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Liminality, Pilgrimages and
Sacred Places in El Medano
Rock Art from the Atacama Desert

Benjamin Ballester
CONTENTS Curator in Chief, Museo Chileno de Arte Precolombino

L. Introduction

II. Living along the Atacama Desert coast before the European arrival

II1. The rock art sites of El Médano: topics, representations, numbers and locations
IV. Off-shore pilgrimages and liminality in the absolute desert

V. Rock art as material mechanisms for liminal experiences

VL. Liminality, pilgrimages and sacred places : a few final words

| . Introduction

El Médano rock art is one of the world's most fascinating visual expressions of past human—
cetacean relationships, These paintings were created during pre—Columbian times by marine
hunter—gatherers who lived on the shores of the Pacific Ocean along the coast of the Atacama
Desert, in present—day northern Chile and directly within the west—central part of the South
American continent, Although the expressions and motifs depicted in these paintings have
been extensively studied, the reasons for their geographical location remain unknown, as
most of them are located in ravines that are difficult to access, deep in the desert, several
kilometers away from the sea and distanced from residential areas,

This text explores the problem concerning the geographical location of these visual expres—
sions in relation to the general settlement pattern of human populations. It is proposed that

rock art sites acted as material mechanisms to ensure the function of a pilgrimage system
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from coastal residential spaces to the interior of the desert in search of raw materials and to
establish exchange networks with other populations, Within the context of these pilgrimages,
the paintings would have served as ritual installations for enduring liminal experiences, due
to their umbral position inside ravines that were used as transit routes into the interior, The
symbolic efficacy of these paintings in the context of pilgrimages would have been responsible

for the sacralization of these rock art sites in coastal societies,

1. Living along the Atacama Desert coast before the European arrival

The archaeology of the Atacama Desert has shown that the preferred areas of human set—
tlement in pre—Columbian times were generally concentrated in niches with abundant re—
sources, such as the valleys, oases and ravines of the interior, as well as the Pacific Ocean
coast (Figure 1), In some periods these privileged spaces were inhabited continuously over an
unbroken timeline, while in others they were used only seasonally or sporadically within larger
circuits of mobility (NUnez & Dillehay 1979). What is certain is that these niches or patches
are unevenly distributed in the
desert, distanced from each other
by dozens of kilometers without

the resources necessary for human

life, This geographical and envi—

Tocopilla
Pacific
ocean

ronmental scenario marked dif—

ferences between the peoples ] Mejilones

settled in distinct places, but also O Rockartsites

[l Currentcities
Antofagasta

promoted strategies of mobility
and social interaction over long
distances (Berenguer 2004; Gal—
lardo et al, 2022; Pimentel 2012).

Paposo

Taltal

The littoral of this desert was

one of the areas with the greatest Figure 1. Map showing the location of the main rock art sites of EI Médano



population concentration during the pre—Columbian past, This coastline can be metaphorically
described as a hinge: an axis slightly inclined to the meridians that unites and at the same
time separates two completely different worlds, the Pacific Ocean and the Atacama Desert,
Thanks to the Humboldt Current and the coastal upwelling system, which constantly feed
cold waters rich in nitrogen and phosphorus to the near—shore water mass, this coastline is
one of the richest and most productive marine environments in the world (i.e. Alheit & Niquen
2004; Escribano et al. 2002; Marin et al. 1993; Morales & Lange 2004; Thiel et al. 2007). On
land, and far from the sea, the environmental conditions are the opposite, as the Atacama
Desert is one of the most arid and extreme environments on the planet, characterized by very
low precipitation rates and reduced, sectorized and variable primary productivity (i.e. Clarke
2006; Marquet et al. 1998; McKay et al. 2003; Weischet 1975).

At the geomorphological level, the most outstanding feature of the coastline is a pronounced
mega cliff that is part of a mountain range located along the entire coastal axis, with an
average height of 700 masl, but reaching 2000 masl at the highest points a few kilometers
from the shoreline (Figure 1) (Paskoff 1978/1979; Velozo & Sanchez 1991). Between the cliff
and the sea lie three ancient marine abrasion terraces that form an open, slightly sloping
plain, which does not exceed 2.5 kilometers in its widest section (Figure 2). To the east of this
coastal range is the pampa, composed of vast, endless sandy plains and absolute desert, which

extends at least as far as the foothills of the Andes (Figures 3 & 4).

Figure 2. Aerial photograph of the coastal platform of the Atacama Desert.
View towards the south in the sector of the mouth of the Loa River, Antofagasta.
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Figure 3. Diagram of the cross—sectional profile of the Atacama Desert,
from the Pacific Ocean (left) to the Andes Mountains (right).

