Posthuman Archaeology and Rock Art

José Chessil Dohvehnain Martinez-Moreno

This paper aims to contribute to the current debate about Posthumanism in archaeology,
arguing for the potential that Posthumanism can have for the study of rock art. Through a
case study in San Luis Potosi, Mexico, this work seeks to explore a posthuman approach to
rock art as vibrant and relational assemblages, through affects as relational agencies and
non-human personhood and ritual landscape as theoretical tools, articulated with aspects
from indigenous ontologies explored from archaeological, ethnographic and documentary
information. It is proposed that this approach can help interpret hunter-gatherer rock art
created between 1000 and 1500 ck in the northern region of Mexico. Through this exercise
it is considered that Mexican archaeology of rock art can embrace posthumanism for a
more complex and comprehensive understanding of the painted memory of hunter-

gatherers from this part of the world.

A new revolution has come to archaeology under the
name of Posthumanism and its theoretical ramifica-
tions for understanding in new ways the vast and
diverse worlds that constitute our multiple pasts.
Such rhizomes go from symmetrical archaeology
(e.g. Pettrsdoéttir & Olsen 2018; Witmore 2021), to
its second wave as archaeology with object-oriented
ontology (e.g. Olsen 2010; Olsen ef al. 2012), to rela-
tional and entanglement archaeologies (e.g. Fowler
2013; Hodder 2012; 2016; Watts 2013), to the
Deleuzian, new materialist, critical and feminist post-
human archaeologies (e.g. Crellin 2020; Crellin &
Harris 2021; Fredengren 2021; Harris 2021), archae-
ology with assemblage theory (e.g. Diaz de Liafo
& Fernandez-Gotz 2021; Fernandez-Gotz et al. 2021;
Jervis 2019; Kay & Haughton 2019;), and to collab-
orative Indigenous archaeologies (e.g. Cipolla 2021
& Marshall 2021), among others.

Cooked over a low fire through the last three
decades, these archaeologies have been nourished
by the works of Bruno Latour and his actor-network
theory (2007; 2008), from Karen Barad’s agential
realism (2007), the vitalist, critical and feminist post-
humanism of Rosi Braidotti (2015), the political
ecology and vibrant matter theory of Jane Bennett
(2010), DeLanda’s interpretations (2006; 2016) of the

assemblage theory, but principally from the philoso-
phy of Gilles Deleuze (2002; Deleuze & Guattari 2002
& 2004). Posthuman archaeologies are defined by
sharing a common ground by the critiques against
Humanism’s failed hypothesis and Cartesian dual-
isms, seeking to destabilize anthropocentric narra-
tives that have posited a long-term focus on the
humans, to assemble alternatives that embrace and
explore other relational, non-Western and post-
anthropocentric ontologies of past and present
worlds, where the human and the non-human were
and are related in active, complex and intensive
forms that have not been fully comprehended
because of our anthropocentric biases. This has
given an entry to the archaeological adaptations of
Deleuzian concepts such as the becoming (the always
changing condition of everything that exists), the vir-
tual and the actual (material and immaterial possibil-
ities of becoming), the Body without Organs and the
rhizome (free flows of vibrant matter and energy),
intensive forces (e.g. affect, desire and power) and
analytical tools such as the assemblages, understood
as historical processes of de/re/territorialization of
the material and immaterial elements of everything
that exists, at multiple scales, including archaeo-
logical vibrant matter (Deleuze & Guattari 2002;
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Harris 2021; Jervis 2019). To contribute to this current
discussion in archaeology, I present a posthuman
comprehension of the three best studied cases to
date of archaeological sites with rock art in San
Luis Potosi, Mexico, through the assemblage of affect
as relational agencies, non-human personhood and
ritual landscape, from the position of a Deleuzian-
inspired posthuman archaeology (e.g. Crellin 2020;
Harris 2021). The study makes use of ethnographic
evidence, documentary sources and archaeological
data, and proposes that a posthumanist approach
to the study of hunter-gatherer rock art offers enrich-
ing possibilities that expand the limits of our inter-
pretations about the worlds of the past.

Assembling posthuman theory for rock art

The sites with rock art studied are located in the semi-
desert highlands of the Mexican state of San Luis
Potosi (Martinez-Moreno 2021; Vega et al. 2021;
Fig. 1), within an area considered ‘on the border’
between agricultural Mesoamerica and the Mexican
northern lands that were populated down the millen-
nia of pre-Hispanic history by many differential
forms of hunter-gatherer societies, generally mis-
called Chichimecas. Because of this, to construct inter-
pretations this work depends on argumentation by
analogy (Gandara 1990). It considers similarities
between certain cultural aspects from communities
with different subsistence practices, such as nomadic,
semi-nomadic and agricultural peoples, reflected
in documentary sources and ethnographies from
regional and cross-cultural cases, that could be linked
to the next notions: affect as relational agencies (e.g.
affect as the capacity to affect and be affected,
through material and immaterial relations between
humans and the non-human), human and other-
than-human personhood (e.g. the condition of
becoming a person, and notions of the human and
non-human body) and ritual and sacred landscape
(e.g. cosmological concepts about ‘nature’ and its
constituent elements related to the human and
non-human).

