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REVIEW

Summary. We argue here that it is possible to study dance in prehistoric
societies by analysing how it was depicted in rock art. For this research to be
effective, subjectivity must be minimised by analysing the images systematically.
We adapt a series of criteria first established in Garfinkel’s ‘archaeology of
dance’ and apply them to our case study of dance representations in Spanish
Levantine rock art. We conclude that only twelve scenes fit the typical parameters
of dance representations. By studying this set of images, we are able to identify
dances with a single individual, couples and groups. We suggest that dances took
place in more than one context and followed specific cultural patterns, among
which we highlight gender identity.

INTRODUCTION

Dance, defined as a form of non-verbal communication that combines the visual,
kinaesthetic (the sensation of body motion) and aesthetic aspects of human movement with the
auditory dimension of musical sounds (Kaeppler 1992, 196), is a little explored subject in European
rock art studies. However, in the last two decades there has been a burgeoning of interest in its
analysis based on the work of the Israeli archaeologist Yosef Garfinkel who developed what he
called the ‘archaeology of dance’ (1998; 2003, 102). He initially focused on depictions of dance
in the Near East and south-eastern Europe during the Natufian, Neolithic and Chalcolithic cultures
(Garfinkel 1998). However, his horizons have widened in recent years to consider dance in Europe
from the Palaeolithic to the Neolithic, although without mentioning the Iberian Peninsula
(Garfinkel 2010; 2018). While it is true that the research carried out into depictions of dance in
the Iberian area is largely unknown outside Spain, it may be that this represents the largest body
of published evidence related to this subject. In this article we refer to the material interpreted as
such in Levantine Art, a rock art tradition developed in an area covering approximately 600 by
250 km on the eastern edge of the Iberian Peninsula. Located in mountainous regions, the more than
800 rock art sites are found in shallow limestone or sandstone rock shelters, mainly at altitudes of
between 300 and 1000 m. Without wishing to enter into the debate, we should mention that the
chronology of this rock art has been a matter for disagreement among researchers for the more than
one hundred years since its discovery. Currently, the main point of discrepancy lies in establishing
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its origin, which some place in the Epipalaeolithic or Mesolithic (Viñas et al. 2016a; Viñas
et al. 2016b; Mateo Saura 2019), while others advance its appearance to the early Neolithic
(Villaverde et al. 2012; López-Montalvo 2018a). However, most scholars agree that at least part
of its development took place during the Neolithic period (5500–4000 BC).

The only synthesis of Levantine Art dance scenes available until now was published in
1974 (Jordá 1974). It compiles dances linked to phallic symbolism, agriculture, divinity worship
and ceremonies related to marriage, fertility, war and tauromachy events. As we will see below,
many scholars, both before and after Jordá, have interpreted certain Levantine scenes as dance.
However, the lack of clear parameters with minimum specific criteria reveals that subjectivity has
played an important role in the interpretation of those scenes, which have not always been described
in the same way. Thus, for example, the figures from Barranco del Pajarejo have been variously
described by different authors as depicting dance, surrender, harvesting or other agricultural tasks.
Therefore, the need to establish analytical criteria appears to be essential, which is why we have
decided to adapt those of Garfinkel to Levantine Art.

In this study we first review the role of dance in pre-industrial societies and then suggest a
study methodology based on Yosef Garfinkel’s example. The aim of applying those criteria to the
analysis of all the scenes interpreted as dance is to examine to what degree we can be sure of that
proffered interpretation. In the analysis we classify the scenes according to the number of people
in them (a single individual, two individuals and more than two individuals). We distinguish
between scenes we believe are probably of dances, those that are questionable, and those we rule
out. With the list so refined, we then analyse the twelve scenes accepted as depicting dance. We
highlight their geographical distribution and examine aspects such as the dynamism of the figures
in the composition; the ornamentation and objects associated with the dances; the types of dance,
the questions of gender arising from them; the interaction between the people and the direction of
the movements depicted. Finally, we comment on the function of such scenes in relation to
Levantine Art.

