinho as and example of the Salitre Subtradition 

(Guidon, Peintures préhistoriques, 55). 
 

134 
18,600 ± 600 (GIF 5406). Martin, Pré-História, 62, 75. 

135 
Guidon, "L'art rupestre du Piaui," 192; Pessis and Guidon, "Registros rupestres," 27 fig. 6b. 
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face-profile arrangement, with two profile attendant figures (one with a distended 

abdomen), framing a central ithyphallic anthropomorph. The central figure is solid red 

monochrome with a clearly articulated head, and arms bent at the elbows. The attendant 

figures also have an articulated head area, but their appendages are simple parallel curved 

lines. 

Formally, these figures appear to be larger variations of the anthropomorphs from 

the "execution" scene at Caboclo (fig. 15). The solid torsos and thin-line appendages are 

formally consistent with the Caboclo figures, although larger (24 cm vs. 10 cm for the 

largest figures). The difference is in the iconographic program of each composition. The 

Caboclo scene appears to be associated with an "execution" (due to a single pair of 

figures: one apparently wielding a weapon, and the other apparently recoiling from a 

blow), while the Caldeirão do Rodrigues I group is simply an arrangement of face-profile 

figures, with no suggestion of violence. This face-profile arrangement, however, is also 

seen in two pairs of figures in the lower portion of the Caboclo scene. There is little 

justification to consider this trio as representing a distinct subtradition of the Nordeste 

Tradition. The following examples from the eponymous site of Salitre, on the other hand, 

are formally distinct from the Caldeirão do Rodrigues I composition. 

 

 

Salitre 

 

The site of Salitre lies in the Serra Nova, part of a series of sandstone serras 

approximately twenty kilometers west of Serra da Capivara National Park (where there is 
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also a Serra Nova). The site faces northeast and the area with paintings extends at least 

eighty meters in length. Some compositions are within one meter of the ground, and 

others (a small panel of geometric motifs) are as high as eight meters above the current 

ground. There are around a dozen separate compositions. At the southeast end of the site 

are a few panels Guidon designated as examples of the Geometric Tradition (fig. 41).
136 

At the far northwest end of the site is a group of red monochrome paintings (fig. 42), and 

in between are several groups of polychrome figures. The majority of paintings bear a 

resemblance to the Serra Branca Style paintings from Caboclo and Boqueirão do 

Paraguaio, but with some notable formal differences. 

The majority of the compositions are arranged in horizontal tableaus, which 

Guidon identified as a criteria for distinguishing this subtradition. The natural geological 

characteristics of this site, however, practically demand such compositions. Horizontal 

bands of smooth, light-colored sandstone alternate with layers of conglomerate and 

darker, coarse sandstone. The light sandstone bedding creates the most favorable painting 

surfaces at the site, and indeed the vast majority of motifs occur along these areas (fig. 

43). These favorable areas are generally less than fifty  centimeters tall, leaving few 

options but a fairly horizontal juxtapositioning of the individual figures. However, at 

other sites with Salitre Subtradition figures, the same compositional arrangement was 
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Guidon, "L'art rupestre du Piaui," 191. 
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used even when such geological limitations did not exist (e.g., Baixão Novo do 

Brejinho IV,
137 

and, Laura, fig. 44). 

Two compositions from Salitre characterize the traits of the subtradition, as 

Guidon defined it. Near the southwest end of the site, under a low overhand, is a group of 

figures dominated by a rectilinear anthropomorph (known locally as the Chefe [Chief]; 

fig. 45). The group is comprised of four anthropomorphs, two rectilinear patterned 

figures and two elongated "attendant" figures which are positioned to the right of each 

primary figure. Both primary figures have rough triangular zigzag designs in their torsos. 

The Chefe is red monochrome, and the other is yellow with red interior fill between the 

patterning. The Chefe has six vertical lines on top, suggesting a headdress, the other has a 

rough dome shaped head area with no elaborations. Both primary figures have clearly 

articulated phalli. Their hands are composed of three short linesðtypical of this 

subtradition. Perhaps the most diagnostic feature of the Salitre Subtradition 

anthropomorphs is the unique shape of their legs and feet, as seen in these figures. The 

"thighs" are bulbous, tapering down into thin "ankles" with small upturned feet. The 

Chefe's arms also share this form. 

The attendant to the Chefe is a red monochrome profile figure with a "T" shaped 

head, thin torso with a distended abdomen, and thin, parallel curved lines for limbs. Her 

 
 

 

137 
Guidon mentioned that Salitre Subtradition panels occur at "Baixão Novo do Brejinho III and 

IV ("L'art rupestre du Piaui," 192). According to the guide during the 1999 field season, however, there are 

only three sites in that particular canyon (I, II, and III). The last site, at the mouth of the canyon, has two 

distinct areas of painting, separated by at least twenty meters. It is likely that these represent Baixão Novo 

do Brejinho III and IV. The figures addressed in this section are from the end of the site most likely 

corresponding to Baixão Novo do Brejinho IV. 
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form recalls the "pregnant" figure at the bottom left of the Caboclo "execution" scene 

(fig. 15). The attendant to the other figure is an elongated frontal figure with a yellow 

torso and legs, and red head and arms (with the red continuing down the sides of the 

torso). All  four figures share the same line quality and pigment, suggesting the work of a 

single hand. In fact, all of the Salitre Subtradition figures at the site (perhaps a dozen 

separate compositions) were most likely painted by very few artists, perhaps even a 

single band or close kin group. 

Another group of figures reflects this same primary-attendant arrangement, but 

includes a zoomorph as an attendant figure (fig. 46). The two primary anthropomorphs in 

this group are polychrome (red and yellow) with roughly rectilinear torsos. As with the 

Chefe group, the heads are not clearly articulated additions, but rather extensions of the 

torsoðdelineated by the attached arms which are connected by a horizontal line through 

the torso, creating a register of solid fill  for the head area. Their interior torso designs are 

divided into two registers below the head area. The left figure has a register of vertical 

lines, roughly occupying the top third of the torso. The rest of the torso is filled with 

wavy vertical lines, with a circular design near the bottom. The right figure has a register 

of horizontal lines in the bottom third, with the rest of the torso filled by asymmetric 

angular patterns. The spaces between the red lines on this figure are filled with solid areas 

of yellow, whereas the left figure has alternating yellow and red lines rather than solidly 

filled areas. Both figures have the diagnostic three-fingered hands and bulbous thighs, as 

well as phalli. 
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The attendant for the left figure is a frontal anthropomorph. The head, arms and 

legs are solid red. The torso is outlined in red and filled with a single yellow line. Both 

the arms and legs are in the typical "Salitre" bulbous form. The attendant for the right 

figure is a large red and yellow cervid. The torso designs in this cervid recall the large 

Boqueirão do Paraguaio II  cervid (fig. 24). Registers are roughly suggested: a rear area of 

yellow linear fill,  an area of vertical red lines, and an area of alternating yellow and red 

asymmetric patterns. The position of the legs is likewise consistent with the cervid from 

Boqueirão do Paraguaio II (two down, two outstretched), but their form is typical 'Salitre' 

rather than the comparatively graceful curves and fluted termini of the Boqueirão do 

Paraguaio II  example. 

Iconographically, these compositions are consistent with the Serra Branca Style: 

paired anthropomorphs (one facial or larger, and the other profile or diminutiveð 

frequently male/female), anthropomorph/zoomorph pairs (usually with cervids or rheas), 

or groups of anthropomorphs side by side (occasionally with one or more associated 

zoomorphs). Other examples of these figure-types and compositional arrangements are 

found at João Arsena (fig. 47), Pinga do Boi (fig. 48), and Mangueiro (fig. 49). The 

primary difference between the Serra Branca Style figures and these Salitre figures is the 

refined draftsmanship of the Serra Branca Style, lacking in the Salitre figures. The single 

anthropomorph from Boqueirão do Paraguaio I (fig. 21), with its loosely rectilinear form 

and asymmetric internal patterning, stands in contrast to the Serra Branca Style figures a 

few hundred meters up-canyon at Boqueirão do Paraguaio II. This solitary figure is 
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formally consistent with the Salitre figures, although it has no attendant 

anthropomorph or zoomorph.
138

 

 

The "Morcego Problem" 

 

In the compositions introduced at Caboclo, there was a clear difference between 

the formal qualities of the "execution" scene (fig. 15) and the two large yellow figures to 

the left of it (fig. 17). In the composition of red monochrome figures from the northwest 

end of Salitre (fig. 42), on the other hand, several different figure-types are present. In 

certain groups of these figures, a diversity of forms were apparently painted by the same 

hand, in the same styleðfrom elongated 'classic' Salitre figure-types to more naturalistic 

Serra da Capivara / Talhada figure-types. This is one example where certain figure-types 

persisted through the presumed 'evolution' from the earliest styles to the latest. These are 

most apparent in Salitre 'Subtradition' compositions, such as the west panel from Salitre, 

and in the west panel from the site of Morcego (fig. 50). 

In this composition from Morcego, in the remote northern Serra Branca region, 

several figure types and apparently two separate painting sequences are present. Three 

figures on the right side of the composition were executed in a lighter pigment, but 

certain areas of the large figure on the left (the interior patterning) were also executed in 

this lighter red pigment. It is probable that this entire composition was painted by a single 

 
 

 

138 
The position of this figure (close to the existing sandy floor of the canyon) leaves open the 

posibility that other figures remain to be discovered under the current floor level. Considering the Salitre 

Subtradition compositions elsewhere, it is likely that there are more paintings at this site, as yet unknown. 
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individual. The differences in paint quality might simply represent a pause in the 

execution to mix more paint (which turned out to be of a slightly different recipe), or a 

natural reaction to areas of the support. This is particularly suggested by the changes in 

pigment quality in the torso of the large figure. The line quality is consistent in each 

figure, including the use of a much smaller brush to make the millimeter-wide lines on 

the heads of figures in both the lighter and darker paintings. 