This argumentation is also aided by the concept
of cultural ‘hard-core’” proposed by the historian
Alfredo Lépez-Austin (2001) for Mesoamerican stud-
ies, that from our perspective could be understood as
a complex stratification of an assemblage of structur-
ing, flexible and differentiating cultural elements
which are to some extent resistant to change,
although not immune to it. This helps us to realize
why there were so many common social structures
extended around the pre-Hispanic Mesoamerican
world, and why many persist in contemporary
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Mexico, as well as to comprehend the complex
assembling of similarities and differences in the prac-
tices, beliefs and technologies of Mesoamerican
agrarian societies over their millennia of existence
(Lépez-Austin 2001). It has been argued that a simi-
lar ‘hard-core” stratified assemblage existed for the
hunter-gatherer societies of northern Mesoamerica
and the US Southwest, grounded in the recognition
of substantial elements such as beliefs in communica-
tion, contact and interaction with other-than-human
forces through diverse practices, the distribution
of ‘human’ properties throughout the non-human,
and cyclical conceptions of time and what we miscall
nature, among others (e.g. Bonfiglioli et al. 2008;
2011; Braniff-Cornejo 2008; Martinez-Gonzélez
2007). These arguments have also been applied for
the study of hunter-gatherer rock art from northern
Mexico, and for the ‘archaic core of belief’ among
the creators of the Pecos River-style rock art from
the area of Lower Pecos, between Texas and the
Mexican state of Coahuila, potentially linked to
Mesoamerican traditions (Boyd 2021; Boyd & Cox
2016; Martinez-Moreno 2021; Salinas-Herndndez
2012; Viramontes-Anzures 2005, Viramontes-
Anzures & Flores 2017).

However, the observations of archaeological,
ethnographic and ethno-historical data in this paper
do not assume an unchanging continuity between
the different societies to which they refer. On the con-
trary, those observations aim to indicate aspects that
speak about the differential and relational becoming
of societies, the multiple and constantly changing
constitution of pre-Hispanic human and non-
human persons, and the fluid distribution of vitality,
affect and power in objects, substances, animals,
plants, celestial bodies or in the landscape, which
gave these entities a powerful affective capacity for
active and significant action. The notions of affect
as relational agencies, non-human personhood, and
ritual landscape are assembled in this work, to
show that they can converge in posthuman archaeol-
ogies and with relational ontologies to help us look at
the archaeological record to understand hunter-gath-
erer rock art in a relational and posthuman way.

Affect as relational agencies

Although the agency debate in archaeology has been
long (Crellin & Harris 2021; Dobres & Robb 2000;
Dornan 2002; Gell 1998; Robb 2010), the concept is
generally understood as something relational and
socially constituted (Harrison-Buck & Hendon 2018;
Vigliani 2015), where the complex entanglement of
relations between the human and the non-human
are the main vehicle for agency expression. Agency
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Figure 1. Archaeological sites discussed in this work, with an emphasis on the Central Zone of the Mexican state of San

Luis Potost, within which the sites of this paper are located.

has ceased to be anthropocentric to give way to
the agency of things (e.g. Knappett & Malafouris
2008), and non-human or other-than-human agency
(Harrison-Buck & Hendon 2018). In their recognition
the agential realism of Karen Barad (2007) has played
an important role, by posing reality and the world as
an open process in continuous becoming composed
of flows and arrangements of matter and energy,
where agency is expressed through the dynamism
of constant materialization of matter that constitutes
itself (Barad 2007).

Thanks to the theoretical contribution of Jane
Bennett’s vibrant matter theory, this agency realism
allows us to understand materiality as a generating
vitality in itself, creator of entities and forces capable
of acting in the world and the universe, with their
own trajectories, propensities, tendencies and inten-
tions (Bennett 2010). Something that is consistent
with some posthuman and post-anthropocentric
vitalist ideas that, for example, propose to under-
stand life as Zoe, an immanent force in the organic
and inorganic (Braidotti 2015), or with the notion of
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affect, as the complex capacity of bodies (human
and non-human) to affect and be affected through
the differential expressions of agencies in the form
of ‘atmospheres’, ‘auras’ or haecceities (Deleuze &
Guattari 2002; Hamilakis 2017), the latter understood
as the unique qualities of individuation of a given
assemblage (Harris 2021). This has led to thinking
about a revolution and reorganization of thought
that, for example, considers the non-human physical,
‘natural’, geological or biochemical forces that gov-
ern the cosmos and the world, as vital forces that
actively shape them (e.g. Haraway 2019).

The human, then, would be part of that vibrant
affective matter, since we share material vitality with
the rest of the non-human that makes up reality and
the universe (Bennett 2010): ideas that have contribu-
ted to the Deleuzian-Spinozist inspiration in archae-
ology, which for example allow us to reimagine
agency from concepts such as those of affect and
assemblages (DeLanda 2016; Jervis 2019), the latter
understood as temporary, multiple, complex and
ever-changing amalgams of vibrant states of matter,
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events, phenomena, processes of things, human bod-
ies, objects, animals, plants, landscapes, languages,
signs or beliefs, always dynamic, constantly chan-
ging, historically contingent, always emerging, in
the process of becoming (Crellin 2020; Harris 2021).
These assemblages would have their own contingent
historical identity, heterogeneous components, as
well as the susceptibility to form part of larger and
more complex assemblages, emerging and expres-
sing themselves from the so-called intra-actions,
understood as mutual and relational constitution of
entangled agencies (Barad 2007; Harris 2021;
Zubieta 2021). Due to the previous arguments, here
relational agencies are defined as the assemblage of
material affective capacities for effective and signifi-
cant action within relations between the human
and the non-human, which affects a certain process
of things, or particular becoming conditions in
which the elements that make up reality are found
(objects, ‘natural’ phenomena, flora and fauna,
human and non-human bodies, identity, person-
hood, beliefs, etc.).

