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THE AINTED AND ENGRAVED SCENES  
OF HUNTER-FISHERMEN 

FROM THE LATE MESOLITHIC  
TO THE NEOLITHIC IN EUROPE:  

WHAT CHANGES ARE THEY REFLECTING?

F. Bouvry

Laboratoire d’Ethnologie préhistorique (ARSCAN UMR 7041),  
Maison de l’Archéologie et de l’Ethnologie, Nanterre, France

F
rom the Upper Palaeolithic  — 30000  years to  the inal 
Palaeolithic  — 10000  years, prehistoric men have print-
ed their hand; painted and etched geometric signs. hey 

sculpted human igurines; they drew, painted, engraved, carved 
animals of  their environment. hese prehistoric productions 
consist for the most part of images / igurative objects most of-
ten naturalistic, virtuosos of imitation.

At the end of the ice ages we observe a transition from a real-
istic animal iguration to a systematization of geometric decora-
tion, a non-igurative style most oten on furniture during the 
Later Mesolithic stricto sensu, namely the Preboreal-Boreal.

With regard to  the excellence of  the realism of  the Upper 
Paleolithic, the geometric iguration on the painted or engraved 
pebbles of the Mesolithic, will be qualiied: indigent and lowly 
(modest).

In the last sequence of the Mesolithic, the Atlantic one which 
is concomitant of a major event: the beginning of the Neolithic, 
we  observe the return of  pictorial expressions and engraved 
igurative on walls whose style is schematic.

We cannot agree on  what Abbe Jean Abelanet wrote: “”An 
art of retarded hunters: Arctic art and the expressionist art of the 
Levant! ... Even in ordinary furniture any trace of art, sculpture 
or engraving disappears ... Only evidence of art but we hesitate 
to use this term (...): he wrecks of a lost art: pebbles painted Azil-
ian!” (Abélanet, 1986). On  the contrary we  ask the following 
question: are these transformations in the modes of representa-
tion signs of new ways of life?

As we  demonstrated in  our thesis (Bouvry, 2008), these 
transformations in  the plastic expressions (arts) coincide 
with major changes or even ruptures as revealed by the lithi-
cians: the generalization of the microlithization of the frames 
in  the early Mesolithic and the adoption of  trapezes in  the 
late Mesolithic.

At the end of  the ice ages, from the late Upper Paleolithic 
to the early Mesolithic, climate change has a signiicant impact 
on the distribution of habitable territories. he transition from 
an  open environment to  dense forest was not without conse-
quences on the lifestyles of these hunter-gatherers.

In the Mesolithic, humans developed subsistence techniques 
adapted to  diverse and dispersed resources due to  climate 
change. Studies of stone tools are evidence of activities related 
to hunting. In a wet environment, boats, pots, paddles, hooks, 

etc. have been unearthed. hese objects reveal activities related 
to ishing.

he end of the Mesolithic is characterized by the transition 
from an economy combining hunting and embryonic agricul-
ture to an agro-pastoral economy resulting from domestication 
during the process of neolithization.

What do  we learn from the scenes painted and engraved 
on the hunters-ishermen from the late Mesolithic to the Neo-
lithic in Europe? What changes are they Relecting?

In the inal phase of  the Mesolithic all-over Europe (from 
Portugal to Urals), the structures are practically permanent and 
in fact lead to an almost sedentary lifestyle. his quasi-seden-
tarization is conirmed by the burials that are newly associated 
within the inhabited spaces themselves (Skateholm, Sweden-
Vedbaak, Denmark etc.).

From Portugal to Scandinavia, the accumulations of marine 
and terrestrial shells and ish waste are impressive. hese shell 
mounds, as well as ish traps, hooks and bows, testify to the diver-
sity of the systems of acquisition and exploitation of all what the 
environment can provide; canoes and paddles attest navigation.

If pre-boreal-boreal plastic expressions (art) were performed 
on  “miniature” movable materials, the hunter-gatherer-isher-
men of the Atlantic re-invaded the ixed surface of the monu-
mental rock wall.