There are several figure types in this groupðsome small, simple 'stick-figures,' 

and others more elaborate with internal torso patterns. But they are all juxtaposed to 

create a finite pictorial spaceða closed composition. The small semi-circular figures of 

the far right face inward, as do most of the figures on the left side. While primarily 

frontal, the large anthropomorph is shown with his phallus on the right, as are three of the 

four small stick-figures at the center-left of the composition. The cervid at the bottom-left 

is shown with its two front legs bent, as if moving upward, while the uppermost semi- 

circular figure on the right is leaning down toward the center of the composition. In all, 

the figures are arranged in a basic triangle. Considering these formal qualities, it is safe to 

consider these paintings as not only the same style, but the work of a single individual. 

Anthropomorphs very similar to the semi-circular figures from the far right of this 

composition are also found at Pedra Furada (fig. 51). These were attributed to the Serra 

Talhada Complex by Pessis and Guidon.
139 

The formal and iconographic similarities 

 
 

 

 

8b. 

139 
Guidon, "L'art rupestre du Piaui," 188 pl. 53; Pessis and Guidon, "Registros rupestres," 28 fig. 
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between these figures, and the semi-circular figures from Morcego, indicate that they 

 

are the same style. If the group from Pedra Furada is Serra Talhada Complex, then so are 

the figures, indeed the entire composition, from Morcego (as it was the work of a single 

painter). However, Guidon cited the semi-circular figures from Morcego as examples of 

the Serra Branca Style.
140

 

The pair of large figures in the Morcego compositionða frontal anthropomorph 

 

with an elaborate torso and a phallus, paired with a smaller figure in profile with 

indications of breasts (depicted here by two small lines)ðare 'classic' examples of the 

Salitre Subtradition. In her doctoral thesis, Guidon indeed mentioned that Morcego was 

one of several Varzea Grande Subtradition sites where traits of the Salitre Subtradition 

were present, but she did not include a reference to specific figures or compositions.
141 

She did, however, cite the central group of figures from Morcegoðstylistically identical 

to the west groupðas an example of the Serra Branca Style (fig. 52).
142

 

The "Morcego Problem" is, therefore, the apparent contradictory attribution of 

definitive Salitre Subtradition traits to panels identified as Varzea Grande Subtradition 

(Serra Branca Style), some of which are identical to figures identified as Serra Talhada 

Complex (which in turn, was similar enough to the Serra da Capivara Style that it was not 

considered a separate style). The entire presumed 6,000 year 'evolution' of 'graphic 

 
 

 

140 
Guidon, "L'art rupestre du Piaui," 185 pl. 78. 

141 
Ibid., 192. 

142 
Ibid., 185 pl. 76. 
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presentation' is embodied in a single pair of panels so similar in their formal qualities 

that they were likely painted by only a few hands (perhaps even by a single painter), 

within a relatively brief span of time. 

The evidence indicates that within the single style of rock art at Morcego 

illustrated here, several different figure-types are present. Some of these figures are 

formally consistent with the earliest rock art in the region (q.v., Baixão da Perna I), yet 

others are characteristic of the (presumed) latest style or subtradition. Proposed 

chronologies aside, it is clear that in this style both the most elaborate representations of 

form (the elongated, patterned anthropomorphs) and the simplest reductions of form (the 

stick-figures) are coexistent. This mixing of figure-types by the same painter is not found 

in the compositions at Caboclo and Boqueirão do Paraguaio II  (Serra Branca Style). This 

is, however, apparent at Salitre and Morcego, which are arguably representative of the 

Salitre Subtradition. 

It is necessary to also introduce an enigmatic 'torso' from Entrada do Pajaú (fig. 

 

53). This was considered a very rare intrusion of a geometric-patterned figure into a 

'classic' Serra da Capivara Style site.
143 

In fact, this is a 'classic' Salitre Subtradition torso 

under (older than) several Serra da Capivara Style figures (an 'intrusion' of the Serra da 

Capivara Style into a Salitre Subtradition composition?). After the single mention of this 

figure in Guidon's doctoral thesis, it was never discussed again (other figures adjacent to 

it were repeatedly cited as examples of the Serra da Capivara Style). Based upon the 

 
 

 

143 
Ibid., 178 pl. 66 fig a. 
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proposed chronologies, either this Salitre Subtradition figure shares the antiquity of the 

Serra da Capivara Style (10,000-5000 B.C.), or the Serra da Capivara Style figures above 

it are as 'young' as the Salitre Subtradition (3000-2000 B.C. ).
144

 

It must be recognized that the simple anthropomorphs of the Serra da Capivara 

Style persisted, or are present, in the Salitre Subtradition. Additionally, there is evidence 

that Salitre figure-types have a precedent in the Serra da Capivara Styleða continuity of 

certain forms paralleled by the innovation of others. 

 

 

The Salitre "Style" 
 

The criteria given by Guidon for the Salitre Subtradition 
145 

also characterize 

many Serra Branca Style compositions. "Face-profile scenes" are found at Caboclo (figs. 

15 and 18), Boqueirão do Paraguaio II (figs. 30 and 31), and Morcego (figs. 50 and 

52).
146 

"Chase/hunting scenes" are found at Serrinha I (fig. 6), as well as in the Serra 

Talhada Complex and Serra da Capivara Style examples from Baixão da Vaca (figs. 3 

and 6). "Linear organization of the panels" was shown to have been a necessity of the 

 
 

 

 

144 
Pessis, "Apresentação gráfica," 13-15; Guidon, "Sequëncia cultural," 142. Two of many 

proposed dates (see the Appendix). 
 

145 
Ibid., 192-194. See the introduction to the Salitre Subtradition section. 

146 
In her discussion of the Salitre figures ("L'art rupestre du Piaui," 192) she also mentioned that 

certain panels at "Boqueirão do Paraguaio" (no specific reference to the precise site [I, II, or III]  or panel), 

Caldeirão do Rodrigues I, Morcego, and Brejinho III and IV, present traits seen in the Salitre Subtradition. 

In Peintures préhistoriques (1991:89) she cites a pair of figures from Boqueirão do Paraguaio II  (fig. 31) as 

Serra Branca Style. This same pair was cited the following year as Salitre Subtradition (Pessis and Guidon, 

"Registros rupestres," 27 fig. 6a). 
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bedding at Salitre, but also occurs at other sites with Salitre Subtradition figures (Fig. 

44), as well as in Serra Talhada Complex compositions (fig. 16). 

The "predominance of figures executed in contour lines, predominantly with 

geometric patterns and less frequently solid fill" is characteristic of the elaborate 

anthropomorphs and zoomorphs of the Serra Branca Style, as previously shown. The "use 

of several colors (red, yellow and white)" is most apparent at Salitre, but also found in 

several Serra Branca Style figures at Boqueirão do Paraguaio II, and in the Serra Talhada 

Complex cervid from Pedra Furada (fig. 9). In fact, polychrome figures occur throughout 

the Serra da Capivara region, but few examples (those listed here) have been specifically 

identified in the literature.
147

 

These iconographic similarities are at the heart of Ogel-Ros's proposition that 

there is no "Salitre Subtradition," rather a separate phase of the Serra Branca Styleð 

salitroïde or Serra Branca final.
148 

Considering the formal characteristics of the elaborate 

figures from Caboclo, Boqueirão do Paraguaio I and II, Morcego, and Salitre, and 

considering the nature of style, it is apparent that these are two separate styles: a Serra 

Branca Style, and a Salitre Style. These are very closely related styles, perhaps opposite 

ends of the spectrum of a single style. However, there are very few compositions that 

 

 
 

 

147 
Only four texts provide specific illustrated examples of each style, complex, or subtradition: 

Guidon and Pessis' doctoral theses (unavailable to the public), Guidon's Peintures Préhistoriques, and 

Pessis and Guidon's "Registros rupestres." All other publications do not provide specific examples to 

illustrate the text, merely general illustrations of Nordeste Tradition figures and compositions, if  any. 
 

148 
Ogel-Ros, "La notion," 67-70. 
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share the formal qualities of bothðno mean, as Grieder put itðhence, little 

justification for considering the Salitre Style as a Serra Branca variant or phase. 

As this chapter has shown, three distinct styles of Nordeste Tradition rock art 

have been introduced: the Serra da Capivara Style, the Serra Branca Style, and the Salitre 

Style. The cited examples of the enigmatic Serra Talhada Complex are for the most part 

variations of the Serra da Capivara Style. Certain compositions were introduced that 

clearly represent a style of painting separate from the three addressed thus far: the white 

cervids from Invenção (fig. 8), the polychrome cervid from Pedra Furada (fig. 9), and the 

solitary anthropomorph from Caboclo (fig. 20). Despite being considered as an example 

of the Salitre Subtradition, Chapter 2 will show that the composition from Angelim do 

Barreirinho is also in this separate style: the Angelim Style. Chart 3 summarizes the Serra 

da Capivara, Serra Branca, and Salitre Styles, according to the formal analyses put forth 

in this chapter: 
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Chart 3 
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Baixa Verde (after Pessis and Guidon, 

"Registros rupestres," 26 fig. 4b) 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

THE ANGELIM STYLE 

 

 

 

 

 

Iconography rather than form was precedent in the original designations of the 

styles outlined in the preceding chapter, resulting in occasional ambiguities and 

reassessments. Central to this chapter is a panel of paintings identified by Guidon as the 

Salitre Subtradition:
149 

the single composition at the site of Angelim do Barreirinho. 