The ethnographies of different Amerindian peo-
ples teach us that in their relational ontologies, the
non-human can generate, give and acquire vital
essences and life qualities not just through simple
contact, but even through just an existing relation-
ship between both the human and the non-human
itself (Harrison-Buck & Hendon 2018; Vigliani
2015). From ethnography we also learn that for
many non-Western communities life essences, varied
in details of what they are and how they affect and
flow, are distributed among all things, even allowing
the establishment of kinship relationships (Descola
1996; Santos-Granero 2009). The non-human is in
constant change and transformation, and also main-
tains the qualities of what the non-human could
have been in the past (e.g. the virtual and the actual).
Similar ideas exist among contemporary Mexican
indigenous agricultural peoples—some of them
related to pre-Hispanic hunter-gatherer societies—
such as the Otomi and Pame peoples of the semi-
desert of the Mexican state of Queretaro and San
Luis Potosi, Coras and Huichol peoples of the states
of Nayarit and Jalisco, or between Yaqui, Raramuri
and Tepehuan peoples in northern Mexico (Aguilar
& Martinez 2008; Aguilar et al. 2008), for whom
orographic elements such as hills and mountains
are mythical ancestors turned into rock, capable of
significant action and communication through the
expression of emotions that could be read in certain
contexts, some related to rock art and ritual pilgrim-
age (Mendoza-Rico & Vazquez-Estrada 2008;
Viramontes-Anzures 2005).
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These relationships allow us to consider affect-
ive relational agencies distributed between elements,
which are activated or expressed in contexts of
human and non-human communication, and affect-
ive relationality with other entities. These communi-
cative and activating properties of affect, as well its
hierarchical and heterogeneous distribution—i.e.
not everything that may affect does so in the same
way in a certain state of matter (Harrison-Buck &
Hendon 2018; Vigliani 2015)—is also documented
in the relationships that other peoples in India or
Highland Papua New Guinea have with substances,
objects and body parts through the intra-actions in
which bodies and identities are transformed and
reconfigured (Fowler 2004). Something similar has
also been observed among the Nahua peoples of
Central Mexico and northern peoples, such as the
Otomi and Pame, for whom the affective relations
with cold and hot substances and materials —even
archaeological ones among other kind of objects,
body parts and essences—could bring gender, iden-
tity and body transformations, cosmic disorder, dis-
ease or even death (e.g. Cotonieto-Santeliz 2007;
Garcia-Lam 2017; Ramirez-Torres 2017; Rodriguez-
Arcos 2021; Wyndham 2011).

Among the hunter-gatherer-fisher Seri people
from the northwestern Mexican state of Sonora, ritual
songs and paintings on rock-shelters are capable,
through affective materiality (e.g. sound, rhythm,
colour, design, texture, location, etc.), of summoning
non-human forces who can be communicated with
for different purposes. Different paintings such as
crosses, zigzags, broken lines or painted and
engraved concentric circles can contain power to
cure diseases, enable communication with auxiliary
spirits and facilitate ‘spiritual possession” and preg-
nancy (Vigliani 2015). The healing of spaces and
objects (which are sometimes considered bodily
extensions of people also susceptible of becoming
ill, like humans, or spiritually contaminated in mor-
tuary contexts), has also been observed among
hunter-gatherer-fishers and agriculturalists such as
the Seri, Yaqui, Raramuri, Mexicanero and
Tepehuan peoples of northern Mexico, as well as in
the Baja California peninsula during the nineteenth
century (Aguilar et al. 2008; Gutiérrez 2015;
Martinez & Fujigaki 2011; Rodriguez 2012; Vigliani
2015).

On the other hand, in the writings of Father José
Arlegui, Agustin de Espinoza, the Jesuit Andrés
Pérez de Ribas, the explorer Alvar Ntfiez Cabeza
de Vaca, the Inquisitor Alonso de Leén, and even
in the texts of Father Guillermo de Santa-Maria—all
texts from between the sixteenth and seventeenth
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centuries—it is also observed that the Spaniards wit-
nessed elements that may emphasize the power and
affect of human and non-human body parts
(Gonzalez-Arratia 2008; Kindl 2018; Powell 1977;
Viramontes-Anzures 2005). For example, the prac-
tices of body segmentation, cutting, fracturing, dis-
memberment, fleshing, scalp removal and cooking
of human and non-human bones that terrified
the Spaniards colonizers in the sixteenth century
(Santa-Maria 2003)—also documented in many arch-
aeological contexts (e.g. Gémez-Ortiz et al. 2007;
Pijoan-Aguadé & Mansilla-Lory 1990; Rodriguez-
Loubet 1985; Valdovinos-Pérez 2018)—are better
understood by noticing that in those texts such prac-
tices were linked to conferring qualities such as
courage, strength, intelligence, knowledge and skills
on the Chichimeca hunter-gatherers, who carried out
such practices through fragmentation and distribu-
tion of human and other-than-human persons, some-
thing that reminds us of the Mesoamerican practices
for the affective fragmentation and distribution of
personhood, influence, identity, and power across
time and space through material culture, as occurred
among the Classic Maya peoples (Gillespie 2001;
Geller 2012; Jackson 2018): ideas that also seem to
be found among the pre-Hispanic Nahua societies
of Central Mexico (e.g. Johansson 2006, Murillo-
Rodriguez 2013; Sahagtin 1938).

The above can also be related to sixteenth-
century human and non-human body-painting
practices, since it is known that the Chichimeca
hunter-gatherers of pre-Hispanic Mexico painted
their bodies with animal and geometric motifs, or
arrangements of both, in order to assemblage affect-
ive qualities of what is represented and painted on
their stratified bodies. Such paintings would have
been territorialized in pictorial assemblages that not
only conferred active differences in hunter-gatherer
people, but also contributed to the construction of
non-human kinship, identities, and of hunter-gath-
erer persons themselves in specific and emerging con-
texts such as those of ritual or combat. These ideas
also surrounded animal meat and human bone con-
sumption, which could add skills and knowledge to
their persons (Chemin 1993; Powell 1977).

In each of these examples, affect as relational
agencies can be seen as intrinsic vital qualities of
materiality, proposed as fundamental to the relational
ontologies of the agricultural and hunter-gatherer
peoples of pre-Hispanic Mexico. The relationality of
such ontologies can be seen even in their vision of
the cycles of nature and mythological time, and the
practices carried out to ensure their continuity, within
a universe where everything human and non-human,
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in the everyday and the exceptional, was part of a
complex assemblage of affective relationships that
gave life to everything that exists. However, to apply
this to rock art implies certain consequences of
becoming between the human and the non-human,
which can be observed in the notions of indigenous
peoples in the present, and potentially in the archaeo-
logical past, about their condition of becoming a per-
son and their body’s notions.

