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PREHISTORIC LANDSCAPES OF THE CANAIMA
COMPLEX: NEW ROCK ART SITES AND LITHIC TOOLS 

IN SOUTHEASTERN VENEZUELA

José Miguel Pérez–Gómez and Roger Swidorowicz

Abstract.  This study presents four newly identified rock art sites within Canaima National 
Park, southeastern Venezuela, expanding the understanding of pre-Historic cultural land-
scapes in the region. Located in diverse environments, including a boulder in a dense forest, 
a cliff overlooking a savanna, and rapids along the Caroní and Carrao Rivers, these sites sig-
nificantly enhance the archaeological record of this part of South America. Stylistic analyses 
reveal connections with existing rock art in the Upuigma-Tepui at the Arauák River Valley, 
160 km southeast of Canaima, as well as broader parallels with sites across the Guiana Shield, 
Orinoco Basin, southern Colombia and northern Brazil. Lithic tools were discovered at newly 
identified pictogram sites. These tools align with artefacts reported by José Maria Cruxent in 
the Canaima savanna in 1959. While establishing direct connections between the region’s lith-
ic traditions and rock art remains challenging due to the absence of precise dating. The lithic 
evidence suggests a cultural continuity spanning the transition from the Late Pleistocene to 
the Holocene. This article considers the new rock art within the region’s broader archaeologi-
cal context, emphasising the cultural complexity of the Canaima region as an important centre 
of pre-Historic interaction and cultural continuity.

Introduction
The study of rock art serves as an essential tool for 

uncovering the presence and cultural expressions of 
Amerindian groups in northern South America. As 
visual artefacts left by past societies, rock art provides 
unique insights into the beliefs, rituals and social prac-
tices of those who created them. The Orinoco River 
basin in central Venezuela is particularly significant, 
with hundreds of archaeological sites featuring pic-
tograms and petroglyphs that illuminate the lifeways 
and cosmologies of its ancient inhabitants. This wealth 
of material has been extensively documented in prior 
studies (Cruxent 1950, 1955; Padilla 1956; Arroyo 1970; 
Dupouy 1971; González 1980; Scaramelli 1992; Gassón 
2002; de Valencia and Sujo Volsky 1987; Greer 1995; 
Sujo Volsky 2007; Tarble and Scaramelli 2010; Riris 
and Oliver 2019). Recent research reveals that rock 
art in this region is more widespread than previously 
thought, reshaping timelines of pre-Historic activity 
while serving as symbolic markers for cosmogonic 
myths and playing a central role in Indigenous place-
making along the rivers (Riris et al. 2024).

While databases and studies of rock art in the Gui-
ana Shield (Guyana, Suriname and French Guiana) 
provide extensive documentation (Braunholtz 1955; 
Homet 1963; Dubelaar 1986; Mazière 1997; Gassie 

2006), the upper Caroní River region in Venezuela 
has received comparatively little attention, with only 
a few references known (Schomburgk 1822; Im Thurn 
1883; Koch-Grümberg 1979). This gap was partially 
addressed by the recent study of the Upuigma-Tepui 
rockshelter, which highlighted the pre-Historic and 
cultural significance of the Canaima region landscape 
(Pérez-Gómez and Swidorowicz 2023, 2025). However, 
much of the region’s rock art remains undocumented. 
This research seeks to bridge this gap by analysing 
four newly discovered rock art sites in Canaima 
National Park. These sites, featuring pictograms and 
petroglyphs, will be contextualised within the broader 
rock art traditions of the Guiana Shield, Orinoco Basin 
and northern Amazonia. A systematic comparison of 
these traditions will enable an in-depth discussion of 
similarities and differences, providing insights into the 
distinct regional variations in rock art styles, motifs 
and functions. By integrating these new sites with 
established examples from the surrounding regions, 
this study will enhance the understanding of cultural 
continuities, interactions and local adaptations of rock 
art practices across a large geographic area.

Situated in Bolívar state, Canaima National Park 
is a region of extraordinary cultural and geological 
significance, characterised by its iconic tepuis, the an-
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cient table-top mountains. The geological uniqueness 
of this region, coupled with its rich cultural legacy, 
has attracted global scholarly attention (Briceño and 
Schubert 1992; Huber 1995; Huber et al. 2001). The 
Pemón people, long-time inhabitants of the Park, carry 
forward traditions that reflect a deep connection to 
their environment (Layrisse and Wilbert 1966; Thomas 
1982; Barceló 1982; Gutiérrez 1978, 2002; Lokiñe et al. 
2013). This study aims to explore how the newly iden-
tified rock art sites in Canaima align with the broader 
regional framework of pre-Historic rock art, revealing 
not only the cultural practices of past groups but 

also their interactions with neighbouring territories. 
Through this comparison, the study will contribute 
to broader discussions of cultural continuity and the 
evolution of rock art across time. While direct evidence 
linking these specific rock art sites to the Late Pleis-
tocene-Holocene transition is not yet conclusive, the 
research will provide key insights into the long-term 
cultural practices of the region and offer a better un-
derstanding of the temporal context of these artworks.

Rock art locations
Canaima National Park, covering approximately 

Figure 1.  Shaded relief digital map from NASA’s Space Shuttle Radar Topography Mission (SRTM) showing the loca-
tion of rock art sites within the Canaima National Park and close-up radar image illustrating the location

of the rock art sites. Images from USGS (Garrity et al. 2004), TanDEM-X, DLR, with additions.