Figure 4. Photographs of different views of the coastal mountain range: (a) eastern part of the coastal mountain range,
near the pampa; (b) view of the peak of the coastal mountain range, to the left the desert and to the right the mist cov-
ering the ocean; (c) the interior of the |zcufia ravine that crosses the coastal mountain range.
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This coast has no rivers draining into the sea. From Quebrada de Tiliviche in Pisagua (19’
33'S) to Quebrada de Chanaral (26° 20'S), there are more than 800 linear kilometers of coastline
with no rivers flowing into the ocean, The Loa River, practically located in the middle of this
coastline, is the only river that flows into the sea, making it a privileged ecosystem (Gutiérrez
et al. 1998; Marquet et al, 1998). Along this littoral, however, there are countless underground
springs located at different points of the coastal platform and the coastal mountain range,
fed by the filtration of mist from the cliffs and hills (Bravo 1980; Craig 1982; Herrera & Cus—
todio 2014; Nunez & Varela 1967/ 1968).

Human life was concentrated on the coastal plain adjacent to the shoreline (Figure 2),
usually associated with the springs and in bays sheltered from the winds, From here people
had direct access to the rocky intertidal zones and the sea, where the richest sources of pro—
teins in the whole region can be found. From the time of the first coastal settlement (12,000
cal BP) until the arrival of European outsiders (~1540 BC), it was on this platform that human
communities established their residences and villages, as well as their cemeteries and many
of their activity areas, It was here that the bulk of their daily, family and community life took
place, It is also here that archaeology has identified the remains of their domestic shell mid—
dens, of their villages and habitational structures, their dense cemeteries and some of their
task camps (i.e. Ballester et al. 2017; Berdichewsky 1965; Bird 1943; Bittmann 1984;
Bittmann & Munizaga 1984; Boisset et al, 1969; Borie & Soto 2011; Gallardo et al, 2017a;
Mostny 1964; Nunez 1971, 1984; Salazar et al. 2015; Spahni 1967).

Their material culture shows, however, that their world exceeded the long, narrow coastal
platform where they lived, Firstly, some of the objects they possessed were not manufactured
on the coast but in inland valleys and oases, such as ceramics and textiles (except in the late
period), cultivated vegetables, foreign animals and certain wooden and metal artefacts (i.e,
Ballester & Gallardo 2011, 2017; Carrasco et al. 2017; Correa et al, 2018, 2019; Gallardo et al.
2017b; Labarca et al, 2017; Spahni 1967; Nunez 1985, 1987). Secondly, some of the objects
that the littoral inhabitants themselves elaborated were also made from raw materials that
are not native to the coastal platform or immediate to the coastline, This is the case, for ex—
ample, of most of their bifacial lithic industry, such as knives and projectile points, for which
they used a very particular type of rock, whose sources have been located in the interior of

the desert, to the east of the coastal mountain range and at least as far as the foothills of the
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Andes (Figure 3), at a distance of between 20 and 120 kilometers inland from the shoreline
(i.e. Ballester & Crisostomo 2017; Blanco 2017; Blanco et al. 2010; Borie et al. 2017; Mostny
1964; Ntnez 1984; Peralta et al, 2010; Uhle 1917, 1917).

The harpoons they used to hunt at sea are an extraordinary example of this phenomenon
(Ballester 2018a, 2020, 2021). Objects assembled from multiple parts, each made from a unique
raw material: wood from trees and bushes, lithics from silica — rich rocks, bones from wild
camelids, cactus spines, cotton fibers, animal sinews and leathers, mineral pigments, plant
resins, copper metal and bones from marine mammals, The most interesting thing about these
technical objects is that practically all the raw materials they are made of do not come from
the sea — the environment where the harpoons are ultimately used — or from the coastal plain
— the place where these people live — but from the interior desert, in some cases hundreds of
kilometers to the east of their homes and the ocean,

As mentioned, the lithic workshops are located dozens of kilometers inland in the desert,
sites that have been defined as logistical and task sites (i.e. Ballester & Crisostomo 2017;
Blanco 2017; Blanco et al. 2010; Borie et al. 2017; Mostny 1964: Nunez 1984; Peralta et al.
2010; Uhle 1916, 1917). The sources of copper ores and iron oxides, used for pigment and
metals, are mostly located in the coastal mountain range and the pampas, ranging from five
to thirty kilometers to the east (Arce 1997[1930]; Guevara 1925; Mostny 1964; Salazar et al.
2010a, 2010b, 2011, 2013). For wood, on the other hand, mainly trees from the interior desert
were exploited, and to a lesser degree bushes from the coastal mountain range (Grimberg et
al, 2022). With regard to animal bones, a low proportion of marine mammals and a very high
proportion of camelids were used, the latter being a terrestrial animal that circulates in the
desert and only occasionally descends to the coastal platform (Ballester 2020). The cactus
from which the thorns were obtained live above 600 masl in the coastal mountain range, at
a distance of 5 to 20 kilometers from the coast. Cotton, finally, does not grow naturally on
the coast of Antofagasta and is native rather to the mesothermal valleys further north (Arica)
and south (Copiap?d), as well as inland (Guatacondo and Tarapacd).

