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Abstract: The work in the inner area of Gorham’s Cave, Gi-
braltar, has added to the Palaeolithic art located in the cave. 
Although work continues on the surveying and the study 
of the evidence found up to now, we present here a pre-
view consisting of a representation of a red deer, and also 
a hand stencil, alongside numerous marks which have been 
found scattered throughout the inner cave. In this paper we 
present new data on the Upper Palaeolithic rock art in Gor-
ham’s Cave (Gibraltar) including direct dating of a hand sten-
cil. Situating this dating in the archaeological context of the 
stencil, we conclude that it is associated with the Solutrean

Resumen: Los trabajos en la zona más interior de la cueva 
de Gorham (Gibraltar) han ampliado la zona con arte rupes-
tre paleolítico en la cavidad. Aunque los trabajos continúan, 
presentamos en este trabajo un avance de los nuevos hallaz-
gos, un ciervo y una mano en negativo, así como numerosos 
trazos. Así mismo, damos a conocer la datación directa me-
diante 14C-AMS de una mano en negativo y situamos el re-
sultado obtenido en el contexto del registro arqueológico de 
Gorham, que nos lleva a proponer una ejecución durante el 
Solutrense evolucionado. El resultado es particularmente sig-
nificativo a la luz del encuadre convencional a este tipo de
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technocomplexe. This is particularly significant in the light of 
recent reviews which put European hand stencils in the con-
text of the Early or Initial Upper Palaeolithic. In this con-
text, the Gorham data opens the discussion on the systematic 
chronological correlation of all hands in negatives of Euro-
pean Palaeolithic rock art.

de motivos, atribuidos normalmente a momentos antiguos 
del Paleolítico Superior. En este contexto, el dato de Gorham 
abre la discusión sobre esta correlación sistemática de todas 
las manos en negativos del arte paleolítico europeo.

Keywords: Upper Palaeolithic; Rock art; Hands stencils; 
Chronology; Solutrean; Gibraltar.

Palabras claves: Paleolítico Superior; Arte rupestre; Manos 
en negativo; Cronología; Solutrense; Gibraltar.

1.  INTRODUCTION

Hand stencils on cave walls were first discovered at 
the turn of the 20th Century. Since then, a number of 
such stencils have been discovered in Europe and the 
consensus has been to attribute these to the Upper Pal-
aeolithic, specifically the Gravettian-Aurignacian. Re-
cently, some authors have re-examined the evidence 
and have concluded that in all or almost all known 
cases, these hand stencils are older than the Gravet-
tian (García-Díez and Garrido 2013, García-Díez et al. 
2015, Pettitt et al. 2015, Hoffmann et al. 2017) and, in 
some exceptional cases, some authors manage to frame 
it in the Middle Palaeolithic (Hoffman et al. 2018a).

Gibraltar has a large number of Pleistocene ar-
chaeological sites (e.g. see Finlayson et al. 2000), the 
best-known being Gorham’s Cave (fig. 1), where a 
long sequence of Middle Palaeolithic levels have been 
identified, and which also has other more recent levels 
belonging to the Solutrean and Magdalenian as well as 
Holocene levels (Finlayson et al. 2006). In this sense, 
these authors published nine radiocarbon dates from 
within the Upper Palaeolithic levels which are likely 
to correspond, on the basis of style, to a series of rock 
paintings and engravings that have been recorded in 
the outer area of the cave (Balbín et al. 2000, fig. 1.4). 
In order to systematically study these elements of rock 
art, the Gibraltar Rock Art Project (GI.R.A. Project) 
was launched with the aim of identifying and study-
ing the artistic archaeology of Gibraltar in the context 
of the hunter-gatherer territory models of occupation 
in the Upper Palaeolithic in the South of Iberia (Simón 
et al. 2005, 2008). In this case, Gorham’s Cave is the 
main feature within the Rock of Gibraltar which is a 
major landmark in the Strait of Gibraltar (Simón et 
al. 2008).

