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Abstract.  The rock art sites in Peñablanca caves located in the province of Cagayan, northern 
Luzon, Philippines, were initially explored in 1976–1977. An estimate of more than 350 forms 
of geometric motifs, namely anthropomorphs, purported botanical emblems and many other 
indistinct and vague forms of drawings were documented on the walls of the rockshelters and 
caves located in the Callao Limestone formation. Since then, no further in-depth research of 
the rock art has been undertaken. The sites were revisited by the authors to document and to 
study the rock art in greater detail. This is the first systematic documentation of the sites using 
close-range, digital photography. Digital image enhancement techniques to reconstruct and 
recompose the faded images were also employed. This paper presents preliminary findings of 
systematic observation and documentation of motifs in rock art sites visited in Peñablanca.

Introduction
There is little known and published material 

on rock art in the Philippines. Most discoveries 
are cited only in archaeological site reports 
(Taçon and Tan 2012: 211). One of the well known 
publications on this topic is that of Peralta (2003), 
The tinge of red: prehistory of art in the Philippines. 
According to Peralta (2003: 58–59), ‘the earliest 
rupestrine art to be reported is located in the pro-
vince of Rizal; it is now popularly referred to as 
the Angono petroglyphs’. Other rock art sites in 
the Philippines are the following: pictograms 
of Peñablanca in Cagayan Province, which are 
the subject of this paper; the red hand stencils 
in Anda Peninsula, Bohol Province (Santiago 
2003); petroglyphs in Alab, Bontoc, Mountain 
Province; and the extensive Pälaqwan cave 
art in Singnapan Basin in Rangsang, Palawan 
(Peralta 1983; Novellino 1999). In 2008, one of 
the co-authors of this paper also documented 
‘watercraft vessels’ engraved on a boulder of a 
volcanic rock (perhaps basalt) in Balut Island, 
Saranggani Municipality of Davao Del Sur at 
the southern-most part of Mindanao (Dizon et 
al. 2009) (see Fig. 1).

As proposed by O’Connor et al. (2015), these 
rock art sites may have potential implications for 
the Austronesian painting tradition (APT). The 
sites are considered as part of the region with 
high co-occurrence with Austronesian speakers 
(Ballard 1992). In general, the Philippines do Figure 1.  Rock art sites in the Philippines.
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not possess rock art motifs of ‘boats’ or ‘sun-rays’ 
that may contribute to the APT. As mentioned above, 
there is only one site that has ‘boat’ motifs but no 
archaeological investigations relating to Austronesian 
studies have been conducted in the area.

At present, no further studies have been conducted 
on these sites mentioned above and to understand the 
context of the rock art. Only the Angono petroglyphs 
in Angono, Rizal Province were given some attention 
by an inter-disciplinary research team headed by the 
National Museum. This created a consciousness on 
the cultural value of the site (Bautista 1998; Stanley-
Price and Abinion 1997). The information gathered 
from the Angono petroglyphs directed the authors 
to visit, examine and record other rock art sites in the 
Philippines. As an outcome, the authors visited the 
reported rock art sites in Peñablanca.

The study area: Peñablanca caves and rockshelters
Rock art occurs in several rockshelters and caves 

in Peñablanca, in the Callao Limestone formation in 
Cagayan valley, northern Luzon. This was explored 
by Wilfredo P. Ronquillo and Rey Santiago of the 
National Museum of the Philippines in 1976–1977. The 
Callao Limestone formation runs along the western 
foothills of the Sierra Madre and was formed during 
the late Miocene to early Pliocene, reaching a thickness 
of up to 540 m (Durkee and Pederson 1961; Mathisen 
1980) (see Fig. 2). The Peñablanca cave sites play an 
important role in the study of pre-History and envi-
ronmental change in northern Luzon (Mijares 2002, 
2005, 2006a, 2007, 2008; Mijares et al. 2010; Ronquillo 
1981, 2010; Thiel 1988; Wasson and Cochrane 1980). 
They present a long history of human occupation. 

Because of this duration of human presence, the 
area contributed greatly to the study of archaeology, 
revealing numerous Palaeolithic cave occupation sites 
where the earliest hominin finds in the Philippines 
were uncovered (Mijares et al. 2010).