The types of archaeological sites that have been recorded on the coastal platform and inland
(coastal range and pampas) are substantially different, On the coastal platform there are
large shell middens, villages and camps with formal architecture, all of which are typical sites

of a collective residential setting (Ballester et al. 2017; Bittmann 1984; Bird 1943; Boisset et



al. 1969; Larrain 1966; Nunez 1971; Salazar et al. 2015). Its cemeteries and burial sites are
also found here, some of which may even contain more than 300 human graves (Gallardo et
al. 2017a; Mostny 1964; Ntnez 1971; Spahni 1967). In addition, there are innumerable task
and camp sites of different types, such as small shell middens, rock shelters, hunting and
butchering sites, and pedestrian transit routes, among many others (Berdichewsky 1965;
Borie & Soto 2011; Castelleti 2007). In the coastal mountain range and the pampas, on the
other hand, there is no record of collective domestic sites or cemeteries like those on the
coastal platform, There is, however, a record of some isolated tombs associated with inland
transit routes, as well as camelid hunting sites, lithic workshops, pigment, copper and gypsum
mines, and minor rest camps (Ballester & Crisostomo 2017; Blanco et al. 2017; Borie et al.
2017; Cases et al, 2008; Castellon & Ballester 2022; Larrain et al, 2005; Pimentel 2012; Pi—
mentel & Ugarte 2017; Pimentel et al, 2011, 2017; Torres—Rouff et al, 2012).

This means that, although the daily life of these people took place largely within the coastal
platform and by the sea, where their residences and cemeteries were located, and from where
they obtained the food they consumed in greater abundance through fishing, hunting and
marine gathering, their material world depended on a much wider territory that also included
the interior desert, either to access the raw materials they used in their artefacts or to make
contact with other peoples living in the valleys, ravines and eastern oases, The available evi—
dence suggests that not the entire social collective went into the interior of the desert, but
only specialized groups, as the camps were small and oriented towards very specific tasks,
For a few of them, entering through the desert meant leaving their everyday spaces, their
own immediate world full of resources and security, to enter into an arid and rugged envi—
ronment, with few resources and which was full of insecurities, It was an interior in which
other people did not necessarily live, and if there were any people, they were not part of the
same gsocial collective that resided on the coast, with all the uncertainties and dangers that

this entailed.
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lll. The rock art sites of El Médano: topics, representations, numbers and locations

One of the most impressive expressions of art made by those who inhabited the coast of the
Atacama Desert during the pre—Columbian era is the El Médano rock art (i.e, Ballester 2018b,
2018c; Ballester & Gallardo 2016; Ballester & Ungemach 2020; Berenguer 2009; Castelleti
2020; Gallardo 2018; Gallardo et al, 2012; Mostny & Niemeyer 1983, 1984; Niemeyer 2010;
Nunez & Contreras 2003, 2006, 2008). These are red—colored paintings based on iron oxides,
which portray realistic, naturalistic and figurative images linked to the sea and oceanic prac—
tices, especially featuring aquatic animals, boats and marine hunting scenes with harpoons,
although quadrupeds, anthropomorphs and geometric motifs also appear in smaller propor—

tions (Figure 5).

Figure 5. Multiple photographs of some of the EI Médano rock art paintings, taken at the lzcuia and El Médano sites
(photographs by Benjamin Ballester and Francisco Gallardo).
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The naturalistic and realistic character of these representations, together with the delicate
technique with which some of them were painted, has allowed deep and accurate interpreta—
tions of the possible referents behind these images (i.e. Ballester et al, 2018, 2019; Berenguer
2009; Mostny & Niemeyer 1984; Niemeyer 1989; Nunez & Contreras 2008), In the case of ani—
mals, different species of dolphins and whales have been identified through various methods,
along with porpoises, swordfish, sharks, turtles, otarides, cuttlefish and camelids, Hunting
strategies have been interpreted on the basis of the relationship between the number of prey
and boats, the number of sailors per raft, the number of harpoon lines and the parts of the
animal's body to which they were attached.,