Here we report on the discovery of a hand stencil 
in Gibraltar (fig. 1), at the south westernmost extreme 
of Europe (36o 7’ 14.32”N, 5o 20’ 31.2”W), situate it 
chronologically, and assess its importance in the con-
text of current interpretations of the cultural attribution 

of hand stencils in the context of European Palaeolithic 
rock art.

2.  GORHAM´S CAVE

The existence of Palaeolithic art in Gorham’s Cave was 
detected near to the excavated sections (Balbín et al. 
2000) where both zoomorphic and idiomorphic paint-
ings and engravings have been documented (fig. 1.4 
and fig. 2). In 2005, we continued the exploration of 
the various areas not previously studied: these included 
the outer zones of the cave and Inner Gorham’s Cave, 
an interior section within which only surveying work 
had been carried out.

‘Inner Gorham’s Cave’ (fig. 1.4) is so named after 
an inscription left on the wall by Captain A. Gorham, of 
the 2nd Battalion Royal Munster Fusiliers, which reads 
“Discovered and opened by Capt. Gorham. R.M.F.s + 
S Sgt Mathews. Jan. 1907”. This indicates that the en-
trance to this part of the cavity was practically hidden 
by Holocene sediments containing Neolithic and Phoe-
nician archaeological remains which once blocked the 
entrance, and which still remain on the surface of this 
section of the gallery.

Current access (fig. 1.4) to Inner Gorham’s Cave is 
through a narrow passage – located about 9 m from the 
end of the main gallery – only 45-50 cm at its narrowest 
point, formed between the rock (above) and the top of the 
sediments on the base. This passage is about 9 m long, and 
leads into a gallery about 25 m in length which has a sim-
ilar orientation to the main axis of the main cave outside. 
Inner Gorham’s Cave is divided transversely by hanging 
blocks which have been formed by erosion of sub-vertical 
fractures by the sea and by chemical corrosion.

Inner Gorham’s Cave also has speleothems at floor 
level and low heights, which make it impossible for a 
person to stand up anywhere in the area, except in a very 
few points where one can just about wedge in between 
walls. There are also some smaller passages that gradu-
ally narrow until they are completely impenetrable.
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Figure 1. Gorham´s cave Palaeolithic rock art. Showing the location of the site, and the positions of the rock art within Gorham’s Cave.
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3.  METHODS

The 14C-AMS sample, extracted by one of the authors 
(EG), was obtained by following not only strict sam-
pling methods, but also prime conservation methods so 
that the loss of pigment from the figure did not prevent 
the preservation of the motif or mislead in its interpre-
tation. The sample was collected under the direct super-
vision and permission of the Director of the Gibraltar 
Museum.

To obtain the necessary quantity, 12 microsam-
ples were extracted from different parts of the halo of 
Hand-1 (fig. 3.6), totalling 96 mg, which after treat-
ment in the Beta Analytic Laboratory, was reduced to 
20.8 mg of fine-grained dark brown-speckled residue 
which was the analysed sample (100% C). The analysis 
was carried out in a 14C accelerator-mass-spectrometer 
(AMS) located at one of the six collaborating research 
facilities of the laboratory. This sample did not have a 
measured radiocarbon age and no 13C/12C ratio as re-
ported. This was because the sample was too small to 
do a separate 13C/12C ratio and AMS analysis. The only 
13C/12C ratio available to calculate a Conventional Ra-
diocarbon Age was that determined on a small aliquot 
of graphite. Although the ratio corrects to the appropri-
ate Conventional Radiocarbon Age, it was not reported 
since it included laboratory chemical and detector in-
duced fractionation. A ratio including both natural and 
laboratory effects was measured during the 14C detec-
tion to derive a Conventional Radiocarbon Age which 
was suitable for applicable calendar calibration.