The rock art that was examined in Peñablanca can 
all be classified as pictograms. A pictogram is produced 
by applying natural pigments to rock surfaces by 
painting, drawing or other means, i.e. an additive 
process (Chippendale and Taçon 1998; Bednarik et al. 
2010). In all sites considered here all drawings were 
probably made using charcoal. Petroglyphs, which 
are produced by incising, abrading, pounding or 
otherwise creating designs or figures by a reductive 
process on non-portable rock surfaces such as rock 
outcrops, bluff faces, rockshelters and caves, were not 
observed in the study areas. 

To date, the data relating to the rock art in 
Peñablanca are only available in fragmented form. 
They are contained mostly in preliminary and unpub-
lished survey reports (Peralta 1979; Tobias 1998). So 
far, the rock art was only recorded by tracing using 
transparent plastic sheets and markers. The quality of 
the available data is therefore variable. Furthermore, 
preservation state of the rock art is also variable and 
efforts at preserving it are non-existent. According 
to Tobias (1998), when she examined the pictograms 
in some caves, varying degrees of weathering on the 
drawings were observed. Since then, no monitoring 
of the pictograms was undertaken. Therefore, it seems 
crucial that the pictograms from different rock art sites 
need to be further documented and analysed, as well as 
their condition assessed before ongoing deterioration 
causes more damage. 

Figure 2.  A. Map of the Philippines. 
B. Locations of rock art in Callao 
Limestone formation at Peñablanca, 
Cagayan valley.
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The current authors aim to document the 
drawings on the rock surfaces in the Peñablanca 
caves using methods that will potentially advance the 
understanding of the rock art in various ways. One 
aim will be to produce an inventory by documenting 
and describing the sites, panels and individual 
elements that constitute the Peñablanca rock art 
genre. A second aim will be the employment of digital 
enhancement methods to record the pictograms and 
fully distinguish heavily faded rock art elements as 
well as identify superimpositions. 

Altogether ten rock art sites were revisited in 
Peñablanca during the current fieldwork, which all 
contain pictograms. These sites are Dasilig A, Eme 
A, Gumahong, Hermoso Tuliao, Laurente, Minori A, 
Musang, San Carlos, Segismundo Daquioag A and B, 
and Segundino Tuliao caves. During fieldwork basic 
site and figure recording were initially conducted (see 
Table 1). Field notes, maps, photographs and drawings 
were used in recording the pictograms. A checklist 
was used to ensure systematic and comparable docu-
mentation during the recording of rock art sites and 
motifs (i.e. location, site dimension, type and formation 
of rock faces, sediment subsurface investigations etc.).
All motifs were photographed using structured 
lighting, multi-view by taking several images from a 
single camera and image-based digitising methods 
where it constructs the opacity hull (Cai 2011). The 
Adjust Color Tool of the IPhoto program was used in 
enhancing the image file after it was digitised.

The rock art sites in Peñablanca
a. Northern formation
1. Musang Cave (National Museum Site Code: II 1977 
J4)

Musang Cave is named after a civet cat that is present 
in the area. The cave has been examined twice, in 1976 
and 1997. The first was during an exploration by the 

National Museum of the Philippines and included an 
excavation by Barbara Thiel for her PhD dissertation 
in 1980. The second was part of Tobias’ regional study 
of the area. There were three pictograms mentioned 
in their reports. At present, these three pictograms 
are still visible, but could hardly be seen. Only one 
pictogram can be seen thoroughly, perceived as an 
animal-like figure when viewed at an angle (see Fig. 
3-1). This motif also has some linear scratches on the 
limestone with greenish moss.

Other archaeological materials present are stone 
flakes and flake tools, animal remains, namely pig 
bones and teeth, deer bones and teeth, human bones, 
shells, a few beads and pottery sherds. The shells 
generated radiocarbon dates of between 9850 and 
2680 years bp from excavation levels 3, 5, 6a, 7a, 8 and 
10, representing two cultural levels. The dates were 
generated by the laboratory of Gakushuin University 
(Thiel 1988). 