DANCE AS A CULTURAL PRACTICE IN PRE-INDUSTRIAL SOCIETIES

Numerous ethnographic studies have demonstrated the universality of this cultural practice
in pre-industrial societies. Various reasons have been put forward to explain the fact that there are no
known human societies in which it does not exist. On the one hand, dance is presented as a way of
transmitting the knowledge, rules and values related to the culture and society (Katz 1982;
Bundo 2001). Moreover, it contributes to maintaining or extending social cohesion, dissipating
tensions within the group and reinforcing the position of each individual in the collective structure
(Marshall 1969; Feld 1982 (2012); Seeger 2003). In other cases, dance serves as a mnemonic device
used to communicate knowledge of the sacred world and to access the supernatural (Hanna 1987;
Mguni 2015). Finally, in many societies dance participates in the construction, transmission and
reinforcement of the sociocultural performativity of binary gender (cf. Butler 1993), as it has been
observed that both men and women participate in the activity in close proximity but without mixing
(Garfinkel 2003).

Dance plays a crucial role in a variety of contexts including: rites of passage; curing
illnesses; rituals related to fertility, hunting, food harvesting, agricultural activities and armed
conflict; cults to honour the dead; and ceremonies to communicate with mythological beings or
ancestor spirits (Morley 2013; Wulff 2015; Guenther 2020). Ethnology also tells us that certain
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objects played a fundamental role in the dances of pre-industrial societies, allowing the dancers to
assume an aspect similar to that of the spirits, thus impressing the audience participating in the event
(Halley 2018; Hayden 2018). In some cases, the belief that specific ornamental elements were
sources of supernatural energies has been documented. For example, in a process of sympathetic
magic, a person would have been able to take on the powers of a certain sacred animal by wearing
its skin or donning a mask representing it (Jolly 2002; Lewis-Williams and Challis 2011).

THEORETICAL-METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS

In this study, we consider as scenes those images consisting of human motifs exhibiting an
apparent technical and stylistic coherence with each other and who, from a narrative perspective,
appear to be involved in the same action. In certain cases a scene can be composed of a single human
figure, who concentrates all the narrative content associated with the event depicted. In this respect,
it should be pointed out that the dance scenes are not ‘photographs’, but rather an artistic
transformation of the reality they aim to illustrate (Garfinkel 1998). Taking this limitation into
account, the study of dance scenes offers us a general approach to the characteristics of the activity,
although more minor details of the action cannot be ascertained or reconstructed archaeologically
(Garfinkel 2003; Morley 2005).

Following Garfinkel’s insights, we distinguish in our analysis of Levantine Art dance
scenes between two major types of analytical criteria: that dealing with the individuals who make
up the composition and that which concerns the dance depicted. In the former, we highlight both
the dynamism reflected by the posture of the dancers and the objects or ornaments they are
wearing/carrying. With regard to the posture, the dancers are generally depicted with their arms
and/or legs flexed, arms raised, torsos inclined or curved, etc. (Garfinkel 2003, 19). This dynamism
is what allows even isolated anthropomorphs with this type of posture to be associated with a dance,
even though one cannot apply to the lone figures any of the second type of criteria we specify below.
On the other hand, the objects or ornamentation constitute the paraphernalia that the ethnological
examples always identify in association with this activity: hairstyles, headdresses, masks, attire or
body adornments (Garfinkel 2003, 34–41; 2010, 206).

The second group of analytical criteria refers to the representation of the dance itself. We
single out the following: the type of dance according to the number of individuals, their gender,
the type of interaction between them, and the direction of their movements. We do not take into
account criteria regarding the place where the dance is performed in its pictorial manifestation,
nor the time (day or night or period of the year) (Garfinkel 2003, 54–7). This is simply because those
aspects are not clearly shown in Levantine Art. In terms of the type of dance, in his publications
Garfinkel is assuming that the dance involves various participants when he states that they must
be represented by more than one figure for the scene to be considered as complete (Garfinkel 2010,
207). However, in our analysis we decided to differentiate between scenes with a single dancer, a
couple, and a group (three or more participants).

Garfinkel does not take into his account individuals dancing alone. However, we know
from ethnographic sources that this is one of the methods used by shamans/ritual specialists for
entering into a trance. This is not the only activity such individuals carry out alone, as they are also
known for undertaking periods of social isolation when seeking spirit visions (Winkelman 2017)
and even for creating rock art (Whitley 2011, 311). Furthermore, we have to consider that a single
dancer could be a part that represents the whole (synecdoche or, following Lewis-Williams 1999,
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‘fragments of dance’). In other words, they actually represent a dance of more than one individual,
something that an observer who understands the cultural conventions would have no problem in
identifying correctly. Garfinkel (1998; 2003; 2010) also contemplates the possibility of the
representation of a couple of dancers, as well as differentiating between circular and linear collective
dances.