One of the short comings of the AMS method of dat-
ing for Palaeolithic rock art is the possibility of incor-
poration of carbonates in the samples (Pons-Branchu 
et al. 2014). In the case of the samples from Gorham’s 
Cave, the carbon sampled was from crevices in the rock 
with no type of carbonate crust over them, and these 
were extracted using sterile tools and with the use of 
binocular magnifying equipment in order to avoid in-
corporating elements from the wall of the cave, thereby 
avoiding the problem of contamination.

4.  RESULTS

a) Red Deer Stag

The first representation, a zoomorphic figure is found 
on a ledge of the roof of the cave, located about 40 
cm above the current floor. The painting represents the 
front third of a red deer (fig. 2.2). This figure is 40 cm 

long by 27 cm wide and was executed by using a brush 
to apply a liquid preparation of nearly black pigment. 
The animal has been drawn with perspective and in 
profile showing the left side of the body, while the ant-
lers are also in profile, except for the brow tines which 
start from the crown in parallel lines, and diverge away 
from the crown. The lower jaw is painted in black pig-
ment, a vertical line forms a closed square to represent 
the nose, and another line traces the forehead to reach 
the pedicle or base of the horns, after which it continues 
outlining the arch of the back with a very fine thin line. 
The antler has been expressed in a clear and detailed 
manner showing the different parts of the horns: brow 
tine, bay antler and royal antler, the latter being repre-
sented with two lines while three lines are used to rep-
resent the crown tines. Finally, diluted black pigment 
was rubbed into the area of the neck, the top of the chest 
and part of the head.

The end result is a well-proportioned figure, where 
the pigments have been used to enhance the existing 
textures of the rock to obtain an effect of some volume, 
especially in the neck of the animal which, with ade-
quate lighting, evokes a shallow bas-relief.

From the point of view of conservation, the panel 
where the red deer is located is subject to the same pro-
cesses of carbonate deposits observed in other parts of 
the cave, and which have concealed some areas of pig-
ment, such as in the tip of the antlers and part of the 
mandible (fig. 2.2). However, the predominant erosion 
process is the washing and dissolution of carbonates 
which has caused the disappearance of pigment, leav-
ing only the part absorbed by the rock, so that both the 
colours and lines appear faded.

A final detail to note is a patch of carbide residue 
partially conceals the crown of the red deer (fig. 2.2), 
an indication of a caving expedition from the twenti-
eth century.

b) Hand Stencil

The second representation of parietal art is a stencil 
(fig. 3), formed by projecting or spraying black pig-
ment over a hand and right forearm (Hand-1). The 
stencil is located directly on the wall of the cave in an 
area which has no speleothems near the back of Inner 
Gorham’s Cave at the bifurcation between the main 
gallery and the blind gallery to the side (figs. 1.4 and 
3.1), just at the point where the first gallery begins to 
narrow until it becomes too impractical for progres-
sion along it.
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Figure 2. Palaeolithic rock art from Gorham’s cave. 1) Horse is located in the main gallery area, 2) Red Deer is within Inner 
Gorham’s Cave.
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Figure 3. Location and detail of hand-1. 1) Panel where the Hand-1 is located, 2) Drawing of Hand-1, 3) Plan of Gorham’s 
Cave showing the position of the panel, 4-5) Details of Hand-1, 6) The 12 samples extracted from different areas within the 

halo are shown in red.
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After analysing the topographic characteristics of 
the site (fig. 3.1), it can be argued that in this area there 
is only room for one person of slight build. Therefore, 
it is likely that this is the work of a single individual; 
projecting the pigment while supporting themselves by 
placing their right hand on the wall. The small size of 
the hollow in the rock forced the artist’s hand to take a 
somewhat unnatural position, as shown in the figure, 
where the foreshortening of the wrist and fingers can be 
observed. Furthermore, flexion of these, especially the 
index and middle fingers, indicates that the back of the 
hand was placed flat against the rock to compensate for 
the space limitations.

Finally, from the scatter pattern in the ‘halo’ and the 
density distribution of pigment combined with the ge-
ometry of the interior, it can be concluded that the hand 
was positioned slightly above the origin of projection 
of the pigment which was also slightly to the left of the 
axis of the hand.