2. Segundino Tuliao Cave (National Museum Site Code: 
II 1977 P5)

It takes more than one hour and a half to go to 
the cave, starting from the main road of Barangay 
Nangilatan. The route is densely vegetated and 
crosses a stream. The cave has three chambers. The 
first and second chambers have pictograms. In the 
first chamber, 24 pictograms were documented. Two 
pictograms were found in the second chamber. It was 
the second time that this cave was examined, the first 
exploration was in 1976, during which 42 pictograms 
were recorded (Tobias 1998).

Most of the drawings are intersecting lines, ‘leaf 
skeleton’ motifs and net-like figures as well as grids 
with dots in the middle of the squares. Some figures 
are too faded to identify, have been rubbed off or are 
incompletely preserved. They are all placed on flat 
surfaces and near a bluff. Some drawings are grouped 

Name of cave/
rockshelter

NM Site 
Code

Location Dimension of the site

Brgy Elevation 
(m asl)

Direction 
of the 

opening

Length 
(m)

Width 
(m)

Height 
(m)

1 Musang II 1977 J4 Quibal 87.00 S199 W 22.00 9.00 3.00

2 Segundino 
Tuliao II 1977 P5 Nangilatan 164.00 N341 W 7.64 12.00 5.65

3 Hermoso Tuliao II 2012 S Quibal 152.00 S160 E 14.20 3.00 10.00
4 Minori A II 1977 J11 Quibal 254.00 N27 E 36.00 9.50 5.27
5 Dasilig A II 2012 T Quibal 315.00 N90 E 19.50 10.50 3.20
6 Eme A II 1977 G Malibabag 262.00 N335 W 9.00 6.10 4.80
7 Laurente II 1977 H1 Nannarian 195.00 N68 E 9.00 17.00 6.70
8 Gumahong II 1977 H Nannarian 175.00 N340 W 12.00 14.00 4.12
9 San Carlos II 1977 H2 Nannarian 96.00 S276 W 11.00 5.30 1.00

10 Segismundo 
Daquioag A II 1977 I11

San Roque 297.00 N340 W 13.40 6.70 3.40

11 Segismundo 
Daquioag B San Roque 300.00 S148 E 17.30 4.60 4.00

Table 1.  The Peñablanca rock art cave sites.
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Figure 3.  Sample pictograms found in caves at the northern Callao Limestone formation:
1. Musang Cave, 2. Segundino Tuliao Cave, 3. Hermoso Tuliao Cave, 4. Dasilig Cave.
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together in one area, others form superimpositions. A 
number of drawings have lichens on them or are near 
termite paths.

There have been occurrences of treasure hunting 
activities inside the cave as reported by Tobias (1998). 
Other archaeological materials found in the cave are 
broken andesite flakes and shells. The site has potential 
for archaeological investigation and substantial ar-
chaeological deposits.

3. Hermoso Tuliao Cave (National Museum Site Code: 
II 2012 S)

Hermosa Tuliao Cave was named after the owner. 
The floor of the cave dips around 20–25˚ and becomes 
narrow towards the interior of the cave wall. The cave 
was last explored in 1976. A corn plantation was then 
observed on the top of the cave, which might have 
negative effects on the preservation of its deposits.

Overall 15 pictograms were documented at this 
site. They are located on flat surfaces on the walls of 
the cave. Some are found on the tip of stalactites. The 
drawings recorded showed human-like figures with 
wide bodies and ‘leaf skeleton’ and wheel-like figures. 
There are drawings that are fading, spotty and there 
are also remains of pigments on other wall areas. It 
is interesting to note that one of the motifs measures 
more than 50 cm.

Aside from the pictograms, not much information 
on this cave is available. Nevertheless, the cave deposits 
appear to be of substantial volume and earthenware 
pottery sherds with impressed designs were found on 
the surface.

4. Minori Cave A (National Museum Site Code: II 1977 
J11)

Minori Cave is a limestone tunnel cave. It has four 
chambers, designated as A, B, C and D. Chamber A 
contains pictograms, is facing NE 27 and has a length 
of 14.20 m. Altogether 38 pictograms were recorded 
during the current fieldwork. They were found on pre-
pared smooth surfaces on the limestone walls. They 
are mostly ‘human’ stick figures, kite and ladder-like 
figures, the contour of a ‘fish’ and an ‘arrow’, and ‘leaf 
skeletons’. Most of the drawings are very faded and 
unrecognisable. The whole wall area of the cave is 
highly vandalised and a lot of lichens can be observed. 
Several graffiti are superimposed on the pictograms 
(see Fig. 5-1). 