Figure 2.  An oblique aerial photograph depicting the Kusari boulder with a newly discovered set of
pictograms (Pictogram Site 1). Photo by the authors.



Rock Art Research   2026   -   Volume 43, Number 1, pp. 52-68.    J . M. PÉREZ–GÓMEZ and R. SWIDOROWICZ54

30,000 km2, is the 6th largest national park in the world 
(Fig. 1). It is recognised for its unique geological fea-
tures and its exceptional biodiversity, which contrib-
ute to its status as a UNESCO World Heritage Site. The 
Park is primarily drained by rivers within the Caroní 
River basin, with some influence from the upper part 
of the Cuyuní River basin in the northeast. Archaeo-
logical evidence indicates that Venezuela has been in-
habited by Palaeoindian groups, with human presence 
dating from approximately 17,000 to 7000 years ago 
(Rouse and Cruxent 1963; Cruxent and Rouse 1982). 
However, recent studies propose a more nuanced 
chronology. The peopling of South America has been 
the subject of ongoing debate, with some research-
ers suggesting a rapid post-Last Glacial Maximum 

expansion of humans across 
the continent. Early settlers 
adapted to diverse ecological 
niches in the Amazon, the 
Andes and the Orinoco basin 
(Borrero 2016; Riris et al. 2018). 
Prates et al. (2020), for exam-
ple, suggest a first arrival in 
South America between 15,100 
and 16,600 cal BP, refining the 
timeline for the continent’s 
early human settlement and 
providing new insights into 
the speed and patterns of mi-
gration. The settlement of the 
Canaima region in southeast-
ern Venezuela and the broad-
er Guiana region witnessed 
a succession of indigenous 
occupations, with the Pemón 
people being the most recent 
group to establish themselves 
in the area by the time Spanish 
colonisers arrived in the 17th 
century (Thomas 1982; Rive-
ra-Lombardi 2009).

The identified archaeolog-
ical sites are situated within 
the boundaries of Canaima 
National Park (Fig. 1). The 
first rock art site, which also 
includes lithic tools at the sur-
face, is located on a massive 
boulder nestled in a densely 
forested region near the Ku-
sari-Tepui, at the headwaters 
of the Moroco River, one of 
the tributaries of the Carrao 
River (Fig. 2). Another set of 
pictograms was discovered 
on a cliff wall at the Cerro 
Kuyarimpa (Fig. 3), near the 
village of Canaima, where 
also stone tools were found 

near the cliffs. 
In addition to the pictograms, our research team 

also made significant findings of two sets of petro-
glyphs in the region. The first set is found on an 
island in the Carrao River, positioned between the 
Golondrina and Hacha Falls, directly opposite the 
Canaima lagoon (Fig. 4). The second set of petroglyphs 
was located at the Ariwe-merú rapids in the Caroní 
River, about 30 km north of Canaima village, carved 
into a small cliff next to the rapids (Fig. 5)

In addition, we encountered a solitary petroglyph 
(Petroglyph Site 2A) situated on an island facing the 
cliff. Preliminary observations indicate that these 
petroglyphs are at risk from erosion but may also expe-
rience occasional submersion during the rainy season. 

Figure 3.  Oblique aerial photograph showing the cliff where new pictograms were 
found at the Cerro Kuyarimpa (Pictogram Site 2, red arrow). The Kurún and the 
Kusari-Tepuis are in the background. Photo by the authors.

Figure 4.  Oblique aerial photograph showing the Canaima lagoon and the waterfalls 
(from left, Hacha, Golondrina and Ucaima). Petroglyph Site 1 is in the centre of 
the island (red arrow). Photo by the authors.
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The weather and climate of the 
region are strongly influenced 
by the annual movement of 
the intertropical convergence 
zone and trade winds (Galán 
1992). This dynamic interplay 
results in an average annual 
precipitation of 3.169 m, char-
acterised by a rainy season 
from May to November and 
a dry season from December 
to April (CVG-EDELCA 2003; 
Rivera-Lombardi 2009).

Regional archaeology 
The Canaima region in 

southeastern Venezuela occu-
pies a significant position in 
the pre-Historic archaeology 
of northern South America. 
Walther Dupouy (1956/1957, 
1960) documented individual 
finds of plano-convex scrapers 
recovered from the Icabarú 
River and Urequén near the 
Kukenán River, alongside 
stemmed projectile points 
from the Paragua and Chiguao 
Rivers in the Canaima re-
gion. Similarly, stone tools 
first identified in Canaima by 
José María Cruxent in 1959 
(Rouse and Cruxent 1963) 
provide critical insights into 
the ancient societies of the 
area. Primarily crafted from 
jasper, these artefacts closely 
resemble pre-Historic tools 
discovered throughout Vene-
zuela, Colombia, the Guianas 
and Brazil (Evans and Meg-
gers 1960; Cruxent 1970, 1971; 
Boomert 1980; Miller 1987; 
Williams 2003; Meggers and 
Miller 2003; Bueno 2010; Roosevelt 2013; Morcote-Ríos 
et al. 2020; Nami 2016; Iriarte et al. 2022).