Formally, these paintings are radically different than any at the site of Salitre, or other 

 

Salitre Style compositions. Figures in this same style, however, occur throughout the 

Serra da Capivara region. The following observations will show that these compositions 

represent a unique style of rock painting that, as of yet, has not been recognized in the 

corpus of Nordeste Tradition rock art: the Angelim Style, exemplified by its eponymous 

site, Angelim do Barreirinho. 

 

 
Angelim do Barreirinho  

 

 

 

The site of Angelim do Barreirinho (figs. 54 and 55) is at the top of the talus 

along the southern rim of the Serra Nova, in Serra da Capivara National Park (north of 

 
 

 

 

149 Guidon, Peintures préhistoriques, 55. 
 

102 



103 
 

the village of Barreirinho). The single composition at the site is in a slightly recessed 

area of the creamy yellow sandstone wall. Much of the pigment was either very thin 

originally, or has faded considerably. In the decades since it was shown to the Franco- 

Brazilian archaeological mission, a large hive of arapoá (black bees) in an angelim tree 

next to the panel have been partially responsible for keeping the paintings free from 

vandalism. The landowner, and original guide for the Franco-Brazilian mission, Sr. 

Nivaldo, is most responsible for the pristine condition of the site, thanks to his excellent 

stewardship.
150

 

A total of six anthropomorphs and two cervids are still visible, each outlined in 

light red or orange. Four of the anthropomorphs are filled with white or light yellow.
151 

Three central anthropomorphs dominate the panel (fig. 56). Each are elongated cigar- 

shaped orant figures with attenuated appendages, apparent headdresses, and individual 

internal designs. Two show clear phalli. They were each most likely executed interior 

first, with fingers, then outlined with a small (3-4 mm) brush, leaving the appendages 

open-ended. Two smaller anthropomorphs also have 'headdresses' and are less elaborate 

versions of the central figures (fig. 57 and 58). These were possibly painted by a second 

artist (probably at the same time as the two cervids, based on their line quality and lack of 

interior fill).  One is ithyphallic, and the other has a single interior zigzag design. The last 
 
 

 

 

150 The arapoá (Trigona ruficus) do not sting, but they do bite furiously at the base of the unwary 

visitors' hair. This is only mildly painful, but rather intimidating when they swarm (within minutes of 

anyone approaching the panel, three meters away). 
 

151 These paintings are fairly difficult  to see, and very difficult to photograph due to the thin or 

faded quality of the pigments, combined with the natural yellow color of the support. 
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(sixth) anthropomorph is different from the others in the composition (fig. 59). It has 

more naturalistic proportions, and lacks any internal patterns or headdress. This might be 

a later addition by a different hand (a third possible painter). This is also suggested by the 

fact that it has the most well preserved white pigmentðmuch more visible than the white 

or light yellow fill  in the other figures. 

The two cervids (incomplete or exfoliated; figs. 60 and 61) share the same 

graceful contour lines as the white pair from Invenção (fig. 8). Some pairs of legs are 

shown as individual appendages separated by a short connecting torso line, while others 

are suggested by three parallel, open-ended curved linesðthe 'negative' space between 

the lines is used as a design element. This same use of negative space is also seen in the 

treatment of the lower cervid's rack. Like the rack on the right-hand cervid from 

Invenção, it is represented by a series of short parallel unconnected lines, like a 

herringbone pattern. The heads are ovals, at a right angle to the line of the neck, with the 

ears represented as one or two smaller ovals at the back of the head. The tails are either 

tangent with the line of the back or the rump. The tail of the lower cervid from Angelim 

do Barreirinho is also open-ended. 

The composition is predominantly horizontal, with the primary anthropomorphs 

following a slight upward-tilting (left to right) geological seam. Each of their legs lie in 

this seam. The two framing anthropomorphs, while smaller, are positioned with their 

arms along the same line as the arms of the three central figures. The far left 

anthropomorph breaks this tableau, but is actually at the same height as the far right 
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anthropomorph. The cervids frame the right side of the composition vertically. The 

 

lower cervid is juxtaposed with its back running along the same geological seam that runs 

through the legs of the primary figures. 

 

 
Other Angelim Style Compositions 

 

 

 

Angelim do Barreirinho is rare among other Angelim Style compositions, having 

numerous anthropomorphs and associated zoomorphs in a single panel. Angelim Style 

motifs are almost always limited to a very few isolated examples at each site. The solitary 

figure at Caboclo (fig. 20) and one from Calderão da Vaca (fig. 62) are examples of this. 

The Caldeirão da Vaca anthropomorph (in the Serra Branca region) is strikingly similar 

to the figures from Angelim do Barreirinho (over thirty kilometers to the south), and in a 

remarkable state of conservation (perhaps painted much later than the adjoining panel, or 

with a much more durable paint recipe). Other solitary anthropomorphs include one from 

Pedra Furada (fig. 63), and one from Levada do Caldeirão do Dentro (fig. 64). This last 

site is in the higher elevations of Serra da Capivara National Park, at the west end of the 

Serra Talhada system of canyons. 

Pedra Furada and Angelim do Barreirinho each have the most examples of this 

style (in the sites studied to date). Pedra Furada has hundreds of motifs representing 

many different styles, but only a handful in the Angelim Style scattered across the site. 

Angelim do Barreirinho, on the other hand, is one of the rare sites in the region with only 
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a single style of rock art present. Solitary zoomorphs are the most common 

compositions in this style, although some compositions with groups of zoomorphs are 

also found. Angelim Style cervids include a pair from Arapoá do Gongo (fig. 65), cited as 

examples of the Serra Branca Style in Guidon's doctoral thesis,
152 

as well as some from 

Pedra Furada (fig. 9 and 66), and Viaduto I (fig. 67).
153

 

Other animals are represented in this style,
154 

although much less frequently. 

 

Examples of 'fish' occur at Mulungú, Extrema II, and Roça do Raimundão (figs. 68 and 

69); 'cats' occur at Serrinha I and Viaduto I (figs. 70 and 71); 'rheas' occur at Invenção 

and Roça do Raimundão (fig. 72); and, a pair of 'monkeys' are found at Cajueiro (fig. 73). 

A zoomorph from Mulungú (fig. 73) is perhaps a representation of an animal similar to a 

cotia or mocó (a small rodentðbased upon its hind legs), but this attribution stretches the 

reasonable limits of suggesting animal species based upon interpretations for which there 

is no ethnographic reinforcement.
155 

The single Angelim Style zoomorph from Roça do 

Clovis is best considered as simply a "quadruped" (fig. 74). One unidentifiable (abstract 

 
 

 

 

152 Guidon, "L'art rupestre du Piaui," 183 pl. 65b. 
 

153 Viaduto I is called Estevo III  in the published texts (Monzon and Ogel-Ros. La Toca do Estevo 

III ; Guidon, Peintures rupestres, 84-85). Viaduto is used here, as it is the name the local people (original 

guides) have for the site. It gets its name from a natural arch at the head of the canyon, where erosion has 

washed out the sandstone bedding, creating a feature that looks like a Roman viaduct (viaduto). 
 

154 The "animals" cited here are merely the author's interpretations based upon formal similarities 

between the paintings and actual animals. Terms like "fish" and "monkeys" mean "looks like a fish" and 

"looks like a monkey" rather than implying that the original artist intended to represent a fish or a monkey. 

See footnote 83, p. 44. 
 

155 Cotia: Dasyprocta cf. prymnolopha; mocó: Kerodon rupestres. See the paragraph discussing 

Guidon's original interpretive conservatism regarding the identification of animal species in the rock art 

(Introduction). 
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or non-representational?) motif, consistent with the Angelim Style, is found at Baixão 

da Perna I (fig. 74). 

 

 

General characteristics 

 

In general, Angelim Style paintings are frequently polychrome; the interiors of the 

figures executed in white or yellow, primarily with finger-width lines. The outlines are 

usually red or orange, executed with brush strokes about 3-4 mm wide. Some white 

interiors are still very clear, but others have faded considerably. The outlines conform to 

the interior shapes, indicating that they were most likely painted after the interiors, rather 

than serving as an outline to be subsequently filled in. Perhaps the most unique feature of 

these paintings is the use of open-ended forms. This was addressed by Guidon and Pessis 

in their analyses of the other styles, as indicated in the previous Chapters. Appendages are 

usually outlined with the ends terminating in either parallel or slightly fluted lines. 

The most formally consistent figures from site to site are the cervids. Their legs 

are frequently suggested by three parallel curving lines, and when present, the rack is 

suggested by a series of short parallel brushstrokes. The torso shapes are never 

compromised. The torso line between the front and hind legs is perfectly consistent with 

the contour on either side. Transitions from torso to neck to head always maintain the 

integrity of the interior shape. This further supports the idea that, in some figures, the 

interiors were executed first, establishing the shape of the figure, with the outlines 

executed later. This is important to understand, since the white pigment recipes used were 
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less permanent than the red or orange recipes. This has resulted in the almost complete 

loss of the interior pigment in some figures. What appear at first glance to be 

monochrome figures may in fact have been polychrome originally. Monochrome figures 

also occur, such as those from Invenção (fig. 8) and Cajueiro (fig. 73), yet even in these 

instances the same integrity of form is maintained. 

Angelim Style compositions do not appear to be intentionally juxtaposed with 

figures of other styles, although the reverse is suggested. The Angelim Style cervid from 

Pedra Furada (fig. 9) is located in the center of a small oval niche in the massive 

rockshelter's wall. This selection of a natural niche is common in the style. Above and 

below the Angelim Style cervid are several Serra da Capivara Style figures, which were 

most likely added later since they are relegated to the periphery of the niche. The solitary 

zoomorphs from Serrinha I (fig. 70), Cajueiro (fig. 73), and Emas do Bras II  (fig. 75), 

likewise were placed in small oval niches at each site. 