The cave has been visited several times. Excavations 
were conducted by members of the National Museum 
of the Philippines in 1981–1982 (Alba 1982) and 1999. 
In 1999, a radiocarbon date on charcoal of around 
4600 yr bp was generated from cultural layer II. Most 
of the artefacts are stone flakes made of andesite and 
chert and were characteristic of an expedient lithic 
technology (Mijares 2001 and 2002).

5. Dasilig Cave A (National Museum Site Code: II 2012 
T)

Dasilig Cave has three cave openings designated 

as A, B and C. Pictograms are located only in cave A, 
which is facing NE 90 and has a length of 19.50 m.

Thirty-eight pictograms were recorded in the cave. 
Most are located around the tips of stalactites in the 
middle platform. There are also several pictograms 
positioned on the bluff crevasse of the cave wall. Most 
of the drawings are intersecting lines, ‘leaf skeleton’ 
and net-like figures and other linear forms. Termite 
nests are visible on some of the walls. Several graffiti 
are located inside the cave, though they do not interfere 
with the rock art.

No archaeological excavation has been conducted 
in this area. This is only the second time that the cave 
was visited as part of an archaeological survey. The 
cave is currently used as a temporary campsite. Fur-
thermore, deforestation activities were observed along 
the path to the cave. 

b. Southern formation
1. Eme Cave A (National Museum Site Code: II 1977 
G)

The Eme Cave Complex is located at the western 
slope of the Callao Limestone southern formation in 
Barangay Malibabag. It lies 2 km south-west of the 
National Museum of the Philippines Field Station at 
Callao Resort. Cave A, with pictograms, is facing NW 
335 and has a length of 9 m.

There are 20 pictograms documented. They are all 
found on the left-hand wall of the cave entrance. All 
drawings appear to be in good condition; however, 
the walls are extensively covered with lichens. Most 
pictograms are of leaf-like figures and linear forms.

The cave complex was first discovered during the
1976–1977 archaeological survey of the National Muse-
um and followed by several research excavations 
(Mijares 2006a; Mijares and Lewis 2009). It is formed 
by three caves under a good forest cover. Excavations 
uncovered chert, andesite and basalt flakes, lithic 
debris, land snails and riverine (Thiara sp.) shells, and 
animal bones. The cave also shows a period of black 
and plain pottery, which is contemporaneous with the 
shell midden formation phase in the valley. This was 
supported by a radiocarbon determination on charcoal 
of 1908±74 uncal. bp or 2010–1690 cal. bp (Wk-14882).

2. Laurente Cave (National Museum Site Code: II 1977 
H1)

Laurente Cave derived its name from a local folk 
song. Seven pictograms were found inside the cave. 
They are all linear patterns and appear very faded. 
Most of them are drawn on a prepared surface of the 
cave wall. The drawings are affected by lichens and 
termite structures. 

The site was visited more than once for archaeo-
logical investigation (Ronquillo and Santiago 1977; 
Henson 1977; Tobias 1998). During the authors’ ex-
ploration, there were still earthenware sherds on 
the surface. It was also observed that soil and guano 
quarrying was frequently carried out inside the cave 
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Figure 4.  Sample pictograms found in caves at the southern Callao Limestone formation: 
1. Eme Cave A, 2. Laurente Cave, 3. Gumahong Cave, 4. Segismundo Daquioag Cave.

with the respective negative effects on archaeological 
deposits.

3. Gumahong Cave (National Museum Site Code: II 
1977 H)

Gumahong was named after a local religious group 
that uses the place as a chapel. A big cross was placed 
inside the cave and the site is known for a place where 
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people from the area practice specific religious rituals. 
This is the third time that the cave was visited for 
archaeological investigation. Previous visits were by 
Ronquillo and Santiago, and Tobias’s cave exploration 
in 1976 and 1998, respectively.

