SHELTERS OF MALLATA

Hand in hand...

WHERE IS IT?

This visit will familiarize you with Diagrammatic Art while you explore a breathtakingly beautiful natural site. The starting point is signposted on the road between Colungo and Lecina. You meet the guide about 500 meters from the Rio Vero watchtower where the trail to Mallata and the canyon of Portiacha converge.

After about thirty minutes of comfortable walking while contemplating an unspoilt view of the Spanish side of the Pyrenees, you will reach a semicircular rock face to discover an impressive concentration of superimposed rock shelters. They are home to bearded vultures and eagles but all raptors living on Spanish territory are found in this area. It is impossible to describe the route to the shelters accurately but you must use a stairway and footbridges suspended over voids along the way. To explore this inaccessible site, the first diggers lowered themselves by rope.

Diagrammatic art is dated to the period from the Neolithic to the Bronze Age.  It is not easy to decipher this synthetic, abstract style, which is very abundant in the area. However, it coexists with the Levantine art in some shelters. Anthropomorphic and zoomorphic shapes in red and black colours, and rarely also white (a stag surrounded by red dots in Estadilla), prevail among the images. It is highly symbolic. Human shapes and attitudes are associated with animals and many symbols. Its technique generally consists of a design using a rather coarse finger painting technique.  This style is very moving because of its pictorial naivety and the complexity of the accounts that it relates. They involve us in a transition period when prehistoric people gradually became sedentary and changed their relationship with nature (cultivation) and animals (domestication).  Let me guide you through this universe of symbols and fantastic stories whose essential significance still escapes us.

WHAT CAN ONE SEE THERE?

1st shelter: Like the others, this large shelter was temporarily inhabited by human beings.  The first panel presents us with a series of works and features that were created using paint-blowing and finger-painting techniques.  First, we recognize a wild boar wounded by a spear.  In the second panel a surprising symbol – a cross surrounded by a circle – holds our attention a disproportionately large human figure and several other symbols accompany this work. The third panel captivates us even more because it presents two scenes interpreted as evidence of domestication.  In the first, a man with an arc-shaped symbol over his head holds two stags. Another man with an erect penis also seems to hold an animal. A scale-shaped geometrical symbol accompanies this drawing.

2nd shelter:  This shelter, which is smaller than the first one, preserves a very beautiful scene on the left that is composed of many human beings who were finger-painted in red in a diagonal pattern from the centre downwards. In the foreground on this rock projection, there is a very moving image of an upright, facing couple that appears to be holding hands. They are isolated from the rest of the scene. Below on the left, a group of several human beings are arranged upright and facing us in a half-circle. Some appear to be wearing clothes and something on top of their heads. Seven small hook-shaped punctuations are painted just below them. And further below to the left, what is probably an animal (a bovine or a caprid?) accompanied by tree-shaped symbols (a tree or plant) and other individuals can be seen.  Further to the left, more tree-shaped symbols (long, decorated vertical stems of small, horizontal features), though larger, are located near another, equally enigmatic symbol.  

We can generalize that Diagrammatic Art depicts most individuals by means of simple forms for the body and its members, with a dot representing the head. But when looking more closely, we realize that there is much more to it than that. Each person has its own attitude, tells its own history, looks at us and delivers a message from the depth of the ages.  They are emotionally moving.  There is no doubt that these artists had true talent that is not so far removed from our modern artistic styles and us. Stop for one moment to admire them and try to understand them without judging: They are full of tenderness and their modest beauty evokes everyday life in this imposing, still pristine landscape.

INFORMATION
Guided tours:  12:15 pm to 4:30 pm 

Bookings at the Barbastro Tourist Office (see the article on the Arpan Shelter)
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