 

 

Variations 

 

As with any style, there are compositions or figures that are in some ways similar 

to the Angelim Style, but represent exceptions to the general characteristics of the style. 

The panel at Boqueirão do Paraguaio II (figs. 24, 28 - 32) is somewhat problematic, as it 

has several figures closely resembling the Angelim Style, yet with slight formal 

differences. Three anthropomorphs in this panel (figs. 29 left - 31) were executed with 

open-contour limbs. The torsos, for the most part, reflect the rectilinear shapes of the 
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central (largest) Serra Branca Style anthropomorph and its small attendant (figs. 28 

and 29 right). But as with the other examples of Angelim Style anthropomorphs, their 

heads and appendages are executed as part of the continuous outline of the form. The 

head of the central anthropomorph, on the other hand, is clearly 'attached' to the torsoða 

distinct line indicates that the torso was outlined first, and the head was added later. Its 

small attendant was likewise executed by first defining the torso, then adding the limbs 

and head afterward. The two pair of Angelimesque figures (figs. 30 and 31) have 

attendants that do not resemble the Angelim Style. 

A pair of figures from Figuras do Angical
156 

reflect this same mixture of Angelim 

 

and Serra Branca Style qualities (fig. 76). The figures are at the northwest end of a huge 

sandstone outcrop in the northern reaches of the Serra Branca region (over forty 

kilometers from Boqueirão do Paraguaio). A polychrome anthropomorph, extremely 

elongated, is paired with another figure that is difficult  to securely identify as an 

anthropomorph. The primary figure is in the rectilinear open-contour style of those from 

Boqueirão do Paraguaio II (especially fig. 29 left), but has a much more complex internal 

patterning. The recurring iconography of a frontal anthropomorph paired with a profile 

anthropomorph suggests that the 'attendant' here is a highly stylized anthropomorph. 

Other such extreme stylizations occur in the region, such as the Donas from Perdida do 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

156 The site's full  name is Toca do Morro da Figuras do Angical. Angical is a small village just 

north of the Park's boundary. 
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Caldeirão do Dentro (fig. 77). These motifs, nonetheless, escape interpretation as 

human-like forms. 

Two other paintings at Figuras do Angical, from the southeast end of the site, 

appear to be Angelim Style anthropomorphs, but the state of their conservation makes 

them difficult  to see. One figure (fig. 78) has a leg faintly visible, and torso patterning 

consistent with that of the polychrome figure from the northwest end of the site. The 

other painting is just an area of polychrome patterning (fig. 79). However, considering  

the other examples, this pattern represents the torso of an Angelim Style figure whose top 

and bottom have disappeared (a similar situation exists at Salitre; fig. 80). These figures, 

and those at Boqueirão do Paraguaio, represent a more elaborate, rectilinear variation of 

the Angelim Style. Their geographic distribution confirms that, like the other examples of 

the style, these figures are found in the same diversity of sites as the other styles of the 

Nordeste Tradition. 

A pair of anthropomorphs from Pedra Furada are not identical to those from 

Angelim do Barreirinho and Caldeirão da Vaca, but share the same formal qualities of the 

style (fig. 81). These figures are quite different from the other Angelim Style motifs at the 

site. In fact, these represent a unique figure-type, with no similar examples in the region. 

Their loose, roughly naturalistic forms represent one extreme in the spectrum of the 

Angelim Style, with the figures from Boqueirão do Paraguaio II and Figuras do Angical 

(just mentioned) representing the opposite extreme (highly stylized and 
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rectilinear). The central group from Angelim do Barreirinho and the solitary figure 

from Caldeirão da Vaca represent the "mean" of the style. 

From the examples shown here, it is clear that while individual variations exist 

within the Angelim Style, the manner of representing anthropomorphic and zoomorphic 

figures is consistent. It is frequently, if  not always, impossible to set clear boundaries for 

a style, as if style were a "unit" of measureðvariations and borrowings are inevitable. 

Grieder's observation that style is, "the personal expression of the individual, and the 

sum, or perhaps we should say the mean, of all that those personal expressions share" 

[emphasis added], must be acknowledged in any endeavor of this sort.
157 

Considering this 

aspect of human expressionðstyleðas a measurable thing is best characterized as 

"mathesis," as John Clegg pointed out: 

Mathesis is a perfectly good English word which means the counting or 

measuring of things which are not normally counted or measured.... In our time 

the frontiers of measurement are at Style, and Art. An archaeological generation 

ago, it was fashionable to do QUANTIFICATION, and equally fashionable to 

sneer at the practise, on the grounds that it constitutes unnecessarily abstruse 

mathematics for its own sake. If  you can't shoot it, or cut it down, then count it 

and perform a test of significance, which will save you from needing to 

understand what you are trying to do.
158

 

The Angelim Style, therefore, is defined here as the mean of all those expressions that 

characterize this unique conception and representation of form, as illustrated in the 

description and examples cited. 

 

 

 
 

 

157 Grieder, Artist and Audience, 140. 
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Iconography of the Angelim Style 

 

 

 

The iconography of the Angelim Style is consistent with the Serra Branca and 

Salitre Styles, as far as the recurring orant figures or groups of zoomorphs (primarily 

cervids) are concerned. Isolated figures, whether solitary or in groups of two or three, are 

characteristic of the style. Zoomorphs are the most common representations. While the 

position of the cervids' legs suggest movement (consistent with the Serra da Capivara 

Style), the anthropomorphs are characteristically static, frontal, orant figures (consistent 

with the Serra Branca and Salitre Styles). Despite this limited iconography, the 

anthropomorphs are each unique, individual expressions of a few basic forms and 

patterning schemes (rectangles, zigzags, and vertical lines, for the most part). 

The most significant iconographic quality of the Angelim Style is the lack of any 

'hunting' or 'warfare' iconography. It would be presumptive to call this a 'pastoral' or 

'passivist' style, but accurate to notice that no indications of violence are found in these 

compositions. Weapons (whether utilitarian or ritual) are depicted in other styles, such as 

the previously discussed "execution" scene from Caboclo (fig. 15), and the line of 

composite figures from Perigoso (fig. 82). 

Dart-thrower iconography is particularly prevalent in the region. The Serra da 

Capivara Style compositions from Serrinha I (fig. 6) and João Arsena (fig. 83) show large 

groups of figures wielding dart-throwers and darts, as well as other probable weapons. 

 
 

 

158 Clegg, Mathesis Drawing, 3. 
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The figures in these scenes appear to represent a group effort, either against an animal 

(the cat, at Serrinha I) or each other (João Arsena). The pair of figures at Canoas da Serra 

Vermelha (fig. 84), on the other hand, do not seem to be interacting with the other figures 

in the composition. This painting appears to represent a display of their status as 'hunters' 

or 'warriors' (perhaps mythological). The trio from Baixa da Cabaceira (figs. 85 and 86) 

suggests this idea of status display even more profoundly. The anthropomorphs resemble 

the primary figure from Caboclo (fig. 17), with the same refined draftsmanship and 

elongated rectilinearity. This composition is arranged along a fairly consistent ground 

plane, as opposed to the 'floating' figures from Canoas da Serra Vermelha (a typical Serra 

Branca Style composition, as opposed to a Serra da Capivara Style arrangement). 

 

 
Relative Chronology of the Angelim Style 

 

 

 

Superimpositions of one style over another provide the only available evidence of 

the Angelim Style's relative chronology within the Nordeste Tradition. As mentioned, the 

cervid from Pedra Furada (fig. 9) was most likely painted earlier than the Serra da 

Capivara Style figures above and below it. This is not a superimposition, but the most 

favorable location in the painted area is occupied by the Angelim Style cervid, and the 

other figures occur just below and above it. These could have been painted first, leaving 

the center of the niche unpainted, but the locations of other Serra da Capivara Style 

figures suggests that the painters preferred to center their compositions in available areas, 
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rather than relegate them to the peripheries (Pedrinhas Pintadas [fig. 2], the large 

zoomorphs from Pedra Furada [fig. 7], and the group from Serrinha I [fig. 6], for 

example). This same situation is evident with the pair of Angelim Style cervids at Arapoá 

do Gongo (fig. 65), which were framed by two Serra da Capivara Style cervids. 

The two partial Angelim Style anthropomorphs at Figuras do Angical (figs. 78 

and 79) have small Salitre Style anthropomorphs superimposed over them. At the 

opposite end of the site, however, the polychrome Angelim Style anthropomorph (fig. 76) 

was painted over a Serra da Capivara Style cervid. In fact, the "shoulders" of the 

anthropomorph were positioned in such a way that they followed the line of the cervid's 

back, with its tail almost perfectly aligned with one of the anthropomorph's arms. The 

white and yellow pigment is still visible enough to allow this observation of the painting 

sequence. 

The composition at Viaduto I (fig. 71) raises a problem with regard to the 

durability of pigment recipes and apparent superimpositions, which deserves mention. 

Several Serra da Capivara Style motifs were painted over the Angelim Style figures. The 

deep-red anthropomorphs inside the large 'cat' and the smaller cervid behind it, for 

example, show no evidence of white pigment painted over them. One anthropomorph, 

near the rear of the 'cat' actually has several lines of pigment extending down from it, 

where the recipe clearly lacked sufficient viscosity to avoid running down the support. 

Even on this thinner red paint, no evidence of white is visible. However, between the 'cat' 

and the cervid is a long vertical geometric motif in the same deep-red pigment. Near its 
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lower half is an area where it appears that the white was painted over the red (where 

the motif intersects the legs of the zoomorphs). The red is noticeably lighter in these 

areas. Just above the point where the motif crosses the cervids legs, however, the red 

pigment is also lighter, indicating that some quality of the paint recipe, perhaps combined 

with some quality of the support, was responsible for its faded appearance below. 