Pictograms are concentrated on the wall of the 
second level of the cave. Most are inside the bluff cre-
vasse of the wall. They are drawn on the prepared flat 
surface of the wall and lichens were surrounding the 
drawings. There are signs of vandalism on the cave 
walls but these are not interfering with the pictograms. 
Termite nests are also present on the cave wall. There 
are 30 drawings that were recorded and they are 
mostly linear and geometric drawings (cross, grid, 
circle with rays etc.), leaf, kite-like and web-like figure, 
and ‘leaf skeleton’.

4. San Carlos Cave (National Museum Site Code: II 1977 
H2)

The cave is located at the western flank of the 
limestone formation south of the Pinacanauan River 
in Barangay Nannarian. Eighteen pictograms have 
been documented. Most drawings are situated on the 
left wall and pillars of the cave. The drawings here 
are linear and geometric designs, ‘leaf skeleton’ and 
‘kite’ figures. The patterns are quite similar to those 
at Gumahong and Eme A Caves. All drawings were 
highly disturbed by graffiti (see Fig. 5-2).

This is the third time that the cave was visited 

for an archaeological investigation. Treasure hunters 
have disturbed the area. In the recent investigation, 
earthenware sherds and various fragments of bones 
and teeth were observed on the surface.

5. Segismundo Daquioag Cave A and B (National Mu-
seum Site Code: II 1977 I11)

Daquioag Cave has two openings, labelled as A and 
B. The number of pictograms documented in caves A 
and B is 22 and 26, respectively. Most of the drawings 
are ‘leaf skeletons’, geometric designs, interconnected 
diamond lines and circle patterns, zigzag patterns, 
kite-like figures and anthropomorphs with wide 
bodies. The sizes of the pictograms vary from 5 to 50 
cm. They are mostly drawn on surfaces around the 
stalactites which are now covered with lichens. Most 
of the pictograms are faded. Termite nests on the walls 
as well as some graffiti were observed as well.

Earthenware sherds and chert flakes were found 
on the surface of the cave floor. This is the second 
time that the cave was visited for archaeological 
investigations.

Summary: general observations and interpretation
The authors were able to record and document 

241 pictograms, covering a total of 10 caves and 
rockshelters in Peñablanca, during their exploration. 
These numbers are lower compared to the 1976–1977 
data of 372 (Table 2). The pictograms were recorded 

Figure 5.  Caves that were gravely vandalised: 1. Minori Cave, 2. San Carlos Cave.
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Name of cave/
rockshelter

NM Site 
Code
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1 Musang II 1977 J4 3 1 2 3 Animal-like form fair

2 Segundino 
Tuliao II 1977 P5 42 18 8 26

‘Leaf skeleton’ and net-like figures; 
grid with dots in the middle of the 

squares
fair-good

3 Hermoso 
Tuliao II 2012 S 18 11 5 16

Anthropomorph with wide body; 
‘leaf skeleton’ figure; wheel-like 

figure
fair-good

4 Minori A II 1977 J11 62 15 21 36
‘Human’ stick figure; kite and 

ladder-like figures; ‘fish’; ‘arrow’; 
‘leaf skeleton’

bad

5 Dasilig A II 2012 T 18 22 16 38 ‘Leaf skeleton’ and net-like figures; 
linear forms fair

6 Eme A II 1977 G 51 13 4 19 ‘Leaf’ figure and linear forms fair
7 Laurente II 1977 H1 14 1 6 7 Linear patterns fair

8 Gumahong II 1977 H 51 27 13 30
Linear and geometric drawings; 

‘leaf’, kite-like and web-like 
figures; ‘leaf skeleton’ figure; 

‘grave’ cross; circle with ‘rays’

fair

9 San Carlos II 1977 H2 63 11 7 18 Linear and geometric designs; ‘leaf 
skeleton’; ‘kite’ figure bad

10 Segismundo 
Daquioag A

II 1977 I11

8 10 12 22
‘Leaf skeleton’; geometric designs; 
interconnected diamond lines and 

circle patterns; zigzag pattern; 
‘human’ figure with wide body

fair

11 Segismundo 
Daquioag B 42 13 13 26

‘Leaf skeleton’; interconnected 
circles patterns; zigzag patterns; 

geometric designs; kite-like figure
fair

Table 2.  Observed rock art in Peñablanca caves.