Recent discoveries in the region, particularly those 
associated with rock art sites like the Upuigma-Tepui 
rockshelter (Pérez-Gómez and Swidorowicz 2023), 
highlight the significance of lithic evidence in recon-
structing the pre-Historic landscapes of the Canaima 
Complex. Lithic tools recovered in proximity to rock 
art contexts, such as those in the Canaima savanna 
(Fig. 6) and the Kusari-Tepui rockshelter (Fig. 7a), ex-
hibit technological and morphological characteristics 
that parallel assemblages previously documented 
at the Upuigma-Tepui rockshelter (Fig. 7b). To sub-
stantiate these observations, a comparative analysis 
was conducted on the lithic assemblages from these 

sites, including metric attributes and raw material 
characterisation. The stone tools, currently curated at 
the Universidad Simón Bolívar, were examined using 
macroscopic methods to assess technological traits. 
The preliminary results indicate that these artefacts be-
long to the broader Canaima Complex, aligning with 
documented lithic industries featuring plano-convex 
scrapers, bifacial knives and projectile points crafted 
from jasper, quartz and other fine-grained materials 
available in the region (Dupouy 1956/1957, 1960; Rouse 
and Cruxent 1963; Cruxent 1970, 1971). 

These lithic tools found at the Upuigma and Ku-
sari-Tepui rockshelters, as well as in the Canaima 
savanna, support the idea of cultural continuity from 
earlier traditions, such as the El Jobo industry (Rouse 

Figure 5.  Oblique aerial photograph showing the small cliff with the Ariwe-merú 
petroglyphs (Petroglyph Site 2; red arrow). Photo by the authors.

Figure 6. Lithics from the Savanna area close to the Canaima village. The close asso-
ciation of the core with debitage flakes and arrow points suggests a workshop like 
that described by Cruxent in 1959. Photo by JMP-G.
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and Cruxent 1963; Cruxent and Rouse 1982). Known 
for its lanceolate projectile points and scrapers, the 
El Jobo industry is regarded as the foundation for 
subsequent technological and cultural developments, 
including the Las Casitas Complex and probably the 
Canaima and Sipaliwini Complexes. The persistence of 
these tool types, accompanied by stylistic adaptations, 
reflects both environmental responses and cultural 
innovations as large Pleistocene fauna became ex-

tinct (Rouse and Crux-
ent 1969; Cruxent and 
Rouse 1982). Further-
more, the association 
of these tools with the 
pictogram contexts in 
the savanna suggests 
that these landscapes 
functioned not only as 
centres of subsistence 
activity but also held 
significant symbolic 
and cultural value. 

The Canaima Com-
plex exhibits technological parallels with the Sipali-
wini Complex in southern Suriname (Boomert and 
Kroonenberg 1977; Boomert 1980) and the Rupununi 
savanna preceramic lithic horizon (Evans and Meg-
gers 1960), which are part of a larger lithic tradition 
spanning the Guiana Shield (Williams 2003). These 
traditions demonstrate a sophisticated understanding 
of material properties, with a preference for core-and-
flake tools crafted from jasper and quartz, known for 
their conchoidal fracture qualities (Boomert 1980). 
Notably, projectile points similar to Fell points, 
distinguished by their large size and convex blades, 
have been found at Canaima (Fig. 8 and presumably 
dating 11,000–10,000 BP (Evans and Meggers 1960; 
Denis Stanford, pers. comm. 2010; Nami 2016). The 
form is considered to be associated with early hunt-
er-gatherer groups across South America, and their 
presence underscores the region’s connections to 
broader pre-Historic cultural traditions (Evans and 
Meggers 1960; Roosevelt et al. 1996; Dillehay 2000; 
Meggers and Miller 2003; Flegenheimer et al. 2013; 
Williams 2003; Nami 2016). The extensive distribution 
of Fell-type points and related lithic technologies 
highlights a network of cultural interaction that links 
the Canaima region to the Amazon Basin, the Guianas, 
the Andes and as far as Patagonia. These findings 
establish Canaima as a key hub for understanding 
the cultural dynamics of South America during the 
Pleistocene-Holocene transition.

Materials and methods
Our research began in 2018, building on previous 

findings in the Upuigma-Tepui rockshelter (Pérez-Gó-
mez and Swidorowicz 2023). Initial efforts included 
conducting interviews with indigenous communities 
in the Gran Sabana area, specifically in Canaima, 
Kamarata and Campo Grande villages. Surprisingly, 
many residents were unaware of the existence of near-
by rock art. However, interviews in Canaima directed 
us to pictograms near the Kusari-Tepui and petro-
glyphs in front of the Canaima lagoon. Additionally, 
the authors inferred the existence of pictograms on a 
cliff wall near Canaima village, visible from a savanna 
area where lithic artefacts were found. Another set of 
petroglyphs at the Ariwe-merú rapids was initially 

Figure 7.  Lithics from below rock art panels are similar to those from the Canaima savanna 
(Fig. 6). (a) Kusari site; (b) Upuigma-Tepui rockshelter. Photo by JMP-G.