As far as gender is concerned, the dance scenes can consist of male or female figures and
this identification provides information as to which members of the social group would have been
involved. As Garfinkel indicates (2003, 47–54, 72; 2010, 206), ethnographers have observed that
both men andwomen participate very closely in the ‘performance’, although in the case of collective
dances they do not mix within the same line or circle (Marshall 1969; Biesele 1978; Katz 1982).

The last two criteria to consider are the interaction between the individuals and the direction
of movement. In the former, in dances with two or more participants, they are generally placed in
three possible ways: near to each other without any contact; in the same way but with their hands
or shoulders touching; or, finally, embracing (Garfinkel 2003, 24). In any of these three scenarios,
the figures have to demonstrate synchrony, exhibiting similar postures that indicate they are
performing the same type of movement (Garfinkel 1998, 222; 2003, 60; 2010, 209). With regard
to the direction of movement, Garfinkel notes that it is important to observe the orientation of the
individuals’ bodies, as that indicates whether the depicted dance is being performed with
movements towards the right or the left (clockwise or anti-clockwise in the case of circular dances),
or whether they are dancing on the spot, i.e. without moving in any direction. In the scenes with two
or more participants, they tend to be depicted executing movements that follow a uniform direction.
This, linked to the maintenance of a constant space between the figures, contributes to the
impression of a rhythmical movement (Garfinkel 1998, 210; 2003, 19).

ANALYSIS OF THE DANCE SCENES

In this section we analyse the scenes published as dances, applying to them the
theoretical-methodological criteria established in the previous section. For reasons of space, we will
not deal with each possible example in detail here1; in Tables 1 to 3 we also list themain authors who
have written about each scene.We divide the scenes into three large groups according to the number
of dancers (one, two or several) as this is an important aspect concerning the type of dance they
could represent. Throughout our analysis we point out those occasions that have led us to consider
a scene as doubtful due to its state of preservation or because there are equally valid alternative
interpretations. We also indicate those that we rule out as dance, and finally specify the
representations that, according to our criteria, present the typical characteristics of dance scenes.
All the criteria specified above (body posture, objects/ornamentation, type of interaction and
direction of movement) are essential in deciding whether a scene depicts dance or not, while the
gender criterion is merely informative.

As far as scenes with a single individual are concerned, we only have five described as such
in the bibliography on Levantine rock art. The poor preservation state of the scenes depicted in the
Abrigo de la Cañada de Marco (Fig. 2a, Table 2) and in the Cova de Rossegadors, also known as El
Polvorín (Fig. 2b, Table 2), obliges us to consider them as doubtful, as we cannot be at all certain

1 Details of this scenes of the sites located in the northern area can be found in Santos da Rosa et al. (2021)
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about their interpretation. In terms of the postures at the three remaining sites, we observe that a
distinct dynamism is expressed in all parts of the body: the torso can be curved or inclined; the arms
are depicted as raised or projecting upwards; and the legs can appear as flexed or open. It is pertinent
to indicate that in the Cueva de la Vieja the large dancer appears to be duplicated on a smaller scale
in an upper part of the panel, although the smaller individual has not been considered as a dance
participant in the literature. Despite the morphological similarity between these two individuals,
the distance and the scale difference between them make it risky to state that they are taking part
in the same action. Therefore, we consider them to form two separate scenes and we have added
the latter to our list. This means there are four scenes we consider are most likely to be depicting
an individual dancing: two at the Cueva de la Vieja and on each at the Abrigo del Tío Garroso
and the Cuevas del Engarbo I (Fig. 1, Table 1). Objects and ornaments can be seen on all the figures,
with the representation of bows and arrows, headdresses and body adornments being of particular
note. We also perceive a possible mask or headdress on the Cuevas del Engarbo I dancer. We should
mention that all the individuals in the four scenes we consider to be almost certainly of dances are
males, while those in the doubtful scenes are females or indeterminate.