Unlike the naturalistic animal representation of  the Upper 
Paleolithic that did not inform us of the way of life or the envi-
ronment of these hunters of large animals, the hunter-gatherers-
ishermen of the late Mesolithic in Europe paint, engrave (and 
recount) a igurative-schematic writing on an open air surface, 
the story of «its» men and women in the centre. Great visual and 
social “revolution” from the Tagus (Portugal) to the Urals (Rus-
sia): humans come on stage.

For the irst time in the history of prehistoric images, man 
in  these hunter-gatherer-isherman cultures becomes the sub-
ject of representation and he’s painted at present time.

He laboriously describes himself through a multitude of de-
tails that range from clothes to daily objects. Human is painted, 
drawn or engraved; stationary, walking, dancing, running; he is 
everywhere, isolated, in a group, in a ight, etc.

he scenes are narrative, anecdotal and dynamic; they de-
scribe everyday life. hey put into action hunter-gatherers-ish-
ermen recognizable by their igurative attributes -arc, boat, ish, 
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Рис. 1. Rock Art: Cueva de los caballos, Castellos, Spain. Cueva de la Arãna, Spain. Cueva Vilafranca, Castellon, Spain. Rock 
art, Suède.
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mammal, game- as  in folding and ambush scenes in  Spanish 
Levant paintings or ishing scenes in Scandinavian engravings.

he narrative elements -clothing, object- of a scene, the nar-
rative of a unique moment, with an action and speciic charac-
ters that are represented make possible to  contextualize: they 
refer to a designated time and event.

In this narrative representation images reveal the distribu-
tion of tasks and spaces between men and women (hunting for 
men, picking honey for women etc.); the constitution of several 
groups by the diferences in the way of dressing or styling hair. 

hese particularities are conirmed by  archaeological evi-
dence of  varied habitat structures, diversiied funerary tradi-
tions, each cultural entity having its “regional style”.

In Spain the paintings are located in  shallow outdoor 
shelters from Lleida to Andalusia; the sites of Cogull, Alp-
era and Barranco de la Valltorta can be mentioned, among 
others estimated between 8000 and 5000 years. The set 
is painted in red, black and very rarely in white. The paint-
ings (almost exclusively rock paintings) of the Spanish Le-
vant at the end of the Mesolithic / Neolithic period depict 
man, accompanied by deer, ibex, goats, bovines; more spo-
radically of  wolves, wild boars, birds, insects such as  bees 
and rarely fish. Women are represented in  procession 
or  dancing; in  hunting scenes, hunters pursue the game. 
The figurative representations are executed in a schematic 
style, and the most numerous (human) are full of  indica-
tions on headdresses, clothing, adornments etc. such as the 
feminine silhouettes of  Minateda, Aguas dos, Val Charco, 
Agua Camarga, Cogul, Vieja ... such as  the archers of Oli-
vanas, El Polvorin etc.

In northern Europe, rock painting are rare. It is most oten 
an engraving enhanced with a colour, located in an area, which 
extends from the south-east of Finland, crosses the center-north 
of Sweden to the south-east of Norway (Alta ) -, Russian Federa-
tion (Karelia).

he later Mesolithic representations are made by  cultural 
entities of hunters-ishermen living in Neolithic environment. 
Whether at Jämtlland, Härjadalen, Ägermanland (near South-
ern Lapland) and / or near Västerbotten.

As in  the Spanish Iberian Peninsula, the igurative repre-
sentation is  schematic. It describes the man and his daily life, 
among animals (reindeer, elk, whale, bear, orcas, wolves, foxes, 
hares, ducks, swans, cormorants, salmon,... etc.): ishing scenes, 
herds of reindeers, sleighs, skis, navigation etc.

For the irst time, in  the same representation, men and 
women are detailed, united, described together. heir diference 
is  represented by an analytical description: clothing and body 
(breast, sex). Descriptive images and realistic anatomical studies 
of sexual activities and human reproduction, which were absent 
in Paleolithic art, make their appearance.