Towards a posthuman personhood

Discussion in archaeology for the understanding of
personhood as the social condition of being a person
has been ongoing since the seminal work of Chris
Fowler (2004). Although personhood emerged with
a strong focus on the human, it has recently been
argued that, like the human, the non-human can
also become a person through the recognition of
their agencies and their ongoing becoming, due to
the relational constitution of personhood, which
allows the human and non-human to communicate,
and the former to understand the other-than-
human intentions, desires, language and even point
of view (Fowler 2016, Harrison-Buck & Hendon
2018; Martinez-Moreno 2021; Vigliani 2015 & 2016).
This seems consistent with similar notions derived
from Amerindian relational perspectivism (e.g.
Viveiros de Castro 2004), and with extended notions
about the composite nature of human and non-
human persons and bodies in many non-Western
traditional societies in the Americas, where the
vibrant qualities that give vitality and life can be
varied and have different origins and concentrate in
different body parts and non-human entities, and
are susceptible of sharing, subtraction, assimilation,
dissemination and redistribution (Gallardo-Arias
2020; Lozada-Toledo & Vigliani 2021; Martinez-
Gonzalez 2007; Martinez-Moreno 2021).

For example, for many indigenous peoples of
central and northern Mexico the explanations for
many body diseases, as well as sterility, lie within
the framework of the body’s multiple composition.
They depend on the relation with hot or cold
elements that affect health, identity or gender, and
on the intra-action with certain spaces such as
caves, rock-shelters, or with ancestor and non-
human bones, and ancient artifacts (Aguilar et al.
2008; Wyndham 2011). For instance, among the
Postclassic Mexica, Sahagtn (1938) observed how
the bodies of the mocihuaquetzqueh, women who
died during their first and last pregnancy and who
were considered warriors, were persecuted by
young male soldiers, thieves, rapists and adulterers
to mutilate specific parts of the deceased body due
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to its power and affective properties, that could help
them to blind their enemies in combat or for spiritual
protection (Matos 2011; Rodriguez-Arcos 2021). The
bodily practices of sixteenth-century hunter-gatherers
suggest the existence of principles of partibility, con-
centration, permeability, disintegration and recom-
position around the notion of human and non-
human body and person. From the latter, the evi-
dence would be the practices of human skull accumu-
lation, the craft of human bones onto animal forms,
the cooking and painting of bones, the conversion
of the same human bone fragments into anthropo-
morphic figures, or their pulverization and mixing
with deer bones and peyote for consumption, as
well as the use of human and non-human tendons
for the assemblage of arrows and spears (Gonzalez-
Arratia 2014; Pijoan-Aguadé & Mansilla-Lory 1990;
Powell 1977; Rodriguez-Loubet 1985; Santa-Maria
2003). Considering that for these societies both non-
human and human bone possessed properties and
part of the personality of the other-than-human or
recently deceased person, the assimilation of this
material, its craft, manipulation and derived objects,
would have assembled, re-territorialized and strati-
fied their affective material qualities (e.g. colour, tex-
ture, form, malleability, smell, flavour, etc.) as part of
distributed human and non-human personhood
assemblages, which were activated and rearranged
in specific contexts to maximize their affect and
power.

The artifacts made with human and non-human
tendons such as spears, bows, arrows or bifacial
knives like those recovered from archaeological mor-
tuary contexts, as those of the Mexican Cueva de la
Candelaria or Cueva de la Paila—also present as
paintings in northern Mexico’s rock art (Gonzalez-
Arratia 2014)—could then be seen as non-human
persons, because they were capable of being built
and affect in the same way as hunter-gatherer
human persons: assembling affective properties
such as flexibility, strength, or resistance, which
would raise the virtual possibility that the hunter-
gatherer lithic technologies would also have been
non-human affective entities, with their own identity,
gender and personhood that could communicate and
express emotions, intentions and desire by them-
selves (Martinez-Moreno 2021).

Under this proposal, the actual painting of the
body, the rock or any surface could then be seen as
part of a vital, differential and generative practice
that actively contributed to the mutual constitution
of human and non-human bodies and personhood,
through the relational agencies activated and
expressed through the affective practice of rock art,
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in which non-human acts and process could also
have made differences in pre-Hispanic hunter-gath-
erers’ becoming. But in order to investigate these
possibilities, it is necessary to explore the ontological
relationship of Mesoamerican and hunter-gatherer
indigenous peoples with what is called ‘nature’.

Ritual, sacred and vibrant landscape

Pre-Hispanic observation of what we call nature
helped guide social behaviour and build worldviews
that have integrated social practices over the millen-
nia. This is the core of Johanna Broda’s theory of rit-
ual landscape (1991; 2004a,b). For her, the complex
agrarian ritual symbolism of contemporary indigen-
ous communities of the Mexican states of Morelos,
Guerrero, Puebla, Oaxaca, Chiapas, State of Mexico
and Veracruz, among others, finds its roots in the
Mesoamerican agricultural and ritual tradition
(Broda 2004a). Broda identified similarities in the
cult of hills (still valid among the Otomi, Nahua,
Chinanteco, Tlapaneco, Mixteco peoples and others),
based on the belief of the existence of non-human
powerful entities inhabiting mountains, rock-shel-
ters, caves, springs, or rivers. In this worldview,
power exists in certain parts of the landscape with
particular material features (e.g. form, location, arch-
aeological associations, textures, and other kind of
haecceities), which can be activated through ritual
practices to influence significantly the agricultural
cycle and social reproduction (Broda 1991). Shrines
built on the top of hills dedicated to rain-dwelling
spirits; offerings of clay figures buried in the earth
to facilitate fertilizing contact; the existence of people
known as graniceros who, when affected by lightning
and surviving, acquire abilities to protect their com-
munities from storms; pools of water that attract
rains; ritual pilgrimage and the deposit of offerings
in caves to appease the entities that control weather
and cause diseases, among many others, are some
of the affective particularities that show the relational
vision that many indigenous peoples of contempor-
ary Mexico maintain towards the world and its
other-than-human elements, as a result of a cultural
tradition rooted in the relational ontologies of the
pre-Hispanic world (Broda 1991; 2004b), as some
recent posthuman archaeological studies in Monte
Alban, Oaxaca, southeastern Mexico, have pointed
out (Joyce 2020a,b; see also Leathem 2019).

