
PROJECTIONS OF GÊ SOCIAL STRUCTURE
IN THE ROCK ART OF NORTHERN

MINAS GERAIS, BRAZIL: AN HYPOTHESIS*
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RESUMO

O Grupo Gê, composto por diferentes tribos que

vivem no sul e cento do interior do Brasil, é famoso na

Literatura Antropológica por suas ideologias tendo, con-

tudo, uma estrutura econômica e tecnológica simples

baseada na æça, coleta e horticultura.
Observa-se: as formas circulares concêntricas, na

divisão do espaço territorial, obedecendo uma seqüên-

cia de significado social e de atividades cerimoniais e

também, a nriedade de desenhos geométricos na orna-

mentação dos corpos, utensílios etc., que úo associados

à hierarquia social, idade, ritos cerimoniais etc.

Arqueólogos e etnológos têm a possibilidade de

comparar tais desenhos e pinturas atuais com desenhos e

pinturas rupestres pré-históricos, facilitando uma análise

e interpretação mais acurada desses.

INTRODUCTION

ln making an archeological recohnaissance

of rockshelters in the limestone areasof northern
Minas Gerais in November, 1976, my husband

Alan Bryan and I came upon one of the most
spectacular displays of pictographic rock art
known to us in the New World. Almost every

overhang of any size has at least one panel of
pictographs. Several large rockshelters feature
walls covered with dozens of designs in brilliant
polychrome combinations of red, yellow, black
and white. The designs inolude anthropomorphic,
zoomorphic and celestial figures, and also a wide
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variety of geometric forms. Local people called
our attent¡on to circular designs which they had

interpreted , a la von Daniken, as space vehicles or
projections of planetary systems. Having in hand
a copy of Roberto Da Matta's (1976) monograph
on the Gê-speaking Apinayé, ín which are publi-
shed drawings by Apinayé informants of their
concept of the physical layout of their village, it
was immediately apparent that the circular
designs in the rock art were likely visual repre-
sentat¡ons of the traditional circular arrangement
of Gê settlements. Back at the Museu Nacional
in Rio de Janeiro, Da Matta kindly showed us

other unpublished drawings made by Apinayé
informants. lncluded were body paint designs
specific to Apinayé ceremonial groups, and vir-
tually identical to geometric forms in the Minas
Gerais rock art. Subsequent search in the ethno-
graphic literature on Gê-speaking peoples has
produced more correspondences.

Prehistoric rock art has been notoriously
diff icult to interpret in cultural terms. While sce-

nes of economic, social or ritual activíties like
hunting or dancing are fairly straightforward in
interpretat¡on, designs with ideological content
are not because the symbolic referents in the
thought-world of extinct nonliterate peoples are
unknown. Gê-speaking peoples of interior Brazil,
however, are not yet extinct, and their ideology
has become famous in the anthropological lite-
rature.

* Anthropological Papers in Memory of Earl H. Swanson. Jr. Editsd by L.B. Harten. C.N. Warren and D.R. Tuohy. Spccial Publication
of The ldaho State Museum of Natural H¡story, Pocatello, 1980.
** Da,Univorsity of Alborta.
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AN OUTLINE OF GÊ SOCIAL
STRUCTURE AND IDEOLOGY

As a number of recent dissertations are at
present unpublished (T.S. Turner, 1966; J.B.
Turner, 1967; Lave, 1967; Seeger,1974l. Gê-
speaking groups of interior Brazil are best
known to the English-speaking anthropological
world through the publications of Nimuenda-
ju (1937, 1938, 1939, 1942, 1946) on the Api-
nayé, the Eastern Timbira, and the Sherente;
Henry (1941 ) on the Kaingang; Levi-Strauss
(1961) on the Bororo, and Maybury-Lewis
(1965, 1967) ôn the Sherente and the Shavante.
With a relatiyely simple economy and technology
based primarily on hunting, collecting and limit-
ed horticulture, these peoples of south and cen-
tral interior Brazil have nevertheless evolved com-
plex social structures closely intègrated w¡th ba-

lanced cosmol0gical systems.
A common feature of the ideologies of Gê-

speaking groups is a spatial concept to the cos-
mos as a series of concentric circles feauring dual
diametríc opposites. The concept is thoroughly
described for the Northern Kayapó by J.B. Tur-
ner (1967), for the Suyá by Seeger (1977) and
for the Apinayé by Da Matta (1976). Turner
(page 1241 and Seeger (F¡9. 3) provide diagrams
of the universe of concentric spheres. The fact
that this basic concept ¡s not simply a formal
construction by the anthropologist is shown by
a similar diagram which was drawn by one of Da

Matta's Apinayé informants (Da Matta, 1967:
Fis. 7).