Due to various factors (unnatural position of the 
hand, blurring of anatomical features and poor conser-
vation of some areas) it is impossible to obtain all the 
anthropometric measurements necessary to make a cal-
culation of the individual’s body size (i.e. Sahly 1966, 
Ripoll et al. 1999). However, the significant dimensions 
(width of the wrist, overall size of the palm and fingers) 
would suggest a hand of small dimensions and an indi-
vidual of a height substantially below 170 cm, possibly 

a woman or, most likely, a child or youth, since the most 
reliable measurement which seems to be the dimension 
of the width of the wrist, did not reach 4.8 cm.

The cave wall has a strong physical-chemical al-
teration which has affected the rock art and caused 
substantial fading of the pigment. However, the com-
bination of reduced space, the closeness between the 
artist and the wall, as well as the presence of cracks in 
the rock, have all played an important role in preserv-
ing some of the pigment embedded deep within them. 
This fact supports the conclusion that the imprint of the 
hand was not performed by dabbing, but by blowing/
spraying the pigment.

An attempt was made to date the hand. Thus, after 
testing the possibility that there was enough pigment 
in the ‘halo’ of Hand-1 and that it had an organic, it 
was decided to attempt its dating by 14C-AMS. The ob-
tained date, 20,210−20,750 cal BP (table 1, fig. 4), co-
incided with the archaeological context in the cave. The 
main Upper Palaeolithic human presence in the cave 
coincides with the Solutrean which is well dated. Later, 
Upper Palaeolithic occupation refers to the Magdale-
nian. There is no Aurignacian or Gravettian recorded in 
the cave, or indeed any other cave in Gibraltar. Put to-
gether, the evidence strongly favours a Solutrean attri-
bution to the hand stencil. In summary, the data point 
to a possible Solutrean attribution for the hand stencil 
of Gorham`s.

Table 1. 14C-AMS dates from archaeological excavations in Gorham’s Cave and Hand-1. Except for Hand-1*, Le-
vel III dating Gorham’s Cave (Finlayson et al. 2006). Radiocarbon has been calibrated using Oxcal 4.3 software 
(https://c14.arch.ox.ac.uk/oxcal.html) along with Intcal13 and marine13 curves (Reimer et al., 2013). Level III is 
separable into an upper level (IIIA) and a lower (IIIB) on archaeological (technology) grounds supported by dates. 

Level IIIA corresponds to the Magdalenian and IIIB to the Solutrean (Finlayson et al. 2006).

Gorham’s
Cave

Laboratory
code

AMS age
conventional yr BP

Calibrated AMS 
date (2σ) yr BP

Material
culture

Motif
art

Level IIIa

Beta-181896 13,870±80 16,480−17,080

Magdalenian —

Beta-185343 10,880±80 12,680−12,970

Beta-181895 12,460±100 14,180−15,070

Beta-184047 12,640±100 14,430−15,320

Beta-196780 13,820±100 16,360−17,050

Beta-196777 12,540±100 14,260−15,160

Rock art Beta-238027 16,990±90 20,210−20,750 Rock art Hand-1*

Level IIIb
Beta-181893 16,420±120 19,520−21,110

Solutrean —
Beta-184042 18,440±160 21,880−22,610

https://c14.arch.ox.ac.uk/oxcal.html
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Furthermore, if we compare the two dates for Level 
IIIB (table 1, fig. 4), it can be observed that there is 
an overlap between the calibrated ranges between the 
hand and one of the Solutrean dates, with the third be-
ing close to these dates. They all correspond to the 
lower parts of Level IIIB, from which material culture 
characteristics of an evolved Solutrean have been re-
covered (Finlayson et al. 2006). This further strength-
ens our result that the hand stencil corresponds to the 
Solutrean.