Among some societies such as the Otomi from
Querétaro, the Seri from Sonora, or the Raramuri
from Chihuahua, dead cult is another component
that is closely interrelated with landscape elements,
territorializing them and shaping the future of peo-
ples through the links they keep with the living,
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mediated by ritual. Some contemporary indigenous
peoples in Mexico, such as the Otomi or the
Chichimeca-Jonaz peoples, believe they descended
from ancient hunter-gatherers, and they believe that
the emotional state of ancestors can be read through
the landscape to understand their needs and for
establishing communication bridges via offerings to
maintain the balance of the universe (Mendoza-
Rico & Vazquez-Estrada 2008; Viramontes-Anzures
2005), or through the search for spiritual power in
rock-shelters and caves that has to be activated or
opened by painting on the walls to summon a
diverse range of non-human entities (Vigliani 2015),
thereby also facilitating the encounter with the
dead (Martinez & Fujigaki 2011; Mendoza-Rico &
Vazquez-Estrada 2008). On the other hand, six-
teenth-century sources suggest that northern
Mexico’s hunter-gatherers assembled, differentiated,
moved, exploited and inhabited the landscape by vir-
tue of its affective and powerful properties, of the
surrounding animal entities and flora, of the asso-
ciated myths, or from the experience in establishing
effective communication with the dead and with
entities that populated and controlled ‘nature” and
life-cycles, thus building a sacred and ritual land-
scape: a wide field where certain spaces were ideal
for establishing communication with non-human
forces that created the world (Broda 1991).

This proposal has been applied for the study of
rock art among the Seri from Sonora (Vigliani 2015),
or among the Raramuri of the Sierra Tarahumara, on
the Mexican Sierra Madre Oriental, for whom rock-
art sites are a fundamental part of a living landscape
that surrounds them (Wyndham 2011), or between
Coras and Huicholes (Fauconnier & Faba 2008),
and for the hunter-gatherer rock art of the semi-des-
ert of Queretaro and Guanajuato states (Viramontes-
Anzures 2005; Viramontes-Anzures & Flores 2017).
Considering the evidence available, what posthu-
manism adds here is that the sacred and ritual land-
scape can then be understood as a vibrant complex of
assemblages of vital entities in ongoing becoming,
with their own personhood and heterogeneous
relational agencies which affect the identification of
spaces for painting or engraving on the rock,
depending on the particular relations of pre-
Hispanic societies with the living and vibrant land-
scape of which they were part. These places affect
the establishment of relationships and communica-
tion with the non-human and would then have
expressed itself through material properties like frac-
tures on the rocks, textures, visibility, climate, illu-
mination, flora and fauna, mythical associations,
among others, enchanting the groups that inhabited
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these territories, which decided to establish, expand,
cut or intensify ties (processes of de/re/territorializa-
tion) with these spaces and their entities and forces
through rock art, thereby activating such relation-
ships in particular and emerging historical moments.

A posthuman approach to hunter-gatherers’ rock
art

The rock-art sites studied here are related to a pre-
Hispanic rock-art style convention known as
Semiarid Mexican Painted Tradition created in the
north of Mexico from c. 1000 to 1500 ck, and have
as a context a landscape of mountains rich in diverse
resources of flora and fauna typical of a semi-desert
environment, with a temperate semi-dry climate.
The focus area is also a volcanic field, and includes
a diversity of microclimates and varied geological
resources that give the region a contrasting environ-
mental and landscape diversity, through which the
vibrant landscape expressed its other-than-human
personhood and agency in the past, in vital and dif-
ferentiated ways (Fig. 2). The resulting affects—
understood as the many ways in which human or
non-human bodies affect other bodies (Harris 2021;
Pauketat 2019)—were perceived as haecceities or
unique properties of particular singularities and
identities by hunter-gatherers, accentuating the rela-
tional character of those landscapes, influencing deci-
sions of where and when to paint on the rock. That is
why each identified rock-art site presents itself as it
does, with its particular assemblages of pictorial
motifs and landscape elements, due to the vibrant
and agential realism that the landscape itself
expressed in the past.

This could be seen in the decision that led to the
painting of sites such as Arroyo La Laja, located on
the southwestern bank of a temporary stream of
the same name, also located in a canyon from
which astronomical events such as new moons can
be appreciated. The site is composed of five rock-
shelters, mostly oriented to the northeast, which pre-
sents visibility horizons delimited by mountains.
Most of the paintings of the shelters are red, repre-
senting mostly non-figurative motifs (those paintings
whose geometric or abstract shapes do not allow a
recognition of form with entities of our presumed
material reality, at least for us), and to a lesser extent
figurative motifs (anthropomorphic, zoomorphic and
phytomorphic paintings, hand stencils, etc.). The
exception is Cueva de la Contemplacion rock-shelter,
which also presents white paintings in the form of
horizontal series of fingerprints above a pictorial
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Figure 2. Arroyo La Laja presents a landscape surrounded by imposing elevations (a), which can still be seen from Cueva
de la Contemplacion (b). For the decision to paint in Cerro de Silva, perhaps the vast visibility from the rock-shelter was
essential, from which the course of the setting sun could be followed (c). In Cueva de Indios, the Picacho de Bernalejo (d)
could have been fundamental for the choice of the sacred place, but also the igneous forms of the landscape that are visible
during the journey to and from the site back to the lower part of the canyon (e). (Photographs: Laura Rodriguez and the
author.)