digitally with a Nikon D70 camera on six megapixels 
using an 18–70 mm Nikkor lens from a distance of 
approximately 12 inches/.30 metres. An IFRAO Stan-
dard Scale was used for size and colour reference. 
Most images were recorded on manual and aperture 
settings as lighting conditions varied on a cave-by-
cave basis. Where natural lighting was completely ab-
sent, an LED headlamp with white light was used for 
illumination.

All sites are located at an elevation of more than 
80 m asl. Moreover, most drawings are clustered at 
the left side of the cave entrance. The size of most 
drawings is between 5 cm and 30 cm. 

Furthermore, the motifs were categorised into the 
following: zoomorphs, which are elements that have 
been interpreted as possible animal forms; anthro-
pomorphs, or human-like shapes; geometric features, 
including regular shapes such as squares, circles, ovals 
and approximations thereof; ‘botanical’ shapes that 
look like leaves; and abstract shapes or linear designs 
that occur in repeated form but could not be classified 
into the other four categories.

The major type of pictograms in Peñablanca rock 

art is the abstract motif, constituting 53.5% of the whole 
assemblage. The zoomorphic and anthropomorphous 
pictograms only comprised 2.9% of all motifs. The 
remaining rock art elements have ‘botanical shapes’, 
12.9%, or were classified as geometric, 30.7% (Table 
3).

In the end, six anthropomorphs were recorded (Fig. 
6a). The rest appear to be aniconic (Figure 6b). The 
anthropomorphs include human-like stick or wide-
bodied figures. The ‘botanical’ forms are consistent in 
terms of size and shape across all sites surveyed. All of 
them resemble leaf skeletons or leaf shapes. 

It is interesting to note that some geometric images 
from the Peñablanca rockshelters and caves appear 
to have similarities with images in rock art sites in 
Lenggong, Perak, Malaysia. This applies especially to 
the net- and kite-like motifs (Saudin et al. 2008).

Based on the local history and anecdotal accounts 
gathered, the pictograms may have been there more 
than a hundred years ago. According to Hermoso 
Tuliao, who is a hunter and was one of the guides 
during the 1976–1977 exploration by the National 
Museum, the drawings were present before he was 
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born. He is now 86 years old and considered as one 
of the oldest residents in Peñablanca. However, this 
needs further verification and identification with 
respect to which drawings were already there during 
the initial exploration and which ones were never 
changed.

Discussion and conclusion
The cave sites in Peñablanca presented a habitation 

and burial area of pre-Historic man in the Philippines 
(Ronquillo 2010). Moreover, it is the place where 
the early Austronesians migrated to Luzon (Mijares 
2006b). This was proven by the unearthed red-slipped 
earthenware sherds and polished adzes which are 
considered as cultural markers of Austronesian farm-
ers (Bellwood 1997 and 2007; Mijares 2005 and 2006b). 
However, the examined pictograms in Peñablanca 
caves may not be able to fully infer attributes of the 
Austronesian painting tradition as presented by 
Ballard (1992). Most of the caves visited are relatively 
inaccessible. They have anthropomorphs or human 
figures in Hermosa Tuliao and Seguismundo Daqui-
aog A caves. Only Gumahong Cave features a picto-
gram of a ‘sun’ drawn as a circle with rays (see Fig. 
4-3). Some of the caves were also used for burial rites 
and beliefs but there were no pictograms of boats, 
canoe burials or humans with headdress that may be 
associated with the Austronesian painting tradition. 
Furthermore, most pictograms are not positioned at 
ten metres above the cave floor.

Virtually nothing is being understood currently 
about the cave markings in Peñablanca. Thus, creating 
an inventory of pictograms is highly significant and 
has to be a first step in analysis. Likewise, recording 
and documenting the pictograms in Peñablanca caves 
and rockshelters will play an important role in future 
conservation and research efforts at the sites, as it 
provides a baseline inventory with which comparisons 
can be made. 
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