THE SHELTER OF ARPAN

Flying Away on the Milky Way...

WHERE IS IT?  

You will have no difficulty finding the starting point for the tour by the roadside between Colungo and Lecina in the Rio Vero natural reserve (on the left coming from Colungo) because it is announced by a large sign. From there, a guide will lead you to the rock shelter.  

You can go alone but you may lose your way in the wild countryside and what you can see through iron bars at the shelter will not give you a very good idea of the painted scenes because they are rather difficult to see.  Indeed, it is necessary to approach the wall very closely and guidance is essential.

You will need 1.5 to 2 hours. The walk, which begins in a small beautiful holm oak forest, is easy if you are used to walking. Once on the plateau, you will have a lovely view: In front of you rises the Moorish fortress of Alquezar and to your right a mountainous slope rises with the Cave del Trucho (which contains Palaeolithic art: negative images of hands and enigmatic symbols. Currently closed to the public) and the Shelter of Arpan. From there, you will have to go down and then up the hillside to reach your goal.  

The first decorated rock shelters were discovered by the Frenchman Pierre Minvielle who explored the area and claimed them for the Huesca Museum. A first excavation team was sent in but it was only in 1978 that the Cave del Trucho and the Shelter of Arpan were officially discovered.  

The Arpan paintings belong to a poorly known period in art history, the Post-Palaeolithic Levantine art, which continues to the Neolithic era.  It is named after its place of origin, the eastern Iberian Peninsula but extends throughout the Mediterranean basin. It consists mainly of narrative and nature paintings on limestone surfaces in the open (but also in caves and shelters exposed to daylight). The pigments are natural: red, black and white (like the bull at Albarracin, which was painted using white limestone from Teruel).  The figures are generally small in size and show scenes of hunting and gathering, dances and fights. Its bestiary consists of stags, wild goats, wild boars, horses and cattle. Compared to Palaeolithic art, the human presence dominates: numerous archers and hunters, armed with bows (and more rarely spears), all very stylized, with one or two legs, and wearing ornaments (feathers or hats) on their heads. 

WHAT CAN ONE SEE THERE? 

As at many rock shelters in the area, Arpan sheltered shepherds for generations. The ceiling is covered with black soot from fireplaces.  It is a miracle that some paintings are still visible but much has already disappeared!  

We begin our visit at the left end of the shelter, where a facing archer in front of a stag and a man looking up, both very schematized, are shown. These paintings are very difficult to discern because time has almost obliterated them. In the central panel, we first see a splendid russet stag (iron oxide) – more stylized and less well preserved than the one at Chimiachas (see article on the shelter of Chimiachas). However, it appears to be in the same artistic style although it is not surrounded by a darker feature. Under its legs, long parallel ochre features composed of small dots seem to draw a “magic" path leading to the hunters positioned above, below and towards the right end of the shelter. The hunters are rather difficult to see but the guide will find them for you. You will be amazed to see that one has a quiver. Only his legs are preserved, the remainder of his body has, alas, disappeared.  Some dots could represent bees (just one of several assumptions).  Given the orientation of these dotted lines (north-south), and the positions of the animals and hunters, could it not also be possible to imagine that this scene was inspired by the stars? The dotted lines could evoke the Milky Way, and the hunters and animals could be in planetary positions – but this is a completely personal assumption.  However, nothing prevents us from imagining these men and women of long ago bivouacking out under the moon on a beautiful summer evening, trying to attract good fortune for profitable hunting... 

"EXTRAS" OF THE VISIT 

- 
The Spanish guide team is very nice 

· Hiking in a superb pristine and wild landscape 

· A great historic area with remains from the Moorish, Romanesque and Gothic periods

· Small, quaint villages

INFORMATION 

Guided tours: July 12 to September 14, except Mondays, from 10 am to 6 pm; from September 15 to October 5 only Saturdays, individual bookings on Sundays and for groups at the Tourist Office in Barbastro 

Tel.:  974 308 350 
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