The white cervids at Invenção (fig. 8) are examples of white pigment binding to 

unpainted areas of the surface, but exfoliating from previously painted areas (the Serra da 

Capivara Style rhea). Several areas of the right-hand cervid are broken by the red paint of 

the rhea. At first, it appears that these breaks indicate the superimpositioning of the red 

over the white. However, several places in the interior designs have the white paint 

clearly over the red. The red was painted earlier, but in some areas the white paint did not 

bind to the red pigment as well as it did to the unpainted rock surface. As mentioned in 

the general characteristics above, white recipes seem to fade or exfoliate much more 

rapidly than red, orange, or yellow recipes. 

This is most likely a result of the different pigment, vehicle, and binder qualities. 

Reds and oranges were prepared from hematite (iron oxide, Fe2O3), with their range of 

hue most likely the result of heating (cooking), exposure to the sun, or variations in the 

pigment sources. Yellow was prepared from geothite (hydrated iron oxide, FeO[OH]). 

These pigments are very similar in the ratios of their mineral compositions, as indicated 

by samples from Pedra Furada: Fe, Ca, S, Ti, and P (red); and, Fe, Ca, Ti, K, and S 
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(yellow).
159 

Whites, on the other hand, were prepared from kaolinite (Al2Si2O5[OH]4) 

or gypsite (CaSO4·2H20) pigment,
160 

lacking the predominance of iron in the others (at 

least in a sample from Pedra Furada): Ca, Ti, K, S, and Si.
161 

This lack of iron, the 

predominance of calcium, and the presence of silicon (probably from quartz) might have 

impacted the white paint's ability to bind to red paint. This is supported by numerous 

examples where similar exfoliating is evident. 

An excellent example of a second pigment, in this case yellow, exfoliating from 

an underlying red pigment, but not from the adjacent support, is at the site of Abrigo do 

Cacique, in Bahia (fig. 87). A series of spots of red pigment were sprayed across an area 

of the wall (as if shaken from a brush, fingers, or a hand), where later a yellow 

anthropomorph was painted. The left 'elbow' of the anthropomorph intersects one of the 

red spots (fig. 88), but there is no yellow pigment visible over the red. This would seem 

to indicate that the red spot was later than (over) the yellow. However, one of the 

anthropomorph's 'darts' (held perpendicular to its torso) also intersect the red spots (fig. 

89). Here it is possible to see that the yellow is indeed painted over three separate red 

spots. The yellow line of the figure's 'elbow' exfoliated from the red pigment below it, 

whereas some of the yellow was still in place where the 'dart' crossed over the red spots. 

 
 

 

159 Meneses Lage, "Dating of the Prehistoric Paintings," 49. Samples were B.P.F.88.02 (red) and 

B.P.F.89.12 (yellow) from Meneses Lage, "Análise química," 95. 
 

160 Meneses Lage, "Dating of the Prehistoric Paintings," 49. USGS Digital Spectral Library, 

"Sample Descriptions and Plots," http://speclab.cr.usgs.gov/ spectral.lib04/ spectral-lib.desc+plots.html. 
 

161 B.P.F.88.44., Meneses Lage, "Análise química," 96. 

http://speclab.cr.usgs.gov/
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With careful observation it is possible to determine that the yellow figure was painted 

later than the red spots (by how much is impossible to say). 

Absolute dates from Angelim Style pigment samples would help to secure the 

chronology of the paintings, but these are not available. From the few examples of 

superimpositioning available, the Angelim Style was contemporary with the Serra da 

Capivara Style (under the Serra da Capivara Style figures at Viaduto I, and over those at 

Invenção). The relative positioning of the Serra da Capivara Style figures from Pedra 

Furada and Arapoá do Gongo (framing the Angelim Style figures) suggest they were 

painted later at these sites. The Salitre Style anthropomorphs were painted over the 

Angelim Style figures at Figuras do Angical, hence later. 

Considering the paucity of known Angelim Style compositions in Serra da 

Capivara National Park (versus the immense corpus of Nordeste Tradition rock art), it is 

most likely that the Angelim Style existed for a relatively brief span of time in the region. 

The Serra da Capivara Style appeared earlier, but its 'classic' figure-types survived longer 

in the area.
162 

The Salitre Style appears to have been later than the Angelim Style, but 

with only two secure examples of superimpositioning (in a single panel), this remains a 

tentative conclusion. Iconographically, the two are similar enough to have been closely 

related in meaning, and perhaps contemporary with each other. 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

162 See the discussion of The Morcego Problem in the preceding Chapter, p. 89. 
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Related Styles Elsewhere in Brazil  

 

 

 

Bahia 

 

Recent research in the northern Chapada Diamantina, between the towns of 

Central and Morro do Chapéu, has led to the identification of several sites with figures 

remarkably consistent with the Angelim Style in Piauí.
163 

The region of study is over 300 

kilometers southeast of Serra da Capivara, on the other side of the São Francisco River. 

The area has similar serras and abrupt cuestas as Serra da Capivara, but it is much higher 

in elevation, between 900 and 1,100 m. Additionally, there are many karst serras cut with 

caves. There is no dark zone cave art, however, in the Serra Preta many caves have art in 

the twilight zone.
164 

A total of six sites with paintings very similar to the Angelim Style 

have been identified thus far. These are all in prominent outcrops, with commanding 

views of the surrounding landscape, and within four kilometers of permanent water 

sources. More research is needed in this area, therefore this is tentatively referred to as 

the Angelim da Bahia Style. 

 

 

 

 
 

 

163 The author was introduced to the rock art of the area through a paper presented at the 1998 

International Rock Art Congress (IRAC) in Vila Real, Portugal, by Márcia Braga and Maria Beltrão 

("Projeto Piloto para a Conservação"). Fieldwork was conducted from 1999 through 2001, during the dry 

season (June-September), at thirty-six rock art sites (including eight discovered by the author). 
 

164 No Angelim Style or similar rock art has been found in these caves. Only one cave, Gruta dos 

Brejões, has art that is deep in the cave. The paintings are at the end of a long passage, but close to a large 

daylight hole (hence not in the dark zone). The author has not visited this site, but received this information 

from a professional photographer (Marco Ataide, personal communication 2001). 
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The most formally similar figures are at the site of Lagoa da Velha (figs. 90 

and 91), a site first published by Maria Beltrão.
165 

Two small isolated panels from the 

south end of the site include cervids that are almost identical to those found at Angelim 

do Barreirinho. This panel also includes several rheas. While rheas in the Angelim Style 

are rare in Serra da Capivara, these are formally consistent with the conventions of the 

style. Of special note is the manner in which one of the rheas 'wings' were represented. 

This is the 'classic' Angelim Style 'herringbone' pattern, characteristic of the cervids' 

racks from Angelim do Barreirinho (fig. 61) and Invenção (fig. 8). Another site in the 

same region, Abrigo das Emas (fig. 92), also has a line of rheas in this style. These 

simple monochrome paintings exhibit a sophisticated rendering of three dimensional 

form with only a few delicate brushstrokes. 

A line of figures from the north end of the site of Lagoa da Velha include two 

cervids similar to those from the south panel, as well as a trio of anthropomorphs (fig. 

93).
166 

The anthropomorphs are highly stylized, with elongated torsos, angular arms and 

legs (bent in towards one another), and only a slight indication of a head area. These were 

all executed by the same hand, with an initial form defined by the yellow interior, then 

outlined with thin red lines. The arrangement of the figures along a single horizontal 

tableau, as opposed to the multiple tableaus of the south group, probably reflects the 

 
 

 

165 Beltrão, Arte Rupestre: As Pinturas Rupestres. 
 

166 Two groups of three or four anthropomorphs(?) each, frame both sides of this group. However, 

they are too indistinct to photograph, draw, or even confirm that they are indeed anthropomorphs. The 

iconography of this composition should include the possibility that these represent additional elements. 
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available pictorial space (as at Salitre), rather than any significant modification of the 

compositional conventions seen in other panels. 

Other anthropomorphs at Lagoa da Velha are in the open-contour style (fig. 94), 

and while not exactly similar to Angelim Style anthropomorphs (more angular), do share 

a slight resemblance. The nearby site of Cria Bode,
167 

also has several open-contour 

anthropomorphs (figs. 95, 96 and 97) which are more angular than most of the Piauí 

anthropomorphs. The joints of the arms and legs do not share the same curvilinear 

qualities most characteristic of the Angelim Style. These are most likely local variants of 

the Angelim da Bahia Style. The closest Piauí example of this figure-type and treatment 

of form is at the site of "Figuras Brancas," at the top of the canyon near Baixão da Vaca 

(fig. 98).
168 

Also at Cria Bode is a pair of "emus" (fig. 99), shown frontally (or from the 

rear), rather than in profile, which are very similar in style to the pair of anthropomorphs 

from Boqueirão da Pedra Furada (fig. 81). These "emus" are as unique to the Angelim da 

Bahia Style as the Pedra Furada figures are to the Angelim Style in Piauí.
169

 

Another site in the northern Chapada Diamantina, Abrigo dos Xamãs, is 

dominated by a group of five large anthropomorphs (76-28 cm tall), painted on the 

 
 

 

167 Beltrão also documented this site, but only on a now defunct web page for the Projeto Central 

(http://www.projetocentral.hpg.com.br). It included a single photograph and no additional information. No 

professional recordings exist for any of the rock art in this region, only a series of site reports filed with 

IPHAN (Instituto do Patrimônio Histórico e Artístico Nacional). As a result of the field research for this 

dissertation, the author is planning a project to augment the Projeto Central's work in the region, including 

recording the rock art and defining the various styles present. 
 