Figure 8.  Stemmed projectile points from the Canaima 
region similar in shape to Fell points. Points a, b, 
d, and e are from the Canaima savanna; c, Supamo 
River; f, Icabarú (note original flake scar resembling 
fluting). Photo by JMP-G.
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noted during a 2006 field survey.
Potential rock art sites in densely vegetated areas 

were identified through the analysis of satellite im-
agery obtained from Landsat and TanDEM-X sensors 
(Krieger et al. 2007; DLR-HR 2010). The radar data 
underwent orthorectification, mosaicking, and geoc-
oding to the WGS84 coordinate system. Strip map data 
from the TanDEM-X sensor was processed using the 
‘Ortho Engine’ tool in PCI Geomatics, resulting in a 
3D elevation model with 12-m pixel resolution and 
2-m horizontal accuracy. This analysis allowed us to 
view the landscape in 3D, helping to detect a cluster of 
boulders near the Kusari-Tepui, also evidenced in the 
satellite image (Fig. 9), prompting the development of 
a logistical plan for accessing these sites. 

The fieldwork took place in February 2023. Trans-
portation from Caracas to Canaima was facilitated by 
a Swearingen Merlin turboprop plane, while aerial 
surveys and site access were supported by a Bell 206 
LongRanger helicopter. In some cases, temporary heli-
pads were established to ensure safe landings near the 
target locations (Fig. 10). Upon arrival, machetes and 
GPS units were used to clear paths through a dense 
forest, prioritising boulders identified via satellite im-
agery due to their remote and challenging accessibility. 
High-resolution aerial photography was utilised to 
document details of sites and their geographical con-
text, alongside photogrammetry to generate detailed 
3D models from a series of overlapping 2D images, 
capturing both the precise geometry and texture of 
rock surfaces with accuracy (Remondino et al. 2014; 
Magnani et al. 2020). We performed a preliminary 
typological study on the lithic tools focusing on the 
form, style and function of the stone tools (Odell 
2003; Andrefsky 2010; Whittaker 2009; Clarkson and 
O’Connor 2014). Our quantitative analysis included 
measurements of dimensions, weight and raw mate-

rial, using an electronic scale and callipers to ensure 
accuracy.

The use of software such as Agisoft Metashape 
not only facilitated the creation of highly accurate 
3D models but also ensured a comprehensive dig-
ital record for detailed analysis and interpretation, 
enabling precise and high-quality representations of 
the sites and the rock art surfaces in 3D models (Dell 
Unto 2014; Urcia et al. 2022). The photogrammetric 
process involved capturing images using a 35 mm 
full-frame Sony Alpha a99 DSLR camera with a Sony 
Vario-Tessar T FE 24-70mm lens, supplemented by a 
Sony FDR-AX700 Handycam and a Sony FDR-X3000 
action camera for additional video documentation. 
Artificial lighting was provided by a Sony HVL-F43M 
flash and a Lume Panel Cube Bicolor Mini-LEDs to 
enhance visibility in low-light conditions. A DJI Ava-
ta drone with a 1/1.7-inch CMOS sensor alongside a 
206 LongRanger helicopter was used for aerial pho-
tography, photogrammetry and survey, providing a 
broader perspective of site layout.

Scales, including the IFRAO Scale (Bednarik 1991), 
were used for colour calibration. Digital tracing and 
stylistic analysis of the rock art were conducted using 
Photoshop and DStretch tools to enhance faint pic-
tograms that are invisible to the naked eye (Harman 
2008, 2015; Palonka and Zynch 2022). These analyses 
facilitated the identification of key artistic elements 
and allowed for a preliminary classification of stylis-
tic attributes. For the purpose of this study, ‘style’ is 
defined as a set of formal and technical characteristics 
that include motif morphology, line thickness, pig-
ment saturation, composition and spatial arrangement 
(Conkey 1980; Whitley 2005). This definition considers 
both intra-site variability and regional comparisons, 
enabling a systematic evaluation of potential connec-
tions between the rock art of Canaima and other stylis-

Figure 9.  Set of boulders found on the Landsat satellite image. The Kusari rockshelter is indicated
by the red circle. Image from Landsat with additions.
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tic traditions documented in northern South America.
To further refine these stylistic comparisons, we 

employed a formal analytical framework integrating 
motif typology, relative size distributions, superimpo-
sition patterns and spatial organisation. Comparative 
assessments were carried out against previously doc-
umented stylistic traditions, considering diagnostic 
elements such as geometric configurations, anthropo-
morphous and zoomorphic representations, and the 
use of specific compositional structures (Chippindale 
and Taçon 2004; Bednarik 2007). Additionally, a Sok-
kia SET530R3 Total Station and two Garmin Rino 750 
GPS devices were used for precise spatial mapping of 
rock art panels, ensuring that stylistic patterns were 
examined within their broader topographical and 
environmental context. Communication between the 
helicopter and ground teams was maintained using 
a Vertex VXA-70 handheld radio, which allowed for 
real-time coordination during documentation efforts.

Results
Our land surveys identified four new rock art sites: 

two featuring pictograms and 
two with petroglyphs. The 
pictogram sites (1–2) are sit-
uated 12 km apart, one on a 
boulder wall surrounded by 
dense vegetation at the foot-
hills of Kusari-Tepui and the 
other on a cliff face at Cerro 
Kuyarimpa, overlooking the 
Canaima savanna. The petro-
glyph sites (1–2) are located 
along the Caroní and Carrao 
Rivers, with the Carrao being 
a tributary of the Caroní. The 
furthest site, the Ariwe-merú 
petroglyphs, is approximately 
30 km from Canaima village 
(see Fig. 1). Preliminary sty-
listic analyses suggest that 
these new rock art sites relate 
to each other and the Upuig-
ma-Tepui rock art site, located 

roughly 160 km to 
the southwest. They 
also show notable 
similarities to rock 
art traditions along 
the Orinoco basin, 
southern Colombia, 
northern Brazil and 
the western regions 
of  the  Guianas , 
highlighting the po-
tential cultural links 
across these regions.