5.  DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

From an iconographic point of view, the negative hand 
stencils are not numerous among sites with European 
Palaeolithic art, with only 33 sites (fig. 5) so far out of 
just over 300 documented with rock art (i.e. Pettitt et al. 
2015 with references). Due to the exposure of the pig-
ments, palaeolithic cave art dating presents a very par-
ticular problem. Thus, several authors have emphasized 
postdepositional processes that can alter the results in 
the actual sampling processes (i.e. Fortea 2002, 2007, 
Jurado et al. 2009, Sánchez del Moral et al. 2014).

The sample did not receive the conventional pre-
treatment currently received by the carbon samples 
(nynhydrin and especially ultrafiltration) nor could the 
13C / 12C ratio be measured.

Although at some site (i.e. Fuente del Salín) some 
late direct dating of a handprint has been obtained, the 
authors themselves have discarded it because there is 

a high probability that the sample was contaminated 
(García-Díez and Garrido 2013: 520-521, García-Díez 
et al. 2015: 9), so that the only direct dating of hands 
in negative comes from Cosquer, whose result points to 
a Gravettian age (Clottes and Courtin 1994), while the 
rest are of an indirect nature (Pettitt et al. 2015, Hoff-
mann et al. 2017). So that, in terms of chronological as-
signment, the direct and indirect dating of negative hand 
stencils in European Pleistocene art (Table 2) have re-
cently come to be associated with Early or Initial Upper 
Palaeolithic (i.e. García-Díez and Garrido 2013, García-
Diez et al. 2015, Pettitt et al. 2015) and, exceptionally, 
to the Middle Palaeolithic (Hoffmann et al. 2018a), al-
though this attribution is under discussion (see Pearce 
and Bonneau 2018, Hoffmann et al. 2018b, Aubert et al. 
2018). In this paper we report on the discovery of a hand 
stencil at the south westernmost extreme of Europe, on 
the very limit of the geographical range of Upper Palae-
olithic Europeans. Our results suggest a Solutrean con-
text for the execution of the hand stencil.

This result should not be used simply to reverse the 
allocation given to other negative hands, without further 
direct dating in European Palaeolithic art. However, it 
also presents us with a complex reality that cannot be 
ignored. In this sense the 14C-AMS Gorham’s Cave date 
suggests that these representations reach chronologies 
postgravettian.

Additionally, it should be considered that some of the 
proxy data used for dating the hands in negative per se 
does not confirm this allocation. For example, in Cas-
tillo (table 3) the two dates for the bison which have 
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and Hand-1.
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superimposed hands only indicate an age ante quem for 
the creation of these (Pike et al. 2012). In Pech-Merle, the 
negative hands within the panel of the horses are given the 
same dates as that obtained by the direct dating of one of 
the horses, but it must be remembered that in this case, the 
hand stencils in this site appear around the horses not un-
derneath them. Furthermore, the date obtained on a rein-
deer metacarpal with evidence of de-fleshing found at the 
foot of this panel and dated at 18,400+350 BP (Lorblan-
chet 1995: 270), indicates the “anthropic presence” in the 
environment of the panel during a cold phase (Last Gla-
cial Maximum on the basis of the date and the species 
identified) which would be after the painting of the horses.

In the case of Labattut, it must be noted that it was 
excavated in 1912 and re-evaluated at the end of the 

twentieth century, and that it consisted of a very thin 
Solutrean level (Baffier and Girard 1992).

It follows therefore that whilst stylistic aspects in 
the study of Palaeolithic art are important, they should 
always be considered, as noted by J. Fortea (2005), 
within an archaeological context.