The scenes of the second large group under study are those that depict a couple. Following
our interpretative schema, we would expect to see a synchrony of movement in them. However, we

FIGURE 1
Scenes we classify as dances with a single individual: a) Abrigo del Tío Garroso (Beltrán and Royo 2005, File 007); b)

Cuevas del Engarbo I (Soria Lerma and López Payer 1999, fig. 3); c) Cueva de la Vieja (Cabré 1915, pl. XXII).
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do not find this in three scenes and we have had thus to rule them out. They are those of the Abrigo
de la Vacada (Fig. 5a), the Abrigo del Ciervo/Cinto de las Letras (Fig. 5c), and another scene
different to the two described in the previous paragraph located in the Cueva de la Vieja (Fig. 5b)
(Table 3). In the Abrigo de los Arenales (Fig. 4, Table 2), although the anthropomorphs appear to
be involved in the same action, the lack of clarity regarding the characteristics of the lower
extremities of the anthropomorph to the right hinders verification of the true level of coordination
between the individuals, which leads us the classify this scene as doubtful. The remaining three
scenes whose interpretation as dances we consider to be almost certainly correct are those of Cingle
de la Mola Remígia, the nearby Cova Remígia and Abrigo de la Risca I (Fig. 3, Table 1). The
dynamism of the posture exhibited by the dancers in these dance scenes is expressed through an

FIGURE 2
Ill-defined scenes that do not allow definitive classification as dances with a single individual: a) Abrigo de la Cañada de

Marco (Beltrán 1998, fig. 7); b) Cova de Rossegadors or El Polvorín (Viñas et al. 2015, fig. 138).

FIGURE 3
Scenes we classify as dances of couples: a) Cingle de la Mola Remígia (López-Montalvo 2018b, fig. 11); b) Cova Remígia

(Viñas and Martínez 2001, fig. 5); c) Abrigo de la Risca I (Mateo Saura 2003, fig. 3).
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inclined or curved torso and, although not always, open or flexed arms. With reference to the
ornaments and objects depicted in them, in those couples made up of two male figures we observe
a bull mask, a fawn headdress, bows, arrows, and adornments in the form of animal tails. In the
couple performing the female dance in the Abrigo de la Risca I, we can identify hairstyles, attire
and ornaments on the elbows. This gender difference is also insinuated in relation to the type of
interaction between the individuals: with contact between the male couples and without contact in
the female couple. Finally, the direction of movement does not appear to have been an important
criterion for the artist who painted these couple dances.

Collective dance scenes constitute the third group of representations. They are the most
numerous with as many as 15 proposed scenes. Of these, in keeping with the previously mentioned
criteria, we only consider five to be reliable, while three others are classified as doubtful. The first
image we find ourselves obliged to rule out is that of Roca dels Moros, in which only the two
women on the far left of the group present a discrete synchronisation in their movements (which lack
sufficient dynamism for them to be definitely classified as a possible scene of a dancing couple).
Furthermore, recent revisions of the panel indicate that the anthropomorphs were painted during
different phases (Viñas et al. 2017), making the image difficult to define as a real scene (Fig. 8c,
Table 3). A lack of synchrony between the figures also leads us to rule out the representations from
the Cueva del Chopo, the Barranco del Pajarero, the Cova del Civil, the Abrigo Grande deMinateda
and the Abrigo de la Solana de las Covachas (Fig. 8a–b, e–g and Table 3). We also rule out as a
dance scene the image painted in the Galería del Roure, in which we perceive clear indications of
violence, represented by arrows stuck in the back of one individual and in the leg of another, making
it likely that this is a scene of conflict (Rubio et al. 2019) (Fig. 8d and Table 3).

In our analysis of the criteria related to the anthropomorphs in the eight remaining scenes
published as collective dances, we distinguish, as before, between the posture and the objects and
ornamentation that accompany the individuals. With reference to the first, the observations are very
similar to those made in the case of couples. Although there are cases in which the legs reveal a

FIGURE 4
Ill-defined scenes that do not allow a definitive classification as dances of couples: Abrigo de los Arenales (Ruiz 2017,

fig. 2.5).
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certain dynamism, this aspect is mainly represented through an inclined and/or curved torso and
open or flexed arms, with one or both projecting upwards or forwards. It is precisely the lack of
dynamism in the posture of an individual in a second supposed dance scene in the Cova del Civil
(Fig. 7a, Table 2) and another in the Cova de la Saltadora (Fig. 7b, Table 2) that leads us to consider
these two scenes as doubtful. Moreover, the sparse movement in the scene in the Abrigo de Lucio or
Gavidia make us doubt its supposed choreutic nature (Fig 7c, Table 2). As a consequence, there are
only five collective scenes that show a high probability of involving dancing: those from the
Barranco de los Grajos, the Abrigo del Voro, the Cueva de Muriecho L, the Abrigo de los
Trepadores and the Cova Remígia (Fig. 6, Table 1). In all these the figures exhibit synchrony and
appear to have been painted at the same time.