Pictogram Site 1
The first group of pictograms (Fig. 10) was dis-

covered on the wall of a sandstone boulder near the 
slopes of Kusari-Tepui (see Fig. 2). This area, part of 
the ‘Middle Lands’, lies between 500 and 1500 m a.s.l., 
encompassing the slopes of the tepuis (Huber 1995; 
Huber et al. 2001). The region is characterised by an 
ombrophilous forest associated with palm trees, cov-
ering approximately 50% of Canaima National Park. 
This premontane evergreen forest is the largest forest-
ed area within the park (Hernández 1994; Delgado et 
al. 2009). Vegetation here thrives on shallow, highly 
acidic, nutrient-poor soils. Still, it can also be found on 
hills and diabase mounds, where Pemón communities 
cultivate crops due to the comparatively nutrient-rich 
soils in these locations (Delgado et al. 2009). The boul-
der itself, located at an elevation of 487 m a.s.l., belongs 
to the Roraima Formation (Huber 1995; Briceño and 
Schubert 1992), covers an estimated area of 300 m2 
and rises approximately 25–30 m above ground level.

The boulder is surrounded by dense vegetation, 
some of which has taken root atop its surface. The main 

Figure 10.  Section of the main panel at the Kusari pictograms (1 m scale). Original 
photo left; DStretch enhancement right. Image by JMP-G.

Figure 11.  Detail of the main panel at the Kusari pictograms (10 cm scale) showing a vertical 
series of geometric figures similar to others in the region. Original photo left; DStretch 
enhancement right. Photo by JMP-G.
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panel, featuring the majority 
of the pictograms, measures 
approximately 15 m in length 
and 8 m in height (Figs. 10–11). 
This panel is naturally shel-
tered from rain and provides 
a spacious area for a group of 
10–20 individuals. High-al-
titude and superimposed 
rock paintings are evident, 
alongside mineral accretions 
partially covering some of the 
pictograms (Bednarik 2002, 
2007). The motifs on this panel 
bear stylistic similarities to 
those previously document-
ed at the Upuigma-Tepui 
rockshelter (Pérez-Gómez 
and Swidorowicz 2023), the 
Orinoco basin, southern Co-
lombia, Pedra Pintada and the 
Arara Vermelha Rockshelter 
in northern Brazil (Homet 
1963; Koch-Grümberg 1979; 
de Valencia and Sujo Volsky 
1987; Michab et al 1998; Greer 
2001; Reis et al. 2008; Castaño-
Uribe 2019; Morcote-Ríos et al. 
2020; Muñoz 2020; Cavallini et 
al. 2022). A prominent fracture 
splits the boulder into two dis-
tinct sections. This significant 
crack serves as a nesting site 
for bats and conceals a com-
pletely dark interior space. 
Within this secluded area, a 
large pictogram, along with 
other motifs with a similar 
style to the main panel, was 
documented (Fig. 12). A pho-
togrammetric 3D model of the 
panels was created (see model 
in Fundacion Manoa 2024a)

Pictogram Site 2
The second set of picto-

grams was discovered at the 
base of a cliff at ‘Cerro Ku-
yarimpa,’ near Canaima vil-
lage (see Fig. 3). This site is 
located at an elevation of 
approximately 235 m a.s.l. 
and consists of sandstone 
from the Roraima Group. 
Situated 12 km southwest of 
the Kusari-Tepui rockshelter 
(Pictogram Site 1), the cliff fac-
es southwest and stands 30–40 
m tall. The primary panel is 

Figure 12.  The largest image on the Kusari boulder (10 cm scale) is in a dark area 
inside a crack. The white line on the left from mineral accretions. Photo by 
JMP-G.

Figure 13.  Main panel at the Cerro Kuyarimpa cliff pictograms. Photo by Jose 
Javier Llovera.

Figure 14.  Main panel at Cerro Kuyarimpa cliff with similarities to Upuigma and 
Kusari-Tepui imagery, indicating possible cultural connections. Upper photo: 
general view (1 m scale); lower photos: details (10 cm scale). Original images 
(left); DStretch enhancements (right). Photos by JMP-G.
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approximately 4 m above ground level (Fig. 13). The site lies in front of 
an open savanna area, about 6 km away from the Caroní River. The base 
of the cliff features a stepped formation characterised by loose rocks, 
small bushes and grasses. A recent fire cleared much of the vegetation 
from the savanna below, making access to the pictograms easier.

A significant portion of the pic-
tograms are obscured by a large 
number of wasp nests, covering 
nearly half of the panel. Mineral ac-
cretions are also evident on the cliff 
wall, with some layers partially over-
laying the pictograms. Preliminary 
stylistic analysis (Fig. 14) reveals 
notable similarities between these 
pictograms and those documented 
on the boulder at the slopes of Ku-
sari-Tepui, and the Upuigma-Tepui 
rockshelters (Pérez-Gómez and 
Swidorowicz 2023). Superposition-
ing suggests a chronological depth 
for these motifs. Furthermore, the 
figures display stylistic elements, 
such as the scalariforms and ‘chain’ 
vertical patterns that align with rock 
art at archaeological sites as distant 
as the Tramen cliffs of western Guy-
ana and Pedra Pintada in northern 
Brazil, indicating potential cultural 
connections across these regions 
(Braunholtz 1955; Homet 1958; At-
tenborough 1958; Dubelaar 1986; 
Reis et al. 2008).