In the case of the Hand-1, the radiocarbon date 
should alert us to the danger of creating the circular ar-
gument of assigning all motifs of this kind, and by ex-
tension the negative impressions of hands and fingers 
or even symbols that evoke the European Palaeolithic 
Gravettian art when, as described by many authors 
(for example, Lorblanchet 1995), the evidence pro-
vided in the panels of caves with Palaeolithic art res
ponds to very complex processes, and in many cases, 

Figure 5. Western Europe 
sites with negative hands 

stensils: 1. Margot, 
2. Arcy-sur-Cure, 

3. Chauvet, 4. Cosquer, 
5. Pech-Merle, 6. Paglicci, 

7. Les Merveilles, 
8. Roucadour, 9. Moulin-

de-Laguenay, 10. Les 
Combarelles I, 11. Font 
de Gaume, 12. Poisson, 
13. Bernifal, 14. Bison, 

15. Abri Labattut, 
16. Roc-de-Vézac, 

17. Cougnac, 18. Le 
Fieux, 19. Vilhonneur, 

20. Les Trois-Frères, 
21. Tibiran, 22. Gargas, 

23. Erbérua, 24. Altamira, 
25. El Castillo, 26. Cudón, 

27. La Garma, 28. La 
Fuente del Salín, 29. Tito 

Bustillo, 30. La Fuente del 
Trucho, 31. Maltravieso, 

32. Ardales, 33. Gorham’s 
Cave.
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Table 2. Data linked to hands stencils in European palaeolithic rock art. (*) Indirect dating from overlying crust. 
Sites located in Figure 5.

Site AMS date
yr BP

Cal. age
yr BP

Laboratory
code Origin Reference

Direct dating

Gorham’s Cave 16,990±90 20,210−20,750 Beta-238027 Hand negative 1 This paper

Cosquer

27,110±390 30,520−31,730 GiF A-92409
Hand negative 7
(Panel I) Clottes et al. 199427,110±350

30,630−31,600 GiF A-92491
26,180±330*

24,840±340 28,110−29,650
GiF A-95358 Hand negative 12

(Panel III)
Clottes et al. 199623,150±620* 26,090−29,650

27,740±410 31,000−32,710 GiF A-96073 Hand negative 19
(Panel III)

Indirect dating by association, overlap or linkage

Fuente del Salín
22,340

+510
25,740−27,530 GrN18574 Charcoal nearby hearth Moure and González 

1992-480

Fuente  
del Trucho

>25,110 (U/Th)
>26,050 (U/Th)
>25,200 (U/Th)
>25,720 (U/Th)
>26,400 (U/Th)
>26,730 (U/Th)
>26,240 (U/Th)
>27,370 (U/Th)

>25.110

FT-1a
FT-1b
FT-2b
FT-2c
FT-8
FT-9
FT-10
FT-11

Hand negative 1a
Hand negative 1b
Hand negative 2a
Hand negative 2c
Hand negative 8
Hand negative 9
Hand negative 10
Hand negative 11

Hoffmann et al. 2017

Gargas 26,860±460 29,900−31,580 GiFA-92369 Bone in fissure Clottes et al. 1992

Pech-Merle 24,640±390 27,870−29,500 Gif A-95357 Horse Lorblanchet et al. 1989

Abri Labattut Block fallen from the ceiling in Gravettien layer

Castillo >13,060±200 Hand >15,100 Gif A-91004 Bison 18a on hand ne-
gative red

Valladas et al. 1992
Castillo >12,910±180 Hand >14,800 Gif A-91172 Bison 18b on 4 hand ne-

gative red

Castillo >24,340±120  
(U/Th) - O-58

(Corrected age)
Overlay red stippled ne-
gative hand stencil *

Pike et al. 2012Castillo >37,630±340  
(U/Th) - O-82

(Corrected age)
Sample overlays red ne-
gative hand stencil*

Castillo >41.4 ± 0.57 BP
(U/Th)

Carbonate crusts
Hand stencil

>41.4 ka

U-series: O-83
(Corrected age)

Sample overlays red ne-
gative hand stencil*

Maltravieso >66.7 ka
(U/Th)

Carbonate crusts
Hand stencil

U-series:
(Corrected age)

Sample overlays red ne-
gative hand stencil* Hoffmann et al. 2018a
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is heterogeneous from a chronological and spatial point 
of view and, one might add, behavioural and cultural.