168 Both times this site was visited (2000 and 2001) it still had not been given an official name by 

FUMDHAM. "Figuras Brancas" is the temporary name given by the author. 
 

169 See the earlier discussion of the Pedra Furada figures (p. 110). 
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ceiling of a west facing rockshelter, at least thirty meters above the surrounding serra 

(figs. 100 and 101). These figures were executed in red then outlined in white, reflecting 

the same balance of internal patterning as the central group from Angelim do Barreirinho 

(fig. 56). Additionally, the arrangement of figures is reminiscent of the Angelim do 

Barreirinho composition. The three largest figures share a common ground plane, while 

the two smaller figures are set apart (here, by sharing the same line of the primary group's 

legs, rather than arms, as in the Angelim do Barreirinho composition). The tableau is not 

rigidly horizontal, as in the Salitre arrangements, but rather a sweeping curveðagain, like 

the eponymous site in Piauí. What appears to be a thin black line over the white areas is 

actually the result of some form of geochemical reaction between the white pigment 

recipe and the support. This same reaction was observed at Abrigo do Cacique, in a group 

of white figures (fig. 102), and confirmed as a phenomenon of the white pigment, not the 

result of later overpainting with black.
170

 

Sítio da Boa Vista, in another part of the northern Chapada Diamantina, has two 

compositions with variants of the Angelim da Bahia Style. One composition is a pair of 

elongated anthropomorphs, outlined in red monochrome (fig. 103). The largest figure has 

no head area indicated, but has attenuated arms and legs. The torso elaboration, what 

remains, is divided into three vertical areas with slight a zigzag pattern. This is 

 
 

 

170 The author is at a loss to explain the precise nature of this reaction. It was clear in the Cacique 

paintings that the black areas grew from under the white pigment, eventually resulting in the exfoliation of 

the white, and leaving a black residue. In some areas only the black remains, but in others the black can be 

seen surrounding the edge of the white. This is probably the result of the very thick recipe used in the 

whites in this region, in addition to the particular chemical reactions of that recipe with the natural geology. 
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reminiscent of the outlined monochrome figure from Levada do Caldeirão do Dentro (fig. 

64), with its internal vertical patterning. It also reflects a combination of the internal 

patterns from the two left-hand anthropomorphs at the center of the Angelim do 

Barreirinho panel. The attendant figure at Abrigo da Boa Vista has a single zigzag pattern 

in its torso (as with the far right-hand figure from Angelim do Barreirinho), but lacks any 

clearly defined head or arms (due to the state of conservation). 

The other composition from this site (fig. 104) merely has remnants of two 

possible Angelim da Bahia Style figures. The most distinct figure is apparently just the 

top of an anthropomorph, with two short arms and a head area that is simply a 

continuation of the torso. To the left of this figure is a curved line of red paint that 

suggests the head, arm, and partial torso of a rather bulbous anthropomorph. It seems to 

be a diminutive attendant of the other figure, but too little remains to say with any 

certainty. Iconographically, it is interesting to note the small circle with radiating lines, 

above and to the right of these figures. This is precisely the iconography of the Salitre 

Style composition at Mangueiro (fig. 49), in Serra da Capivaraða central elaborate 

anthropomorph flanked by an attendant to the left, and a small circle with radiating lines 

to the right.
171

 

 

The site of Abrigo do Cacique has three distinct examples of the Angelim da 

Bahia Style, among the hundreds of motifs (perhaps more than a thousand) at the site. 

 
 

 

171 There is absolutely no evidence to support any interpretation of these 'circles-with-radiating- 

lines' as 'suns' or other celestial bodies, regardless of how popular this sort of interpretation has become in 

the past decades of rock art research. 
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The paintings cover more than fifty meters of the site, from the walls and ceiling of 

the large rockshelter at the east end, to a fairly exposed wall above a ledge at the west 

end. Near the center of the site is a solitary anthropomorph, outlined in yellow with no fill 

(fig. 105). Like the five anthropomorphs from Abrigo dos Xamãs, this figure is on the 

ceiling (at less of a pitch, howeverðabout 60º [fig. 106] versus the almost horizontal 80º 

pitch of the Xamãs ceiling [fig. 100]). It also faces west, over a commanding view of the 

surrounding landscape (not only towards the sunset, but, as with the Xamãs figures, 

towards the nearest permanent water source). 

This figure is fairly well defined, despite the state of conservation.
172 

The yellow 

 

pigment has begun to degrade into areas of black residue. It is very symmetrically 

balanced, with the exception of its armsðone turns up and the other turns down. The 

torso is slightly wider at the bottom, and terminates with a rounded head area, perfectly 

tangent with the torso contour. One arm terminates in open-ended lines (recall that in 

Serra da Capivara, several Angelim Style figures also combined open- and closed-line 

appendages in the same figure). The internal pattern is extremely symmetrical, and 

reflects the exceptional draftsmanship of the outline. No other figure at the site shares the 

qualities of this solitary anthropomorph, and it should be considered the only one at the 

 
 

 

172 The declining appearance of some of the pigment is not the result of modern human 

intervention. This entire site is in pristine condition (no scavengers' pits, practically no graffiti, and no fire 

damage). It is known to only a handful of people. For this reason, no precise information regarding its 

location will be provided in this dissertation. This is likewise the situation with Sítio da Boa Vista and 

Abrigo dos Xamãs. Further information will be provided, but only after the author and his Brazilian 

colleagues have recorded and registered these sites with IPHAN; and substantial protective measures have 

been arranged with the site stewards, appropriate government authorities, and concerned non-governmental 

organizations. 
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site painted by this individual. It was painted over a typical geometric motif, very 

common throughout the central Bahian highlands. 

Two other compositions are in the thick white pigment discussed earlier,
173 

but 

 

here outlined with a thin red contour (fig. 107). This pair of anthropomorphs share the 

'classic' Angelim Style figure-type found in Piauí and in the previous figure mentioned 

above, with the exception of their pronounced round heads. These figures have a slight 

curve to their shape rather than the stiff symmetry of the previous figure. Their torso 

patterns are a series of vertical lines running most of the length of the figure. Areas of red 

pigment were added over the white after it had dried (perhaps much later). To the left of 

this pair is a finger-painted brownish-yellow figure, executed later than the white pair (a 

slight superimposition over the arm of one white figure's arm is visible), and apparently 

in imitation of the white figure-types. 

Two sites, Riacho da Vacaria and Córrego Pequeno, have anthropomorphs that 

represent radical variations of the Angelim da Bahia Style. These are so radical that they 

are only tentatively considered as variations of this style. Further research in this region 

might eventually confirm or negate this consideration. The four anthropomorphs at 

Riacho da Vacaria (fig. 108), above the panel with Beltrão's "mastodon" (figs. 109 and 

110), are divided into pairs: two solid, and two outlined figures framing them. The two 

solid figures are a standard figure-type found throughout this region. The framing open- 

contour figures are a variation of the Angelim da Bahia Style. All four figures appear to 

 
 

 

173 See the discussion of the black residue at Abrigo dos Xamãs. 
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have been painted by the same individual, however. This mixing of very different 

figures is not found in other Angelim da Bahia Style compositions (even the group from 

Cria Bode [fig. 95], shows evidence that several figures were by different painters). This 

is an uncommon imitation or adoption of these figure-types or styles by a single painter. 

At the nearby site of Córrego Pequeno, in a tight bend of the canyon, a very 

unique anthropomorph was painted on the ceiling of a small rockshelter (fig. 111). There 

is no precedent for this figure-type in Bahia, or any other region studied thus far. It is a 

large (1.05 m) figure, outlined with red finger-width lines, and no fill.
174 

It has two odd 

bulbous attachments, on one elbow and its hip. Apart from its curvilinear shape, its hands 

and feet terminate in Angelimesque digits (only one foot is open-contour). This figure has 

enough Angelim da Bahia characteristics to consider it a variation of the style, albeit a 

very unique, individual expression. 

The Angelim da Bahia Style figures identified here indicate that a very similar 

style of rock art is found 300 kilometers southeast of Serra da Capivara. Several 

figuresðthe cervids from Lagoa da Velha, and anthropomorphs from Sítio da Boa Vista, 

Abrigo dos Xamãs, and Abrigo do Caciqueðare so formally consistent with the Angelim 

Style in Piauí, that they could arguably be examples of the same style. This would imply 

a substantial cultural connection between these two areas, whether through migration, 

 

 

 
 

 

174 The head and one arm were apparently either retouched, or did not fade or exfoliate as 

completely as the rest of the figure. The painting was so difficult to see, it took more than an hour to make 

the field sketch of this single figure. 



126 
 

expansion or intermittent contact.
175 

The similarities between the rock art from these 

disparate areas are substantial enough to be more than mere coincidence. 

 

 
Minas Gerais 

 

Much farther to the south, in the state of Minas Gerais (over 750 kilometers from 

the sites in Bahia), are a few paintings exhibiting a similar concept of representation. 

Paulo Seda has been researching this area for more than a decade, and has proposed 

identifications for several species of animals depicted in the paintings of the Serra do 

Cabral, near the town of Buenópolis.
176 

Compared to the Angelim Style figures in Piauí 

and the similar style in Bahia, these are much larger (approaching one meter). Thus far, 

six figures have been found, among more than one thousand in the region, that share this 

same highly stylized, open-contour, curvilinear manner of painting.
177

 

Lapa do Macaco has what appears to be a "monkey" and a "lobinho" (small wolf; 

fig. 112). The 'monkey' is almost Cubist in its form.
178 

Its 'face' is remarkably expressive, 

 
 

 

175 The idea that prehistoric populations could initiate or maintain contact over this distance is 

supported by early 19th-century reports of the Xerente Indians "marauding as far as the State of Bahia, 

hundreds of miles to the east" of their established villages along the Tocantins River (Maybury-Lewis, 

Savage and the Innocent, 17). A movement (raid, intermittent contact, or one-way migration) between 

Serra da Capivara and the Chapada Diamantina, would have been even more likely among more mobile 

pre-agricultural groups. 
 