Petroglyphs Site 1
The first set of petroglyphs is lo-

cated on a small island in the Carrao 
River, approximately 1.7 km long 
and 150 m wide and considerably 
forested. The petroglyphs are at 
the western end of the island, near 
a small savanna and between the 
Golondrina and Hacha falls, oppo-
site the Canaima lagoon (see Fig.4). 
They are accessed during the dry 
season by climbing the rapids from 
the Canaima lagoon or otherwise by 
boat through the upper part of the 
Carrao River (Fig. 15). 

Petroglyphs are pounded into 
granitic bedrock (Huber 1995) by 
direct percussion (Fig. 16). Seasonal 
inundation has eroded the durable 
surface, significantly affecting the 
images and making some barely 
discernible. Despite a thorough 
walking survey, no additional rock 
art was found in the surrounding 
area. The production style and 
images are similar to ones on riv-
erside bedrock at the Buena Vista 
rapids on the Casiquiare River off 
the upper Orinoco (de Valencia and 
Sujo Volsky 1987; Pérez-Gómez and 
Swidorowicz 2025).

Figure 15.  Upper Carrao River and island with the first set of petroglyphs 
(red arrow) next to the rapids. Photo by the authors.

Figure 16.  Exposed bedrock with petroglyphs (red arrow) at the Upper Car-
rao River Island. Photo by JMP-G.

Figure 17.  Carrao River island petroglyphs on bedrock (10 cm scale). Photo 
by JMP-G.
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Notable features include repeat-
ed triangular signs with a tail and a 
depiction of a fish with four fins (Fig. 
17). To address the challenges posed 
by weathering, the DStretch tool was 
used to enhance the surface texture 
and colour variations, aiding in the 
detection of additional carvings and 
improving the visibility of existing 
figures (Fig. 18). 

Petroglyphs Site 2
The second set of petroglyphs is 

located at the Ariwe-merú rapids 
along the Caroní River, approx-
imately 30 km north of Canaima 
village (Fig. 5). These images are 
situated on a small cliff adjacent to 
the rapids (Fig. 19) and were first de-
tected by the authors in 2006 during 
a survey of the river’s right bank by 
boat. Navigation beyond this point is 
not possible due to a series of rapids. 
This segment spans over 19 km up 
to the confluence with the Paragua 
River at the southernmost extent of 
the Guri Dam reservoir. At least sev-
en petroglyph sites have previously 
been reported in the vicinity of this 
confluence. During the construc-
tion of the Guri Dam in 1971, some 
petroglyphs were rescued, although 
others were left submerged and 
inaccessible (Arroyo 1970; Dupouy 
1971; de Valencia and Sujo Volsky 
1987; Sujo Volsky 2007). 

Figure 18.  DStretch analysis of petroglyphs at the Carrao River showing 
faded motifs. Image by JMP-G.

Figure 19.  Small cliff where the Ariwe-merú petroglyphs are located. Photo 
by José Llovera.

Figure 20.  A 3D model provides clearer information about the location (Fundación Manoa 2024b), showing the ar-
rangement of Ariwe-meruú petroglyph panels (10 cm scales) next to the rapids. From photo by JMP-G.
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The petroglyphs at this site are carefully pecked 
into the sandstone of the Roraima Formation. Two 
panels are identified as Panel 1 and Panel 2 (Fig. 20). 
Some figures are well-preserved and highly visible, 
while others are heavily weathered and difficult to 
discern. During the February 2023 field season, both 
panels were 130 cm above water level and were prob-
ably submerged during the rainy season.

Panel 1 contains two primary petroglyphs. The 
first is an anthropomorph featuring a ‘crown’, large 

ears, and what appears to be a nose ornament (Fig. 
21). Measuring over 1 m in length and about 1.5 m 
tall, this motif exhibits lines of varying depth, with 
some reaching 1.5 cm, while others are more eroded. 
Cupules (Bednarik 1993, 2008), similar to the ‘eyes’ of 
the anthropomorph, are on other parts of the panel. 
Adjacent to the upper right of the ‘human’ is a more 
eroded rayed circle. At the base of the panel are small 
pounded lines initially interpreted as grinding grooves 
(Fig. 23). To document the Ariwe-merú petroglyphs, 
photogrammetric 3D models were created (Fig. 20–22) 
to preserve a digital record of their intricate details 
for further study and comparison (Fundación Manoa 
2024b). 

Notably, certain motifs, possibly abraded grooves, 
are deliberately organised into a scalariform arrange-
ment, creating a distinctive scalariform pattern (Fig. 

Figure 21.  Ariwe-merú panel 1 detail, showing depths 
of grooves and eroded figure to the right. Photo by 
JMP-G.

Figure 22.  Ariwe-merú panel 1, photogrammetry image 
(Fundacion Manoa 2024b) showing depths of the 
petroglyphs, the cupules in different parts of the pan-
el, and the eroded figure on the left (1 m scale). From 
photo by JMP-G.