Continuing with our analysis of collective dance criteria in terms of objects and ornaments,
although these cannot be seen in all five of the aforementioned scenes, where they are depicted we
can once again observe a difference in gender terms. The men have headdresses, bows and arrows,
adornments in the form of animal tails and ornamentation on the knees; whereas the women only
exhibit attire. The collective dances represented are, without exception, of the linear type. As far
as the gender of the participants is concerned, we see a predominance of males, with the exception
of the scene from Barranco de los Grajos in which we can discern two groups, one made up of

FIGURE 5
Scenes we rule out as dances of couples: a) Abrigo de la Vacada (Bea 2006–08, fig. 2); b) Cueva de la Vieja (Jordá 1975, fig.

17); c) Abrigo del Ciervo (Jordá 1975, fig. 14).
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females and the other of males. At this site there is also a difference in the movement. While the
women are dancing on the spot, the men appear to be moving to the right. The direction of
movement does not appear to be a critical element, even in the case of the men depicted in the
collective dances. For example, the movement shown in the male dance from the Abrigo del Voro

FIGURE 6
Scenes we classify as collective dances: a) Cueva deMuriecho L (Baldellou et al. 2000, fig. 9) (numbering added by us); b)
Abrigo de los Trepadores (Ortego 1948, 3); c) Cova Remígia (Porcar 1945b, fig. 8); d) Abrigo de Voro (Martorell 2019, fig.
II.22); e) Barranco de los Grajos I (Mateo Saura 2003, fig. 6). Only the numbering of figures of that author quoted in the text

are included.
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is to the left, while no horizontal displacement is depicted in the remaining three male collective
dance scenes. Being in contact is more commonly encountered, although at the two sites mentioned
in this paragraph there are some figures that are not so shown (Fig. 6, Table 1).

DISCUSSION

The above analysis of the scenes cited as of dance in the Levantine Art literature was
undertaken to corroborate whether they presented the necessary attributes for such a classification,
following the methodology set out above. As a result of our systematic review, we were able to
conclude that only twelve scenes present characteristics that clearly fit the typical parameters of
the activity in question. We identify four scenes with a single dancer, three with couples and five
with collective dances. It is interesting to observe, in terms of their geographical distribution, that
each of these categories is well distributed across the length and breadth of the Levantine Art
geography, with no obvious spatial concentrations (Fig. 9). Both the doubtful representations and
the excluded scenes are also well spread out geographically.

As for the two large groups of analytical criteria operating in the second section of this
study – first to the individuals that make up the composition and second to the representation of
the dance as a whole, we can make various observations deriving from the detailed analysis of
the twelve postulated dance scenes. As far as the dancers are concerned, we emphasise two criteria:
their posture and the objects or ornaments they are wearing/carrying. First, it is interesting to point
out that, although they all exhibit dynamic postures, this dynamism is depicted more in the dance
scenes with a single individual, in which the movement is expressed in all areas of the body,
including the legs. On the other hand, except in the case of the Abrigo de Voro, in the couple or
collective dance scenes, the postures that imply movement of the figures tend to be concentrated
in the upper part of the body, being represented by the curvature or inclination of the torso and
through coordinated arm movements. Furthermore, although the anthropomorphs in a single

FIGURE 7
Ill-defined scenes that do not allow a definitive classification as collective dances: a) Cova del Civil (López-Montalvo 2007,
fig. 7.19); b) Cova de la Saltadora (Domingo et al. 2007, fig. 40); c) Abrigo de Lucio or Gavidia (Alonso and Grimal 1999,

fig. 4).
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composition are generally shown with the same type of posture, no clear recurrent postures have
been identified in the different scenes. That said, there is a notable structural similarity in the
positioning of the anthropo-zoomorphic dancers from the Cova Remígia and the Cingle de la Mola

FIGURE 8
Scenes we rule out as collective dances: a) Cova del Civil (Obermaier and Wernert 1919, fig 15); b) Cueva del Chopo

(Picazo and Martínez Bea 2005, fig. 1); c) Roca dels Moros (Viñas et al. 2017, fig. 17); d) Galería del Roure (Hernández
Pacheco 1917, fig 7); e) Abrigo del Pajarejo (Utrilla and Bea 2016, fig. 2); f) Abrigo Grande de Minateda (Jordá 1974,

fig. 4b); g) Abrigo de la Solana de las Covachas (Alonso 1980, fig. 191).
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Remígia, two sites located next to each other in the Barranco de la Gasulla. Such a similarity can
also be noted if we compare the collective dances from the Abrigo de los Trepadores and the Cova
Remígia.