The focus of the universe of concentric
spheres is the village, itself cornposed of concen-
tric units w¡th highly significant cosmological
and social connotations. As Turner presents the
Northern Kayapó model and Seeger the Suyá
model, the center of the village plaza is sacred
ground. lt is the area of ceremonial and social
affairs, the male domain, where the men congre-
gate, often in one or two special men's houses.

The periphery of the village, where the matrilo-
cal dwellings are situated, is in contrast profane,
the domain of the women and domestic affairs.
The area of wasteland behind the houses is a sa-

cred zone, where the Northern Kayapó bury their
dead and perform cenain rituals. Beyond is the
profane sphere of the gardens, then the forest.
Spheres far distant may be believed to include
spirits, monsters and alien peoples. Da Matta

Pro¡Þctions of Gê Social Structure in the Rock Art.

(1976) likewise found a marked symbolic and
social contrast between the center and the peri-
pheries of the Apinayé village. These concepts
are illustrated in Figs. 1 and2.

ln the Gê universe, contrasting entities are
characteristically complementary in nature. A
fundamental concept of complementary dualism
is expressed in the social structure as well as in
myth and cosmology. Gê-speaking communíties
are commonly divided into moietalunits. lndeed,
in some Gê-speaking societies such as the Canella
or Ramkokamekra (Nimuendaju, 1937, 1938,
1946) the principle of moietal division in terms
of complementary distribution is extended to
serve as the basis of at least four interlocking
sets of moieties. Moiety membership is characte-
ristically assigned by the bestowal of special na-

mes by a distant kinsman or non-relative. Moietal
units may be linked with diverse and contrasting
elements of the natural and supernatural world
in the_ cosmology of Gê-speaking peoples; thus
with the Canella, one Rainy Season moiety (Ka-

makra) is linked with the sun, the color red, the
day, and so on, while the opposite Rainy Season
moiety (Atu'makra) is linked with the moon,the
color black, and the night.

ln addition to moieties, many Gê societies
feature age sets for males. The age sets usually
involve extended and complex rituals of initiation
for the youths entering the first age grade. As an
example, such ritual is described in detail for the
Eastern Timbira by Nimuendaju (1 946:1 7O-2O1l..

Figure 1 - Generalized plan of the Gê cosmos.
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Figuro 2 - Schernatic plan of taditional Gê settlen ent.

Among the Gê-speaking peoples, the various
moietal units, ceremonial associations and age

sets const¡tute social subgroups within the com-
munity which are often distinguished by parti-
cular insignia: special ornaments and special bo-
dy paint designs. Special paínted insignia of Bo-
roro "clans" (actually name groups, not unili-
neal descent groups, according to Crocker, 1977l.
are well illustrated in the Enciclopedia Bororo
(Albisett¡ and Venturelli, 1968:139-148; 197-
201). ln Fig. 3, I have illustrated some body
paint designs from the Bororo and from the Ca-

nella.

Of particular interest with regard to Gê so-

cieties is the spatial projection of thesocialstruc-
ture in the physical layout of a settlement. The
dwelling houses of the settlement are arranged in
a circle or a semicircle, with moieties localized on
opposing sides of the village. Among the Canella,
each of the age sets ¡s positioned in a particular
place in the central plaza (Nimuendaju, 1946:
91). The central plaza of a village connects to
each dwelling by a radial path, so that from the
air the settlement appears like a spoked wheel
(see Fig. 2). This spatial projection of the social
structure seems to be deeply ingrained in the
consciousness of Gê-speaking peoples. Surviving
Apinayé have long resided neoBrazilian style in a
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Figure 3 - Body paint designs of Gê tribes, specific to particu-
lar social groups within the community. a-c, Bororo, redrawn

from Albisettí and Venturelli 1962: pp. 145, l4l : d-9,
@nella, drawn from plate 33 in Nimuendaju, 1946,

settlement with a rectangular layout of structu-
res, but when asked by Da Matta to draw their
concept of the community layout, informants
produced plans of a traditional circular Gê villa-
ge (Da Matta, 1976: Figs. 4-6).

Given the occurrence of distinctive features
of social structure and ideology among various
Gê-speaking peoples now widely dispersed in
southern and central Brazil, it is likely that the
characteristic patterns of Gê society are ancient.
It is hypothesized that rock art ¡n cavesand rock-
shelters in nofthern Minas Gerais may present
mater¡al evidence for the existence of characte-
ristic features of Gê soc¡al structure and ideolo-
gy in prehistoric times.
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ROCK ART OF NORTHERN MINAS GERAIS

The major rockshelters surveyed in 1976
were situated in an area of limestone outcrops in
a locality known as Janelão, on the west side of
the São Francisco river valley about 35km north
of the town of Januaria. Other shelters with
rock art are known from the area of Varzealan-
dia, around 80km south-southwest of Januaria.
The pictograph panels are situated on the rear
walls of shallow shelters and on side walls near
the mounth of deep shelters (those which open
into solution caverns). ln some instances the pic-
tographs are far above human reach, ln one large
Janelão rockshelter stalagmite remnants adjacent
to the wall were scaled to place the pictographs
over 10 meters above the floor of the shelter.
The pictoqraph panels cover very extensive areas

on the walls of the shelters: in some cases dozens
of separate elements can be distinguished. The
larger pictogràph panels present evidence of
superposition and the repeated application of
designs over a long period of time.

a

c

Figure 4 - Sketc/¡os of ptctognphs of circular form from various
northe¡n Mims Genß rockshelters. Not to scale.