176 Seda, Pangaio, and Diniz, "Zoomorfos da Serra do Cabral." 
 

177 
Seda studied 1,354 paintings in his analysis (ibid., 3). 

178 Perhaps "Spherist" would be better here, since the abstraction is not rectilinear. Still, the 

manipulation of form here is reminiscent of those early 20th-century experiments (themselves, perhaps 

influenced by prehistoric rock art). 
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resembling the features of a capuchinho (black-capped capuchin, fig. 113).
179 

The 

torso is composed of apparently random patterns of lines, however, familiarity with the 

Angelim Style's play of positive and negative space permits the recognition of certain 

anatomical features in this painting. Hind legs, although highly abstracted, are 

recognizableðone foot shares the open-contour treatment seen in the 'hands' (upturned, 

and easily mistakable as part of the interior patterns). The interior patterns are a series of 

three roughly circular areas (beyond reasonable anatomical recognition). 

Most curious, yet most diagnostic of the Angelim Style, is a "V" shape extending 

through the middle of the figure's torso. Apart from the places where this "V"  protrudes 

from the bottom and top of the figure, it is only represented by areas where the internal 

lines are 'diverted' from their apparent course, maintaining the integrity of the "V" 

through the manipulation of negative space. The left line is more intrusive than the right, 

suggesting a fork in a limb where the 'monkey' was perchedðperhaps a subtle expression 

of perspective. Conceptually, this is not only characteristic of 'classic' Angelim Style 

expression, but a rather sophisticated example of it. The 'lobinho' next to it is in the same 

style, and appears to have been painted by the same individual. It is a more conservative 

 

 

 
 

 

 

179 Cebus apella. Also called a macaco-prego. Seda did not propose a species in his interpretation 

of this painting. However, the author has encountered curious capuchinho males on several occasions. They 

have a pronounced 'double chin' and a distinct bifurcated 'crew cut' (with a 'widow's peak'). When they 

'frown' or raise their eyebrows in curiosity, their faces communicate an incredible range of expressions, 

visible from a great distance. The 'face' of this painted figure is remarkably similar to that of a capuchinho. 

This is merely an observation, not a firm interpretation. See again Guidon's remarks regarding interpretation, 

in the Introduction. 
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example, but nonetheless a variation of the Angelim Style as found in the Serra do 

Cabral. 

Another 'monkey' is found at Lapa Pintada, in a barely accessible, elevated area of 

an outcrop (fig. 114). This figure is similar to the conservative stylization of the 'lobinho' 

from Lapa do Macaco. Its Angelimesque qualities are reflected in its open-contour 

appendages, and in the gentle S-curves used to delineate the form. In the Lapa Pintada 

area, there are three more zoomorphs in this style (figs. 115 and 116), two of which are 

strikingly similar to the 'cotia' from Mulungú in Piauí (fig. 73). One solitary 

Angelimesque zoomorph (fig. 115) is so similar in form to the 'monkey' just mentioned 

that it was arguably painted by the same individual. It shares the same S-curve contours, 

especially in the outline of its 'head' (note the slightly upturned 'nose'). What is most 

intriguing about this zoomorph is an apparent 'attendant' anthropomorph, just below it, 

and off to its left. 

This figure is slightly smaller than the zoomorph (41 cm versus 48 cm). Both 

figures were painted in the same dark red pigment (darker than the other paintings around 

them), with the exact same line width (9 mm). This anthropomorphic form is apparently 

unique among the sites studied in this region, including an 'anthropomorph' from Lapa do 

Macaco, mentioned below.
180 

It is nonetheless formally consistent with Angelim Style 

anthropomorphs from Piauí and Bahia, having an elongated 'cigar-shaped' torso, with 

 
 

 

180 
See the discussion of an isolated anthropomorph at Lapa do Tikão, in the following section, A 

São Francisco Tradition Variant?. The author has only studied seventeen sites in the Serra do Cabral, 

where there are perhaps hundreds. 
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attenuated appendages and vertical interior lines. This figure was painted later than 

 

the surrounding paintings. At the bottom of the figure is an area where the support spalled 

away, removing part of a light red figure. The dark red anthropomorph was painted after 

the surface had spalled, hence, after the light red figure. This is the only such example of 

clearly defined superimpositioning of this style, but nonetheless suggests that it is later 

than the predominant style in the region. 

This pair of figures from the Lapa Pintada area are perhaps the most formally 

consistent with the Angelim Style. In addition to their open-contour outlines, they are 

each relatively isolatedðoccurring as either a single figure, or a pair of figures, at a 

handful of sites across the serra. Additionally, they appear to represent an intrusive style 

in the region. The rock art of Serra do Cabral is primarily characterized by large, 

naturalistic zoomorphs (mostly cervids). Interior elaborations are generally linear, 

following the contour of the outline. 'Darts' or 'spears' are frequently shown 'piercing' the 

torsos of the zoomorphs. In a few cases, smaller zoomorphs are shown inside the larger 

ones (perhaps representing an unborn fetus) (figs. 117 and 118). These examples are 

mentioned here to provide comparisons with the figures in Serra da Capivara and 

northern Chapada Diamantina. It would be premature to propose an explanation for the 

similarities, but these examples are, nonetheless, so formally consistent with the Angelim 

Style that they deserve serious consideration as related styles. 
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A São Francisco Tradition Variant? 

André Prous proposed the São Francisco Tradition in 1980.
181 

This primarily 

geometric (non-representational) polychrome rock art, or variations of it, are found from 

Minas Gerais west to Goiás.
182 

While the antiquity of this tradition has not been firmly 

established, a radiocarbon date from a pigment sample yielded an age of 2,700 years (c. 

750 B.C.).
183 

This came from a figure identified through superimpositions as representing 

the last of four phases in the tradition. Highly abstracted anthropomorphs, which in some 

cases appear to be mere geometric designs, are among the motifs found in the last three 

phases of the tradition.
184 

The site of Lapa dos Desenhos, in the Peruaçu Valley, 

northwest Minas Gerais (about 430 kilometers from the sites in Bahia), has over a dozen 

of these anthropomorphs (fig. 119). 

These figures take the open-contour form to its extreme. Two lines form the sides 

of the figures, turning out slightly at the ends. A single "V"  at the top and another 

(inverted) at the bottom define the 'arms' and 'legs.' Figure-types range from very 

elongated to round, but are all executed in a very consistent mannerðin the same style. 

Many of the associated non-figurative motifs were executed by the same individuals as 

the anthropomorphs. 

 
 

 

181 Prous, Lanna, and Paula, "Estilística e Cronologia," 133-135. 
 

182 Prous, "L'art rupestre du Brésil," 78. 
 

183 
Ribeiro and Isnardis, "Conjuntos Gráficos," 247. 
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The round anthropomorphs
185 

of the São Francisco Tradition have parallels in 

Bahia, such as one figure from Lagoa da Velha (fig. 120). The differences between the 

Chapada Diamantina and Peruaçu paintings are characteristic of the general distinctions 

between the Angelim Style and the São Francisco Tradition. The Peruaçu motifs were all 

painted with fingers. Most Angelim Style polychrome figures, however, combined broad 

finger and fine brush paintingðthe interiors defined by areas of pigment applied by 

fingers, then selectively outlined by brush. The balance of positive and negative space in 

the Angelim Style stands in contrast to the balance of two areas of color in the São 

Francisco Tradition (see fig. 121, Lapa do Caboclo). The outlines of the Angelim Style 

can be characterized as 'delicate' or 'graceful,' whereas in the São Francisco Tradition, 

adjectives like 'bold' or 'demonstrative' are appropriate. Finally, but most obvious, the 

number and distribution of figures within the pictorial space is radically different. 

Angelim Style figures are usually solitary and isolated. São Francisco Tradition 

compositions, on the other hand, are profuse and clustered (fig. 122). Even at sites where 

ample support was available, the paintings were intentionally restricted to a few areasð 

despite being very hard to reach (for example, those at Lapa do Tikão; fig. 123).
186

 

 
 

 

184 
Red and yellow, or red and black figures characterize the second phase, while white and black 

are the most common colors of the anthropomorphs found in the final phaseðalthough the figures 

themselves are much less frequent (Loredana Ribeiro, personal communication 2001). 
 

185 
"Zoomorphs" is perhaps a better term here, as these are just as similar to turtles as humans 

(and, humans are animals [zoo's] too). 
 

186 
Loredana Ribeiro illustrated this point very clearly during a visit to the site of Lapa do Tikão, 

where dozens of meters of excellent wall space at the east end of the site were left blank, and the paintings 

were concentrated in two groups close to the cave entrance at the west. 
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Considering these differences, the open-contour anthropomorphs of the São 

Francisco Tradition should not be considered as a variant of the Angelim Style. The 

possibility exists, nonetheless, that these figures either inspired, or were inspired by, the 

Angelim Style (or its variants) elsewhere. This is definitely a question deserving further 

exploration. 

Another example of extreme stylization of an anthropomorph is a figure from 

Lapa do Tikão (fig. 124). The figure is a series of thin parallel lines in red (painted) and 

yellow (drawn
187

), with longer lines at each 'corner' suggesting appendages. While this 

figure was executed by a different individual than the figures next to it (different 

medium, different style), the entire panel is attributed to the Montalvânia Complex.
188 

This "complex" is considered to have appeared in the Peruaçu Valley during the middle 

São Francisco Tradition phases, before 750 B.C.
189 

This would make it roughly 

contemporary with the anthropomorphs mentioned above. 