Figure 23.  Ariwe-merú, petroglyphs at the bottom of the panel, interpreted as abraded groves (10 cm scales). Photos by 
JMP-G.
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23a). This design closely parallels 
similar patterns identified at the 
Upuigma and Kusari rockshelters, 
as well as on the Cerro Kuyarimpa 
cliff. Such recurring elements point 
to a broader cultural continuity and 
suggest a symbolic linkage underly-
ing the region’s rock art.

Panel 2 consists of two pounded 
designs (Fig. 24). One looks like a 
volcano erupting with circular vo-
lutes. This figure is approximately 
50 cm tall and 30 cm wide. Interest-
ingly, it is similar to a petroglyph on 
the Chiguao River, approximately 
30 km to the northwest (de Valencia 
and Sujo Volsky 1987). Next to this 
is another severely weathered, bare-
ly visible petroglyph. Beneath Panel 
2 is a small overhang approximately 
40 cm tall and 1 m long (see Fig. 20). 
The ceiling is near the water level. 
Pounded lines, perhaps also abrad-
ed grooves, are on the ceiling and 
the wall of this crevasse. It is neces-
sary to view some figures lying on 
the ground (Fig. 23). 

Petroglyph Site 2-A
A small rocky island lies di-

rectly in front of the Ariwe-merú 
petroglyphs. Given its proximity, 
we considered the possibility that 
it might also harbour additional 
petroglyphs. After completing the 
documentation of the Ariwe-merú 
site, we used a helicopter to cross 
the approximately 140 m of rapids 
separating Petroglyph Site 2 from 
the island. With no suitable landing 
spots, the helicopter hovered briefly, 
allowing us to jump out and unload 
our equipment. The island, com-
posed entirely of rock geologically 
similar to the petroglyph site, mea-
sures approximately 50 m in length 
and 40 m in width and is sparsely 
vegetated. Preliminary observations 
suggest that the island may connect 
to the river’s left bank during the 
dry season, though this requires 
confirmation.

During a challenging walking 
survey, hindered by the island’s ir-
regular rocky surface, we identified 
a petroglyph depicting what ap-
pears to be a large snake or fish (Figs 
25–26). This isolated motif is located 
on an elongated boulder measuring 

Figure 24.  Ariwe-merú, Panel 2 detail with an eroded figure barely visible 
on the right (10 cm scales). Photo by JMP-G.

Figure 25.  The petroglyph near Site 2 on Ariwe-merú Island suggests a de-
piction of a gigantic snake or fish, as shown in the photograph (1 m scale). 
Photo by José Llovera.

Figure 26.  Part of the petroglyph resembling a snake or a fish head, with 
carvings on it (10 cm scale). Photo by JMP-G.
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approximately 300 cm in length and 50 cm in width. 
The markings are concentrated on opposing ends of 
the boulder, resembling the head of an animal. Algae 
and lichen cover portions of the rock, indicating that 
the figures are submerged during the rainy season. 
The sign representing the ‘eye’ of the ‘animal’ closely 
resembles motifs at the confluence of the Caroní and 
Paragua Rivers, about 19 km north (Arroyo 1970; de 
Valencia and Sujo Volsky 1998). The petroglyphs were 
photographed using high-resolution digital cameras 
(Fig. 27), enabling the creation of a detailed photo-
grammetric 3D model (Fundación Manoa 2024c).

Discussion 
The Orinoco Basin in southern Venezuela is cele-

brated for its abundant rock art, including both picto-
grams and petroglyphs, which offer profound insights 
into the rituals and lifeways of its ancient creators. 
Yet, the Caroní River Basin, despite its proximity, 
has remained largely overlooked in archaeological 
research. The Canaima National Park, known globally 
for its iconic natural landmarks such as Angel Falls 
and its rich biodiversity, has only recently begun to 
reveal archaeological discoveries that emphasise its 
significance in the broader cultural landscape of South 
America (Dubelaar 1986; de Valencia and Sujo Volsky 
1987; Pérez-Gómez and Swidorowicz 2023, 2025).

This study documents four newly discovered rock 
art sites in the Caroní River Basin, situating them 
within a regional framework of interconnected artistic 
traditions. Stylistic analyses of the new sites reveal 
strong similarities between the new pictograms and 
those previously documented at the Upuigma-Tepui 
rockshelter, separated by nearly 160 km (Pérez-Gó-
mez and Swidorowicz 2023, 2025). Similarly, the 
petroglyphs at the Ariwe-merú rapids share motifs 
with those salvaged during the construction of the 

Guri Dam at the Caroní River 
and with sites in neighbour-
ing regions, such as southern 
Colombia, northern Brazil 
and the Guianas (Schomburgk 
1822; 1831; Im Thurn 1883; 
Homet 1963; Arroyo 1970; 
Dupouy 1971; Koch-Grüm-
berg 1979; de Valencia and 
Sujo Volsky 1987; Michab et al 
1998; Reis et al. 2008; Castaño-
Uribe 2019; Morcote-Ríos et 
al. 2020; Muñoz 2020; Caval-
lini et al. 2022). These find-
ings suggest the existence of 
shared artistic traditions and 
extensive cultural networks, 
likely spanning the Guiana 
Shield, the Orinoco and Am-
azon Basins, and northern 
South America. The physical 
placement of these sites within 

tepui and savanna landscapes further supports the 
notion of cultural adaptation to similar environmental 
conditions (Braunholtz 1955; Evans and Meggers 1960; 
Boomert 1980; Dubelaar 1986; Gassie 2006).