With respect to the use of ornamentation, headdresses and elbow, knee or waist adornments
are frequent, whereas possible hairstyles and masks are less common. In terms of accompanying
objects, there is an absolute predominance of bows and arrows, which the male figures employ in
a way other than their primary function, while the females present no associated objects. Naturally,
in Levantine Art the use of these adornments and objects is not limited to dance scenes, but their
inclusion on many occasions in such contexts as possible ritual paraphernalia reinforces the
symbolic nature of the activity.

Here, we must emphasize that in the case of ‘archer figures’, conventions operating in
Levantine Art also distinguish between attitudes adopted in hunting and in dance. Many authors
have argued that this rock art is the result of a common tradition culturally transmitted through
generations (Alonso and Grimal 1999; López-Montalvo 2008; Domingo 2012; Viñas 2014),

FIGURE 9
Geographical location of A/Levantine Art sites with dance scenes and others with compositions ruled out as such: A/Dance
scenes (solid circles): 1) Cueva deMuriecho L (Colungo, Huesca); 2) Abrigo de los Trepadores (Alacón, Teruel); 3) Abrigo
del Tío Garroso (Alacón, Teruel); 4) Cova Remígia (Ares del Maestrat, Castellón); 5) Cingle de la Mola Remígia (Ares del
Maestrat, Castellón); 6) Abrigo de Voro (Quesa, Valencia); 7) Cueva de la Vieja (Alpera, Albacete); 8) Barranco de los
Grajos I (Cieza, Murcia); 9) Abrigo de la Risca I (Moratalla, Murcia); 10) Cuevas del Engarbo I (Santiago de la Espada,
Jaén). B/Shelters we consider unlikely to depict dance scenes or where we have rejected that interpretation (empty circles):
11) Roca dels Moros (Cogul, Lérida); 12) Abrigo de la Cañada de Marco (Alcaine, Teruel); 13) Cueva del Chopo (Obón,
Teruel); 14) Abrigo de la Vacada (Castellote, Teruel); 15) Galería del Roure (Morella, Castellón); 16) Cova de Rossegadors
or El Polvorín (La Pobla de Benifassà, Castellón); 17) Cova del Civil (Tírig, Castellón); 18) Cova de la Saltadora (Les Coves

de Vinromà, Castellón); 19) Abrigo del Pajarejo (Albarracín, Teruel); 20) Abrigo de los Arenales (Villar del Humo,
Cuenca); 21) Abrigo del Ciervo or Cinto de las Letras (Dos Aguas, Valencia); 22) Abrigo de Lucio or Gavidia (Bicorp,
Valencia); 23) Abrigo Grande deMinateda (Hellín, Albacete); 24) Abrigo de la Solana de las Covachas (Nerpio, Albacete).
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perhaps denoting the existence of ‘schools’ responsible for teaching and maintaining a set of norms
by which the paintings were produced (Porcar 1945c, 32). Thus, hunters are represented in a very
standardized way, both in relation to body posture and norms of composition. The figures with bows
and arrows that we classify as dancers do not fit the standard of representation generally seen in
hunters, whereas, as demonstrated below, they exhibit the typical features of dance representations
presented earlier.

The second group of analytical criteria focuses on the representation of the dance itself,
taking into account the number of dancers, their gender, the interaction between them, and the
direction of their movements. We have determined that the scenes can be made up of one, two or
several individuals and that in the last circumstance we have only identified linear dances. This is
in marked contrast to Garfinkel’s (1998, 220; 2003, 44–7) observations at the other end of the
Mediterranean, where the circular dance predominates. Solo dancers could either be a synecdochic
representation of a group or just an individual dancing alone, perhaps a ritual specialist, a possibility
mentioned above. The absence of ethnographic information directly or indirectly relating to the
prehistoric populations we are studying make it impossible to verify which of these two cases we
might be looking at. It should be specified, however, that in the Abrigo del Tío Garroso and the
Cueva de la Vieja the possible dancers are sporting ostentatious headdresses and that the shape of
the head of the individual in the Cuevas del Engarbo I is different to that of most of the
anthropomorphs painted in that geographical area.