The modes of  figuration of  the body reveal man’s con-
ceptions of himself, of his situation in the world, of the at-
titudes he adopts towards himself, of his relations with the 
universe.

According to J. Laude, they give access to a very important 
concept for a  cultural entity, to  the concept of  the individual 
(Laude, 1970). And as A. Leroi-Gourhan explains in the Mid-
dle and Techniques (Leroi-Gourhan, 1973), primitive societies 
have been able to develop their cultural entities only on the basis 
of the permanences of their establishments which have contrib-
uted to  the development of  their thought and to  the progress 

of techniques, and consequently to create phratries, a political 
unity, a cultural identity.

he multiplicity of  acquisition strategies and the habitats 
ixation observed during this Atlantic sequence, all these 
changes constitute for the prehistorian P. Rowley-Conwy2, the 
key of  the system of  the economy and introduce a  new per-
ception of  the role of man that these open air engraved and 
painted stories show.

Whatever were their intention, all these scenes use the re-
sources of  the visual properties. hey unfold on a lat surface 
to transmit global information to eyes. he image, and therefore 
the sign, is the human will to communicate or disseminate in-
formation, and to preserve it. hese images, these scenes give 
birth to a world.

As H. Belting analyses it (Belting, 2004), image production 
only has a  meaning if  it is  inscribed in  an always  — already 
social space, where history, memory, symbolic systems give 
it a meaning. As for E. Durkheim, he insists on the social role 
of collective representations. he image has a great power when 
it is necessary to share complex information.

It is  this eiciency of  representation that undoubtedly ex-
plains this igurative presence on  open-air walls, displaying 
all the information on a  single plane. Narration here is at the 
very heart of human activity: where the group builds a memory, 
a  story, but where it also gives itself a  science and ideological 
representations.

It is undoubtedly because they host in the public space the 
rituals necessary for the foundation of a community that these 
images of  these hunter-gatherer-ishermen societies demand 
a physical visibility.

hat’s probably the reason why these narrative engraved 
or painted scenes, are displayed in broad daylight on outdoor 
shelters, because they had to arrange them in places where peo-
ple gathered together establishing a public space. he material-
ity of images gives them not only visibility, but also an oicial 
presence in the social space.

his new narrative iguration, engraved or  painted, is  dis-
played in open-air shelters, a kind of «initiatory» open book for 
the whole group, as religious powers will establish it in the Middle 
Ages in churches, the power of the image telling the Christ’s story.

Art has a signiicant function and this function is assigned 
to a society that recognizes its values   of life and ideals.

hese images reveal to us that from now on, the Man of the 
Atlantic — hunter-gatherers-ishermen — is at the center of the 
economic system of  an “organized Society”, progressively in-
stalled since the beginning of the Mesolithic.
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ЖИВОПИСНЫЕ И ГРАВИРОВАННЫЕ СЦЕНЫ  
ОХОТНИКОВ-РЫБОЛОВОВ ПОЗДНЕГО  

МЕЗОЛИТА — НЕОЛИТА В ЕВРОПЕ:  
КАКИЕ ИЗМЕНЕНИЯ ОНИ ОТРАЖАЮТ?

Ф. Буври

Лаборатория доисторической этнологии (ARSCAN UMR 7041), Нантер, Франция

О
т верхнего до  финального палеолита (30000–10000 
лет назад) древние люди рисовали, гравировали, 
вырезали животных из  окружающей среды. Фигу-

ративный стиль чаще всего натуралистический, виртуозное 
подражание. В конце ледникового периода мы наблюдаем пе-
реход от реалистического изображения животных к систе-
матизации геометрического орнамента, нефигуративному 

стилю. В конце мезолита, в атлантический период, который 
сопутствует главному событию — началу неолита — мы на-
блюдаем возвращение изобразительных выражений и  вы-
гравированных фигур на стенах, чей стиль схематичен.

Какие изменения отражают эти изображения? Как писал 
П. Франкастель: образные системы являются отражением 
окружающей среды, из которой они приходят