Figure 3. The pictorial event in Red in Cueva de la Contemplacion, Arroyo La Laja. The arrows show the spatial
distribution of the paintings on the rock wall. (Image processing carried out with the support of Laura Rodriguez.)
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Figure 4. The pictorial event in white, above the red motifs in Cueva de la Contemplacion, Arroyo La Laja. The arrows
show the spatial distribution of the paintings on the rock wall. (Image processing carried out with the support of Laura

Rodriguez.)

event in red, whose distribution on the rock surface
was guided by the folds of the rock (Figs 3 & 4).

In light of ethnographic, archaeological and
ethnohistorical data as discussed above, Arroyo La
Laja presents some anthropomorphic paintings that
can be understood as syntheses of solar signs asso-
ciated with the power of ritual specialists, the spiritual
world, fertility and communication with the dead.
There are also paintings of hands that could continue
to be understood as body parts that can activate the
agency of the shelters through the contact of the paint-
ings with rock and flesh (e.g. Viramontes-Anzures &
Flores 2017). Other paintings in the site could refer
us to representations of body postures or activities car-
ried out within ritual practices, and with the manipu-
lation of non-human affect through the representation
of stylized entities, such as snake motifs for example,
also to territorialize their attributes in some cases trad-
itionally linked to ancestors, fertility, the underworld
and mythological origins. On the other hand, the rela-
tion between the overlay of the pictorial event in
white over the one in red allows us to think of it as
an assemblage (and as an actual becoming) through
which it was sought to expand and intensify ties
and affect with a powerful place through rock art.
The overlay in Cueva de la Contemplacién could
then be seen as a reterritorialization of a sacred
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space to manipulate the stratified affect and non-
human personhood of the entities or forces inhabiting
the rock-shelter, rather than denying or rejecting a pre-
vious pictorial event.

From: its pictorial repertoire, Arroyo La Laja can
be understood as a sacred assemblage with its own
non-human personhood, which through the vibrant
expression of their particular haecceities—those of
the rock-shelter’s orientation, the surrounding
water, climate, flora and fauna, fractures of the
rock, texture, range of visibility, etc.—allowed terri-
torialization of affective relationships expressed
through rock art related to notions of fertility, asso-
ciated with water, growth, mobility, humidity, the
underworld, and communication with the dead
and non-human entities. Such agential realism of
the site is still perceived in the present. For example,
one of the rock-shelters has been affected in the
framework of contemporary magic practices through
the emulation of rock art (e.g. leaving hand stencils
and non-human figures through mixtures of mud,
probably obtained from the same surrounding soil
of the shelter), contributing to the stratification of
the power, affects and haecceities of the vibrant
assemblage of Arroyo La Laja.

The second site is known as Cerro de Silva. It is
a cavity in the bedrock located on the slight slope of a
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hill that has presence of pre-Hispanic architecture
(e.g. rock alignments to delimit rooms, activity
areas or simple orientated platforms, with presence
of ceramic and lithic material) as well as wider
hunter-gatherer activity areas. It is oriented to the
northwest, illuminated during most of the day, and
its location makes it possible to follow the course of
the sun during sunset. This site possesses a predom-
inance of red figurative motifs, of which a probable
hunting scene stands out, as well as sexed male
anthropomorphic motifs in dynamic poses and a
painting of a probably stone knife with a wood han-
dle (Fig. 5). The site also presents natural fractures at
the top and at the access, in the manner of small cav-
ities that could have allowed the deposition of small
artifacts, and the accumulation of rainwater, poten-
tially sacred, as has been documented in neighbour-
ing areas (Viramontes-Anzures 2005). ‘Natural’
features of the world were much more than that, as
seen in the ethnographic and ethnohistorical data
discussed above. They were vibrant assemblages of
active players with their own affect and non-human
personhood who could communicate their emotions
to humans depending on their intra-action with mor-
phogenetic forces (e.g. erosion, rock fracture tenden-
cies, the shaping force of river water, etc.) turning
rainwater sacred through contact with powerful loca-
tions, sunlight or moonlight, and even bringing
power, life and death through habitation, inner
mobility, ritual practices, or physical contact. Some
paintings at Cerro de Silva could be interpreted as
syntheses of mythical ancestors, the power of rain,
the initiation of ritual specialists, fertility, and even
hunting, as the imagery with the deer seems to sug-
gest (Fig. 6, bottom; Viramontes-Anzures 2005).
Regarding the scene with the anthropomorphic
motif and the deer, the notion is not rejected that
the hunt has been an important issue to represent,
given the ritual, political and subsistence relevance
that hunting had for pre-Hispanic hunter-gatherers,
for whom the practice was a means to procure
food, but also to communicate with the dead, and
celebration or community territorialization as seen
in early ethnographic and ethnohistorical records
from the north of Mexico (Gonzélez-Arratia 2008;
2014; Santa-Maria 2003). Moving representation fur-
ther, I propose that the scene also has to do with
the quest for power over the non-human forces of
the universe that also animated people (Whitley
1998). The scene could express the material and
vibrant stratification of an assemblage between
humans and deer as person/ancestor/non-human
force with its own affect, gender and personhood.
Therefore, these motifs could also be understood as
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the continuous becoming of a non-human kinship
relationship, which virtual possibility is taken from
different ethnographic records as discussed above.
On the other hand, the sexed anthropomorphic
motifs near the scene seem to have headdresses or
masks—that could be interpreted as a radiation of
power (Viramontes-Anzures 2005), or as an assem-
blage through which the vitality of another becoming
could be accessed or merged with by a person
affected by the assemblage of flesh and mask—and
that could have to do with the active differentiation
of hunter-gatherer ritual specialists. The above may
be resembling the other-than-human kinship as an
ongoing relational assemblage through the special-
ist’s appearance, which does not appear to be fully
human but halfway between human and non-
human (Fig. 6). The anthropomorphic motifs also
seem to carry artifacts that iconographically recall
‘command sticks’ or ritual artifacts such as the
kalatsiki of the Huichol people, or the wooden rods
used for soul healing ceremonies known as ‘peyote
rasp’ among the Raramuri people of northern
Mexico, that also evoke the grooved ritual artifacts
made of human and non-human bone in pre-
Hispanic Mexico, one of which was found in arch-
aeological context near the study area (Rodriguez-
Loubet 1985; Fig. 7). There is also an association
with a probable painting of a stone knife with a
wooden handle. The knives recovered from hunter-
gatherer burials in northern and northwestern
Mexico are extraordinary because they appear to
have been multifunctional and multidimensional
artifacts (Gonzalez-Arratia 2014), whose relational
agency, non-human personhood and power
extended even to the realm of the dead (Martinez-
Moreno 2021). Some have mesquite handles painted
with geometric motifs like zigzags or broken lines in
various colours, and even the presence of slots for the
creation of fire, which by pre-Hispanic convention
was the catalyst for communication with the dead
(Gonzalez-Arratia 2014). These artifacts, along with
the bow-and-arrow complex, are also widely repre-
sented in the rock art of northern Mexico and even
up to the central region of the country. These artifacts
were territorialized from a relational assemblage of
knowledge, bodies (human and non-human),
embodied movements and an entanglement of
vibrant matter where different so-called ‘raw materi-
als’ came together. These artefacts (and materials)
could have been considered persons or entities with
their own gender, personhood and affect, powerful
and significant enough not only for survival, but
also to repel disease and evil spirits, as is known
from some ethnographic records (Gonzalez-Arratia
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Figure 5. Cerro de Silva rock-shelter. The arrows show the spatial distribution of the red paintings on the rock wall. The
black motif is a recent redrawing of a rock painting. Below the zoom of the painting of the probable hunting scene there is a
rock cavity with potentially sacred water. (Image processing carried out with the support of Laura Rodriguez.)