Although lithic debitage and tools found in the 
same rock art contexts highlight technological conti-
nuity, such as the El Jobo tradition into the Canaima 
Complex, there are currently no links between the 
sequence of the rock art and the tool traditions. None-
theless, the lithic findings of the fishtails or Fell points 
(Evans and Meggers 1960; Cruxent 1970, 1971; Miller 
1987; Meggers and Miller 2003; Williams 2003; Bueno 
2010; Roosevelt 2013; Nami 2016) highlight the Canai-
ma region’s pre-Historic and cultural complexity and 
its role as a hub of interaction and innovation during 
the Late Pleistocene-Holocene transition. The absence 
of precise dating prevents a conclusive linkage of the 
lithic with the rock art traditions, though taphonomic 
observations suggest significant antiquity, with the 
rock art showing severe weathering. Comparisons 
with dated rock art in the Amazon and Guiana Shield 
suggest that these sites could belong to the Holo-
cene period (Evans and Meggers 1960; Roosevelt et 
al. 1996; Reis et al. 2008; Iriarte et al. 2022). Further 
studies involving advanced dating techniques such 
as radiocarbon dating in oxalate microlayers, urani-
um-series (U-Th), optically stimulated luminescence 
(OSL) and microerosion dating are essential to clarify 
the chronological and cultural relationships between 
these elements.

The stylistic parallels between these rock art sites 
and others across northern South America point to a 
cohesive symbolic language that transcended individ-
ual communities, fostering cultural continuity across 
vast distances. Recurring motifs, such as the aligned 
dots, scalariforms and the ‘net’ or ‘chain’ patterns, 
indicate a shared symbolic framework, emphasising 

Figure 27.  3D reconstruction of the Ariwe-merú petroglyphs, created through pho-
togrammetry by Fundación Manoa (2024c), provides a detailed representation 
of the island’s rock formations and the petroglyph found, including the size and 
arrangement of it (1 m scale). After photo by JMP-G.
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the cultural connection and ritual significance of these 
sites. Advanced methodologies, including satellite 
imagery, photogrammetry and DStretch, have proven 
crucial in documenting these remote and weathered 
sites, ensuring their preservation and offering new 
insights into the symbolic and cultural dimensions 
of these pre-Historic societies and their landscapes. 
This study firmly establishes the Canaima region and 
its rock art tradition as a pivotal node within South 
America’s cultural landscape, blending its natural and 
cultural heritage into a unified narrative of pre-His-
toric human activity and interaction.

Conclusion
The discovery of new rock art sites in the upper 

Caroní River Basin significantly enhances our un-
derstanding of the pre-Historic cultural landscape of 
Canaima National Park and the broader region. These 
findings emphasize the region’s role as a centre of cul-
tural interaction, continuity and innovation, perhaps 
during the Late Pleistocene-Holocene transition. Sty-
listic similarities with rock art from southern Colom-
bia, the Guianas, northern Brazil and the Orinoco and 
Amazon Basins point to extensive cultural networks 
and shared artistic traditions, illustrating the complex-
ity and adaptability of ancient Amerindian societies.

The presence of lithic tools in close proximity to 
rock art sites suggests that these locations may have 
served as multifunctional spaces, integrating subsis-
tence activities with symbolic or ritualistic practices. 
However, the lack of chronological data limits our 
ability to establish a definitive temporal relationship 
between these elements. While the spatial association 
between lithic artefacts and rock art is compelling, 
additional evidence is required to determine whether 
they were produced contemporaneously or represent 
distinct occupational phases at these sites.

To address these critical gaps, future research 
should prioritise the application of advanced dating 
techniques and an expanded scope of field investiga-
tions. Methods such as radiocarbon dating of organic 
residues associated with artefacts or optically stimu-
lated luminescence (OSL) dating of sediments could 
provide a more robust chronological framework. 
Additionally, systematic stylistic analyses of rock art, 
integrated with stratigraphic and contextual studies of 
the surrounding deposits, may yield deeper insights 
into the cultural and temporal dimensions of these 
sites. However, ultimately, only a ‘direct dating’ 
methodology can provide credible dating of rock art. 
A multidisciplinary approach will be essential for 
clarifying the complex interactions between human ac-
tivities and artistic expressions in the Canaima region, 
as well as for situating them within broader cultural 
networks across northern South America. 

Beyond their archaeological significance, these 
sites offer valuable opportunities for cultural tourism 
and heritage promotion. Their proximity to renowned 
landmarks like Angel Falls positions them as potential 

drivers of sustainable tourism initiatives that benefit 
local Pemón communities. These efforts can foster 
pride and ownership while showcasing Venezuela’s 
rich archaeological heritage on a global stage. How-
ever, the deteriorating condition of many sites under-
scores the urgent need for preservation, advocacy and 
possible inclusion in the UNESCO World Heritage List 
to ensure long-term protection.

Collaboration among archaeologists, government 
agencies, local communities, and international organ-
isations is essential to preserve and promote these 
cultural treasures. By raising public awareness and 
engaging stakeholders, the legacy of these rock art 
sites in the Canaima National Park can be secured to 
inspire and educate future generations. These efforts 
will not only protect their cultural value but also deep-
en our appreciation of South America’s pre-Historic 
cultural landscape.
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