In terms of gender, interaction and direction of movement, our analysis has verified the
existence of female and male dances, with a distinct predominance of the latter. Perhaps we should
not find this unusual in the context of Levantine Art, in which explicitly male depictions are
unmistakably more frequent. One interesting aspect we have observed that also coincides with
the ethnologists’ evaluations compiled by Garfinkel (2003, 72) is the fact that none of the dances
in the analysed scenes are being performed by mixed gender groups. Furthermore, our study has
also shown that in both the couple and collective dances, interaction between the anthropomorphs
is very close. In the male dance from Barranco de los Grajos I the figures appear to be lifting one
arm to touch the individual next to them, while in the scene from the Abrigo de los Trepadores
the dancers are depicted so close together that their arms and legs overlap. In other places, such
as the Abrigo de la Risca I, despite the proximity of the figures, there is no effective contact between
them. Once again, we observe gender differentiation in play: while the male figures tend towards
contact with each other, the female figures avoid it. There is also a variability, and involving gender,
with respect to the direction of movement: all the female dancers are depicted without horizontal
displacement, whilst the males may be likewise or moving towards the right or the left or even in
opposite directions.

The chronological placement of the twelve dance scenes is uncertain. From a stylistic
perspective, it seems clear that none are from the earliest periods of the Levantine artistic cycle,
except the dancers from La Cueva de la Vieja. The vast majority appear to belong to the
intermediate periods of the Levantine Art chrono-stylistic sequence and only the collective
scenes from the Abrigo de los Trepadores and the Cova Remígia, with figures that can be
interpreted as warriors, would have come from the very final stage of such a sequence,
developed in the Neolithic. This relative dating would agree with the hypotheses proposed by
the scholars who have studied the chronology of this art and who have highlighted an increase
in bellicosity in the final period of this pictorial tradition (Domingo 2006; López-
Montalvo 2018b).
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CONCLUSIONS

In this article we have researched dance in the prehistory of the Iberian Peninsula based on
the Levantine Art scenes that depict it. Such a synthesis has not been undertaken since Jordá’s 1974
study, when only about a half of the current corpus was known. The methodology developed by
Yosef Garfinkel since 1998, adapted to the specificities of our case study, has allowed us to examine
the 27 scenes different authors have published as depicting dance scenes. Of them we have
concluded that only twelve of them can be considered as such, while another six are doubtful. In
terms of chronology, we have concluded that the depiction of dance scenes can mainly be dated
to the intermediate period of the Levantine artistic tradition, with a few to its final moment. Those
belonging to the final stage seem to reflect a marked context of conflict as shown by dances formed
by groups of warriors.

Dance had an essentially educational, mnemonic function, complementing narratives
regarding the society’s structure and the spiritual world. The study of the twelve dance scenes we
have accepted as such gives clues about the society that produced them. For example, the important
role played by gender in the social organisation of the Levantine communities as seen in the dance
depictions. Thus, we never find scenes in which men and women are dancing together, and in the
only representation that could be considered as an exception, that at Barranco de los Grajos, male
and female figures are in shown in separate groups. This difference between genders is also
displayed in the higher number of men shown in the dances and in the greater number of
accoutrements associated with men than women.

In contrast to other types of material culture, narrative rock art traditions have a huge
potential to reveal cultural practices. In Spain, the high degree of naturalism of Levantine rock
art, a style that dates perhaps to the Mesolithic and for certain to the Neolithic, represents a unique
resource to study the society that painted them. Research into cultural practices that perforce leave
few material vestiges in the archaeological record is difficult and a challenge, but also an important
step for archaeology to take. Iconography is one way to approach this, although more rigorous
methodologies than those applied in the past are needed, something we have attempted to achieve
here. One such cultural practice, dance, can with greater understanding be seen to have been
practised in the whole of prehistoric Mediterranean Spain, just as it was in other parts of the
Mediterranean, in the Eastern part of Europe and the Near East.
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