In this sense, this brief review of the better known 
sites with these types of figures reveals the large ge-
ographic extent of these, which reach their western 
extreme with the new depiction in Gorham’s Cave. 
In addition, a brief quantitative, qualitative and topo-
graphic analysis of the sites permits them to be grouped 
into two types (Table 2):
a)	 Firstly, those which have numerous representa-

tions of hands, where these are arranged in groups, 

concentrated in restricted areas within the caves and 
occupying conspicuous places or main panels in the 
path of the cave (Gargas, Cosquer, Fuente del Tru-
cho or Maltravieso).

b)	 Secondly, sites with representations of far fewer 
hands, usually limited to a few units scattered 
throughout the caverns.

Whether these groupings are random, or whether 
they represent specific spatiotemporal trends is an issue 
that will require further data and a more detailed analysis 

Table 3. Elaborated from data collected by Clottes and Coutin 1994, Ripoll et al. 1999, Mussi 2002, Clottes 2003, 
González 2003, Lasheras 2003, Cantalejo et al. 2006, Pigeot et al. 2006, Foucher et al. 2007, Gambier et al. 2007, 

Pettitt and Pike 2007, Pike et al. 2012, Utrilla et al. 2014, Hoffmann et al. 2017.

Sites with > 10 hand stencils and groups

Site Nº

Gargas 194

Castillo 85

Fuente del Trucho >50

Maltravieso 68

Cosquer 65

La Garma 39

Tibiran 18

Pech-Merle 16

Les Fieux 14

La Fuente del Salín 12

Roucadour 10

Sites with <10 hand stencils or more dispersed disposal

Site Nº

Grande Grotte d´Arcy-sur-Cure 8

Chauvet 7

Les Merveilles 6

Les Trois-Frères 5

Font-de-Gaume 5

Margot 5

Bernifal 4

Erbérua 3

Paglicci 3

Bison 2

Moulin-de-Laguenay 2

Roc de Vézac 2

Altamira 2

Tito Bustillo 2

Les Combarelles I 1

Cougnac 1

Abri du Poisson 1

Abri Labattut* 1

Cudón 1

Ardales 1

Vilhonneur 1

Gorham’s Cave 1
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which is beyond the scope of this work, although the 
evidence of the Hand-1 cannot be ignored.

In conclusion the data from Gorham’s Cave present 
a topo-iconographic motif that appears to coincide with 
the use of the external sector of the cave during the late 
Solutrean as a temporary habitat, as well as a place of 
parietal symbolic expression. Secondly, that a Gravet-
tian horizon cannot be assumed from the presence of 
negative stencils in isolation.

We also report a representation of a red deer stag 
which we consider to belong to the same cultural con-
text as the hand stencil. Put together with previously re-
ported art within the cave (Simón-Vallejo et al. 2008), 
we may see the hand stencil possibly belonging to a 
wider artistic framework additionally incorporating 
naturalistic painting and engravings.

Our result indicates a wide temporal gap between 
hand stencils in northern Iberia/southern France and 
southern Iberia. This apparent spatio-temporal gap 
would need further verification from other southern 
Iberian sites to establish if it is a widespread pheno
menon or a difference specific to the local context of 
Gibraltar or the south westernmost tip of Europe. In any 
case, our result highlights the need for further research 
in this field, supported by direct dating of hand stencils 
where possible.

It is true that most of the negative hands in a Euro-
pean context and with some kind of chronological ap-
proach point to their affiliation to Gravettian moments 
and, in this sense, the south of Iberia is a territory in 
which the Gravettian presents a good representation 
(Cortés et al. 2013, Bicho et al. 2017). However, it is 
also true that most of the deposits with negative hands 
do not have direct dating or it is from the analysis of 
the contexts. So, perhaps we enter into a circular argu-
ment by uncritically assigning all hands in negative to 
presolutrean moments. In this sense, the date obtained 
in Gorham can serve as a point of reflection on this sub-
ject and its chronological ascription.
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