A very similar figure from Lapa do Macaco in the Serra do Cabral (fig. 125), lies 

about a meter below the 'macaco' mentioned earlier. No firm dates have been established 

 
 

 

187 To the author, the yellow appeared to have been painted, as was the red. Loredana Ribeiro, on 

the other hand, felt quite certain that these lines were drawn with a 'crayon' (hard, raw pigment). As the 

primary researcher of this rock art, Ribeiro is far more familiar with it than the author. Her assessment 

stands (this was discussed on-site). 
 

188 Loredana Ribeiro, personal communication at the site (2001). See also: Ribeiro and Isnardis, 

"Conjuntos Gráficos," 258-273. 
 

189 Ribeiro and Isnardis ("Conjuntos Gráficos," 280-282) claimed that the Montalvânia Complex 

appeared between SF 3 and SF 4. However, in a personal communication (2001) Ribeiro corrects this, and 

suggests that the complex actually appeared between SF 2 and SF 3, adding that the complex and the 

tradition might have developed parallel and contemporaneously (information prepared for delivery at the 

most recent [2001] Society of Brazilian Archaeology conference). 
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for the rock art of Serra do Cabral, although Seda cites dates of c. A.D. 850 - 1050 for 

 

"a group of instruments and primary material intended for the elaboration of the rock art." 

He also observed that "figures in silhouette... appear over the linear [figures]."
190 

Despite 

being over 300 kilometers north of Serra do Cabral, the Tikão figure is evidence of a 

similar style of painting present in both areas. If  the yellow lines were executed in crayon, 

as a later modification, then the Tikão figure would be very consistent with the      

Macaco figure. In fact, the Tikão figure is absolutely atypical, difficult  to attribute to 

either the Montalvânia Complex or the São Francisco Tradition.
191 

This suggests that 

both of these figures could have been intrusions of a different style into each area. 

 

 
Isolated Variations 

 

The Seridó Subtradition,
192 

which is likely a proper style rather than an 

ambiguous subtradition, has been identified in paintings from around forty-eight sites
193 

in south-central Rio Grande do Norte. Like the Serra da Capivara Style in Piauí, the 

Seridó paintings feature small red monochrome anthropomorphs in dynamic poses and 

varying compositional distributions (fig. 126 and 127). Zoomorphs are less frequently 

 
 

 

190 
900 ±50 and 1,100 ±90 B.P.; Seda, Pangaio, and Diniz, "Zoomorfos da Serra do Cabral." 

191 
Loredana Ribeiro, personal correspondence 2001. 

192 Martin, Pré-história, 261-268. See also: Martin, "Casa Santa: um abrigo com pinturas;" "O 

estílo Seridó;" "Arte Rupestre no Seridó;" "A Subtradição Seridó;" and, "The Seridó Sub-tradition;" and, 

Irma Ason Vidal, "Representaciones hitifálicas." 
 

193 Irma Ason Vidal, personal communication 2000. 
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represented, with birds, especially rheas being the most common (fig. 128). The 

pigment is more consistently a thick wine-red, although lighter shades of red, as well as 

white and yellow are occasionally present. Torsos are frequently depicted as a slender 

triangle, tapered at the top (fig. 129). 

Unlike most Serra da Capivara Style figures, the Seridó anthropomorphs usually 

have elaborate 'headdresses' or ornaments. The heads themselves are characteristically in 

the shape of a "C" (clam-shaped). While the C-shaped head is diagnostic of the Seridó 

Style, a concentration of similar figures is also found in the northern Chapada 

Diamantina, at Abrigo do Cacique (figs. 130 and 131) and Serra do Caboclo (fig, 132). 

One figure from the Serra Lajeado, in Tocantins, also shares this feature (fig. 133), 

however, in the sites studied to date, it represents an isolated example in the region. The 

"C-heads" of the Seridó and northern Chapada Diamantina are significantly similar in 

form and iconography to represent a probable common rootðbe that in the south or 

northðwhich deserves serious future investigation. 

In a noticeable departure from the characteristics if  this style, an anthropomorph 

from the site of Mirador is a unique, yet intriguing, example of an Angelimesque form in 

the Seridó region (fig. 134). It is a simple white orant figure, outlined in thin red lines, 

and painted over typical Seridó Style motifs. While other similar figures might exist in 

the region, none have been reported or found thus far.
194 

This must remain an anomaly, 

 
 

 

 

194 The author studied twelve sites in the region (one fourth of the known sites), in 1999 and 2000. 

Additionally, field recordings were shared by Irma Ason Vidal and the Fundação Seridó. 
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until further research can address the presence of a possible northern variant of the 

Angelim Style. 

In the late 1990s, Paulo De Blasis and his team of archaeologists began work in 

the Serra Lajeado, near Palmas, Tocantins.
195 

Two anthropomorphs in this region stand 

out as unique from the local rock art styles, yet are similar to the Angelim Style. One 

figure (fig. 135) is just the outline of a torso, arms, and head. It is roughly the same as the 

solitary Seridó figure, but monochrome. The other figure is a rough outline (red 

monochrome) of a bulbous anthropomorph (fig. 136). It is positioned above and to the 

right of a line of anthropomorphs, and is clearly in a different style than those figures. 

Both of these examples from the Serra Lajeado do not seem to represent a variation of 

any local style, rather they appear to be isolated examples of an intrusive styleðor 

chance experimentations. 

 

 

Possible Variations 

 

Additional examples of this stylistic phenomenon are suggested in the published 

research from other regions in Brazil and northern South America. These include figures 

from Serra do Ramalho, southwest Bahia;
196 

Serra da Lapinha, Montalvânia, Minas 

 
 

 

195 De Blasis (Museu de Arqueologia e Etnologia, Universidade Federal de São Paulo) invited the 

author to visit the rock art in this area, after discussing it at the Society of American Archaeology annual 

meeting (New Orleans, Louisiana, April 2001). He and Júlia Berra (student in charge of the rock art 

research) helped the author make local arrangements in Palmas (July 2001). The archaeological 

reconnaissance in the area began as part of the city planning (Palmas was founded in July 1988). 
 

196 Schmitz, Arte Rupestre no Centro, 76; and Pinturas do Projeto Serra Geral, 76, 78. 
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Gerais;
197 

and, Posse Grande, Arcos, Minas Gerais (fig. 137).
198 

These must remain 

unconfirmed possible expressions of an Angelimesque style. Drawings, photographs, or 

written descriptions do not replace on-site evaluation. No informed analysis of style can 

rely solely upon reproductions.
199

 

John Greer's research in the upper Orinoco region of Venezuela, specifically, sites 

along the Rio Parguaza, provides evidence that this style has parallels in the rock art of 

northern South America. The sites of Cerro Iguanitas, Cerro Muertos 2, Cueva Iglesias, 

and Cerro Gavilán (figs. 138 and 139),
200 

each have numerous examples of "large 

realistic figures with a solid white body outlined with bright darkish red fingerline."
201

 

 

The figures from Venezuela are problematic in that they are extremely consistent with the 

Angelim Style, formally, yet extremely removed from the geographical distribution of the 

examples from Central, Southeast, and Northeast Brazil. Even models of population 

movement inferred through linguistic studies only suggest a very distant mutual ancestry 

 

 
 

 

 

197 Solá, "Memória da Prospecção," 119. 
 

198 Prous, "L'art rupestre du Brésil," 140; and, Loredana Ribeiro, personal correspondence 

(photographs). 
 

199 
Up to this point, the author has limited this dissertation to sites he has studied in situ. Needless 

to say, more examples could have been introduced, as both exceptions to, and reinforcements of these 

observations. Much of the comparative rock art analyses in Brazil have relied upon published material, 

rather than first-hand observation. The author has been fortunate enough to conduct research in areas 

managed by many different researchers, and owes a sincere debt of gratitude to each one of those 

researchers. 
 

200 Greer, "Rock Art Chronology," 84-86, 358-361, 372, 381, 435, 440. 
 

201 Ibid., 84. 
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for the painters of these styles, prior to the first millennium B.C.
202 

There is no 

 

material evidence to suggest any connection between these areas, which would seem to 

indicate that these were independently developed styles. This does not account for the 

striking formal and iconographic similarities, however. 

Considering the Angelim Style's relatively limited expression in Piauí and Bahia, 

these handful of examples from Minas Gerais, Rio Grande do Norte, and Tocantins must 

be considered as possible evidence of a widespread tradition. This tradition crosses the 

boundaries of the various proposed "traditions" of Brazilian rock art. These disparate 

examples of the Angelim Style, or Angelimesque styles, are united by a conception of 

form characterized, primarily, by open-contour figures. The general characteristics 

outlined in the discussion of the Piauí sites hold true for the examples in other regionsð 

formally and iconographically. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

202 The "Amazonian Homeland Model" (Greer, "Rock Art Chronology," 227-229; Rouse, The 

Tainos, 37-42) suggests that between c. 3500-1500 B.C., Proto-Arawakan speakers moved from the middle 

Amazon region up through the Rio Negro, to the north. The early Jê expansion from central and eastern 

Brazil between c. 3000-1000 B.C. included a northern expansion to the middle Amazon region (Urban 90). 



138 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 3 

 

THE LIVING  ARTS OF THE BRAZILIAN  INDIANS 

 

 

 

 

 

Many Serra Branca, Salitre, and Angelim Style rock art compositions bear a 

striking resemblance or share iconographic traits with certain historic indigenous art 

forms, especially ritual masks. Chart 4 presents paired examples of the rock art and 

comparable historic arts: 

Chart 4 

Elevated Diadems 
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Cloak-like Forms 
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Cloak-like and Conical Forms 
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Rectilinear Forms 

 






































