Projections of Gê Social Structure in the Rock Art. . .

The pictograph designs are characteristical-
ly polychrome. Combinations of red and yellow
are most frequent, but black and white may also
occur in the designs. Life forms - humanoid,
mammal, reptile or bird - are common, but
most of the elements are geometric in form.

Pictograph designs of spoked circles, circles
with a series of small circles or proiections on
the peripheries, and circles with linear exten-
sions are illustrated in Fig. 4. Such designs may
be compared with drawings of the traditional Gê
village layout. lt is suggested, then, that such cir-
cular designs in the prehistoric rock art are visual
projections of Gê settlement layouts.

A variety of linear geometric designs from
rockshelter pictographic panels are illustrated in
Fig. 5. These design elements mày be compared
with body paint designs and ornamental designs
of various Gê groups. ln Gê societies specific or-
namental designs are associated with specific so-

cial groups: moieties, name groups, age sets and
ceremonial associations. lt may be suggested,

then, that geometric elements in the prehistoric
rock art may represent ¡ns¡gn¡a associated with
specific social groups, and that the prehistoric

F(¡ure 5 - Skatcâas of pictogrephs of geomctric form frcm va-

rious nofthern Minas Gerais rockshelten. No? to tctlo.
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cultures featured sets of contrast¡ng and comple-
mentary ideological and social entities.

On the basis of the ethnographic data, I am
proposing the hypothesis that design elements
symbolic of Gê social structure occur in prehis-
toric rock art in northern Minas Gerais. For what
purpose was this painting on rock walls? I have
found no evidence for rock art in the ethnogra-
phic literature on Gê-speaking peoples aside
from a very brief reference by Levi-Strauss
(1961:210) to the former practice of pictograph
painting by the Bororo. Much farther afield from
Gê territory, Reichel-Dolmatoff (,¡967, 1971],
has been able to interpret rock paintings in the
Vaupes area of the upper Amazon þasin as the
efforts of .shamans to win game from supernatu-
ral beings that control animal populations. Most
of the Vaupes paintings, however, appear to be
representations of animals. The preponderance
of geometric elements in the rock art of the Ja-
nelão region of northern Minas Gerais is not ex-
plained by Reichel-Dolmatoff's study.

I suggest the possibility that the representa-
tion of traditional symbolic design elements on
rockshelter walls in northern Minas Gerais may
be related to use of rockshelters as sites of seclu-
sion and instruction of youths during age set in¡-
tiation rituals. As with the rock art of Australian
aborigines, pictographic elements may have serv-
ed as symbols to reinforce the values associated
with specif ic social groups. Also, it may be that
representations of life forms and celestial bodies
are highly symbolic, meant to relate to funda-
mental moietal divisions of the universe. Seclu-
sion with instruction of age set ¡n¡t¡ates is com-
mon amoung Gê-speaking peoples, although ít
must be admitted that use of rockshelter sites
for this purpose is not reported in the literature.
ln most cases the initiates are secluded within
their own homes, but there are reports of seclu-
sion camps situated at some distance outside the
settlement. Nimuendaju (1939:59) describes a

camp of Apinayé initiates located near a stream
about 6 km from the village.

PROSPECTS

Much basic archeological work must be do-
ne on the rock art of northern Minas Gerais be-
fore the hypothesis of relationship of design ele-
ments to Gê social structure can be pursued fur-
ther. The rock art of the region has yet to be ful-
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ly recorded. The distribution of the elements
and styles must be plotted and the relative chro-
nology of elements determined by studies of su-
perposition. Excavation of the rockshelters may
produce evidence relating to the dating and cul-
tural context of the art.

At the same time, much ethnographic work
with Gê-speaking peoples needs to be done in or-
der to pursue the hypothesis. The archeologist
attempting to ¡nterpret the designs in rock art
requires full information on the symbolic content
of iconographic elements in ethnographic cultu-
res. lt appears that contemporary ethnologists
rarely record such information in complete de-
tail, or if they do, it is left in unpublished field
notes.

Archeologists and ethnologists have much
to gain from cooperation in analysis and inter-
pretation of iconographic elements in prehistoric
rock art. lt is hoped that the hypothesis of pro-
jection of social structure in rock art may stimu-
late such cooperative research.
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