Figure 6. Some motifs in the second pictorial group of Cerro de Silva rock-shelter seem to represent sexed ritual
specialists associated with animals, and anthropomorphic motifs in dynamic attitudes.

11
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Figure 7. (a) A stone knife with two red painted bands marked with arrows. It was found in the mortuary assemblage of a
hunter-gatherer (b) excavated in the 1980s near the study area of this paper, right next to the left of a modified human bone
marked with horizontal slots (adapted from Rodriguez-Loubet 1985). This artifact resembles the marked deer bones (c)
used by the Huichol people in the peyote rasp ceremonies reported by Carl Lumholtz (adapted from Bonfiglioli 2005).

2014), or to enable communication with the dead and
activate the agency of ritual spaces, perhaps even just
by painting or engraving their forms on the rock
(Fig. 8). Cerro de Silva has a differentiating haecceity
that can be understood as an assemblage of affects
related to people’s origins, their human and non-
human kinship relationships, communication with
the dead and other-than-human forces, the rhythms
and cycles of human and non-human vitality, ritual
healing and the cyclical maintenance of the world
reflected through rock art. The intra-action of the
assembled affects at Cerro de Silva—that may have
been behind the agricultural and nomadic occupa-
tion of the site, yet to be explored in depth—could
stratify practices related with a more explicit con-
struction of hunter-gatherer relational personhood
and persons (human and other-than-human) as
resulting assemblages of vibrant matter.

The third site, Cueva de Indios, is difficult of
access because of its location at the top of a danger-
ous canyon and at the same time on the slopes of a
unique natural orographic formation known as
Picacho del Bernalejo, identifiable from several kilo-
metres away (Fig. 2-d). There is a single pictorial
set with mostly non-figurative motifs, but where a
couple of anthropomorphic motifs stand out as well
as others that evoke the Mesoamerican xicalcoliuhqui
(Fig. 9, upper right), a symbol which assembled
broad notions of mythical time, fertility and water,
deities such as Quetzalcoatl or cyclical movement,
which has been found from the Southwest of the
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United States, through Mesoamerica and into South
America (Braniff-Cornejo 2008). From analysis of its
pictorial assemblage this site could be associated
with pre-Hispanic notions around water, fertility,
dead cult, mythical time and the cycles of life. The
vitality of the agential realism of Cueva de Indios
was expressed through the assemblage of the affects
of the haecceities of its context, such as the partial
shade of the cave, the dangerous access, the distribu-
tion and form of the nearby rock formations, the pos-
ition beneath the Picacho del Bernalejo, and the
territorialization of these with other entities such as
fauna, vegetation, water, or particular qualities
such as fractures, cracks or folds in the micro-topog-
raphy of the rock panel which actively guided the
actions of those who painted on the rock; because
the fractures and arrangements of blocks in the
rock taught the people where and how to paint, as
has also been proposed for Cueva de la
Contemplacién in Arroyo La Laja and in northern
rock-art sites pending exploration in depth
(Fig. 10). These ideas have also been discussed in
South American perspectives like that which ana-
lyses the material assemblages and sensorial fields
of hunter-gatherer rock art in north-central Chile
(Armstrong et al. 2018), or that which, from
Amazonian ethno-geologies, understands rocks as
sentient beings, and rock art as a means by which
rocks domesticate humans (Valle 2018). The expres-
sion of agency and non-human personhood the site
demonstrated in the past led hunter-gatherers in
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Figure 8. (a) An archaeological handled knife from Cueva de la Candelaria, found in the Mexican state of Coahuila (note
the paintings on the handle); (b) rock engraving of a handled knife in El Molino archaeological site, in Coahuila; (c)
painting of handled knives in Las Labradas archaeological site, in the Mexican state of Sinaloa; (d) Painting of a handled
knife in the archaeological site of Chiquihuitillos, in the Mexican state of Nuevo Leon; (e) possible handled knife painted in
Cerro de Silva, next to an anthropomorphic red motif.

Figure 9. Cueva de Indios rock-shelter. The arrows show the spatial distribution of the red motifs on the rock wall. (Image
processing carried out with the support of Laura Rodriguez.)
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Figure 10. The ontology of the vitality of ritual landscape, and the non-human entities that lived there, is still expressed
in the form of offerings like these deposited by Huichol peoples in the cracks and holes of rock walls with rock-art paintings
in Cerro de la Nariz, Charcas municipality, in the northern desert plateau of San Luis Potosi, Mexico. The site is
considered a sacred space and an obligatory step for the Huichol or Wixarika people during the pilgrimage to Wirikuta
sacred territory, to which Cerro de la Nariz is considered its sacred entrance ‘gate’. (Photographs: Laura Rodriguez.)

the area to perceive and engage with it in a relational
way. The agential vibrancy of Cueva de Indios actua-
lized capacities and affects that the site expressed to
establish effective and meaningful communication
also with non-human forces, within the framework
of diverse ritual practices such as the quest for
power, rites of passage, or ceremonies known as
mitotes, which would have involved intra-actions
for the actualization and stratification of such entities
and forces through rock art, because the place was
known as a unique assemblage of vibrant matter.

Conclusion: Rockapower
Based on previous analysis, some conceptual consid-

erations can be proposed about the properties of
rock art from the posthuman perspective of this
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work. The particular expression of the affect and
non-human personhood at each site occurred
through a process of active differentiation observed
through the individuating character of each rock-
art assemblage, which in turn variably actualized
each site’s power into a broad and complex rhizome
of emerging, continuous, dynamic and active rela-
tionships between the human and the other-than-
human through rockapower. This would have been
a form of ancient power, creator of the rock art itself
and its spaces, creator also of the people who
painted and engraved on the rock, attracting them
to itself due to its seductive properties.
Rockapower, recognized from hunter-gatherer rela-
tional ontologies, flowed through the materiality of
rock-art practice, assembling practices linked to the
procurement of resources and materials needed to
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paint on the rock, as well as specialized knowledge,
language, orality, mythical narratives, technical
skills, memory, creativity, pigments, rock surfaces
and implements, recursively shaping rock art as an
assemblage of vibrant matter as an ever-emerging
force from the dynamic intra-actions between the
human and the non-human. Rockapower, then,
was a force that flowed through the sites themselves,
their pictorial assemblages, groups and motifs; it
was a gravity that not only drew people and
human bodies to itself, transforming them and for-
cing them into continuous movement, as reflected
in the persistence of rock art itself. But this power
also attracted non-human persons and bodies to
itself, assembling affections, desires, memories, emo-
tions, worries, dreams and needs. For this reason,
rock art can also be understood as a rhizomatic geom-
etry of power, because through its materiality it
describes, calculates and explains the intensity of
the affective expressions of the hunter-gatherer
world. This could be the reason why there are so
many different sites with rock art, because each
affective assemblage actualized rockapower in vari-
able ways, as part of a continuous process of differ-
ence creation. This difference in fluid and affective
pictorial sites and compositions also expresses that
rockapower was not equally distributed, as has
been proposed for other ancient forms of power in
the past (e.g. monupower in Harris 2021). As a life-
giving animating force, rockapower flowed in a var-
iety of ways, sometimes creating space for the
expression of fields where different emotions, such
as anxiety and excitement, could be present,
although in other contexts, rockapower could also
drive sadness, pain, fear and even terror, territoria-
lized in oppressive and coercive forms of affect,
which could contribute to perpetuate human and
non-human relations of inequality through rock
art, as could happen with gender (e.g. Rodriguez-
Arcos 2021). Rockapower would also have been
the capacity by which rock art could have main-
tained its importance for hunter-gatherer societies
over time, which it called to itself again and again.
Rock art, through rockapower, would then have
been a form of power that contributed to the de/
re/territorialization of more-than-human communi-
ties, always becoming, assembling power, always
with the capacity to increase it exponentially due
to its seductive appeal, operating also as a world-
building machine (Deleuze & Guattari 2002; Harris
2021).

Therefore, the intra-actions of rock art are cru-
cial as they imply recognition of the ontological
inseparability of the dynamism of its vital
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generating forces, in which all the human and non-
human elements behind the practice of painting on
rock existed in a continuous becoming of influence
and exchange. For example, the relational agencies
and modes of personhood behind rock art are crucial
to study the affects behind the selection of ‘raw
materials’ and their transformations into different
states of vital matter. These could even change the
perspective of our studies of physical-chemical com-
position of rock art, location of ‘material banks” and
eventual geospatial analyses, because from a posthu-
man position those ‘resources’, places and activities
were territorialized into assemblages adjacent to
rock art—processing artifacts, brushes and threads,
clay bowls or baskets, grinding and pulverizing
tools, minerals and their location— that could have
been considered assemblages through which paint-
ings were embodied, with their own gender, person-
hood and affect, and thus capable of expressing
intentionality, will, desire and action in the world.
Understanding rock art from Posthumanism also
implies taking it into account as a set of assemblages
of vibrant matter, diverse and heterogeneous,
through whose relationships different modes of per-
sonhood and affect are expressed, even in the pre-
sent, through anthropic and non-human processes
to which it remains subject, and which recursively
weave what the practice is, creating itself in specific,
dynamic, ever-changing contexts: ideas that go
against the assumptions derived from positivist-
Cartesian and Humanist objectification that have
encouraged some Western anthropocentric archaeol-
ogies to think of rock art as a phenomenon solidified
in time and space, thus stripping it of any real pos-
sibility of agential realism, non-human vitality and
personhood, which was recognized for rock art in
its vibrant multiplicity in the relational worlds and
ontologies of the past.
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