The name of this rock art comes from the site where it was first recorded, the El Médano
ravine, a place located 22 kilometers north of the town of Paposo and 120 kilometers south of
the city of Antofagasta (Figure 1:1). Currently, more than a dozen sites with this kind of rock
art are known in the region (Figure 1) (Ballester 2018c; Ballester et al. 2015; Monroy et al.
2016; Nunez & Contreras 2008). Most of them are concentrated around the towns of Paposo
and Taltal, although the discovery of a painting located more than 250 kilometers to the north
(Figure 1:10) has opened the question of whether their absence in other areas is not just a
consequence of the lack of systematic surveys and searches for this type of site, Surely, over
time, new sites of this type will continue to be discovered in the region as research projects
and as desert explorations progress,

So far, there are three types of sites where this rock art has been recorded: rock shelters,
narrow ravines and open—air lithic workshops, These three are distinguishable by several
factors (Table 1), one of which is their location: the first of these are located on the coastal
platform and often along the coastline; the second are located in ravines in the coastal moun—
tain range, between 600 and 1300 masl, at a distance of between 5 and 13 kilometers inland
from the coast; the third and last, with only one known case so far, is located in the desert
pampa, 37 kilometers from the coast (Monroy et al, 2016).

Theis classification of sites is further differentiated by the concentration of paintings in
each site (Table 1): the rock shelters generally exhibit only a few paintings (Ballester & San
Francisco 2018), while in the ravines hundreds of motifs can be condensed — as an example,
in the Izcuna site alone, 568 motifs were recorded (Ballester & Ungemach 2020)— ; the pampa

site, on the other hand, has an intermediate amount of paintings (Monroy et al. 2016).
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Likewise, the references depicted in the paintings differ in each type of site (Table 1): while
in the ravines and the pampas the entire iconographic universe of this rock art is present, in
the coastal rock shelters there are no scenes of marine hunting with rafts, with the exception
of one motif,

Finally, the sites also offer dissimilar contextual associations (Table 1): the rock shelters
have significant deposits linked to food consumption and the manufacture of artefacts related
to domestic and task activities; the quebradas, on the other hand, although they are the
largest sites, have no other evidence beyond the paintings, with no middens or refuse, struc—
tures or any other activity areas; the third type is a lithic workshop and corresponds to a task

camp to exploit the local sources of the silica—rich rocks,

Type of site Rock shelter Narrow and steep ravine Open air
Location Coastal platform coastal mountain range Pampa
Distance from coast 0~Tkm 5~13km 37km
Altitude 0~100masl 600~1,300masl 1547masl
Number of paintings + +++ ++
Sea animals, Sea animals,
hunting scenes, hunting scenes,
Motifs Sea animals rafts_, rafts_,
camelids, camelids,
humans, humans,
geometrics geometrics

Domestic deposits
and task activities

Lithic workshops

Exclusively rock art and task activities

Contexts

Table 1. Achaeological elements and attributes that distinguish every type of site of El Médano rock art.

As can be seen, the distribution of this rock art exceeds the coastal platform where these
groups carried out most of their daily and domestic life, where their villages, shell middens,
habitations, cemeteries and other funerary spaces were located, In fact, so far none of these
paintings have been recorded in a stable residential camp or village, and in the few cases in
which there are paintings on the coastal platform they are found on small rock shelters, This
rock art seems to respond, therefore, to the external geography, of non—residential spaces,
which integrates the coastal mountain range and the desert pampa, territories where only
task sites related to different productive activities (lithic, wood, pigments, water, animal
hunting, etc.), transit routes, isolated tombs and small resting camps have been identified,

but in no case collective residential camps or cemeteries as such,
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IV. Off-shore pilgrimages and liminality in the absolute desert

Arnold van Gennep (2013) argues that people’s lives are a succession of different social
states, and their progression depends on a particular series of ceremonies that mark the pas—
sage from one particular situation to another equally particular situation: birth, puberty,
adulthood, marriage, parenthood, change of class or social status, job specialization, and so
on., These transformations of state also occur on a geographical scale, as crossing borders
and boundaries is always accompanied by formalities of a political, legal, economic, symbolic
and even magical order, Formalities that constitute, to a certain degree, rites of passage that
allow for the correct transit from a state linked to one social space to another state connected
to another social space, This last aspect considers that people are, to a large extent, a function
of the space they occupy, and that, therefore, they will never be exactly the same at home or
in their bedroom, as they are at work or at an academic conference, because these spaces
embody their social realities (Tilley & Cameron—Daum 2017).

But not all physical movements are marked by the same rites of passage, and their nature
and quantity depends on the contrast between the spaces crossed, Pilgrimages are emblematic
in this sense, as they involve drastic transformations in people’s lives as they move from their
usual place of residence to distant and unfrequented spaces, which is the reason why they
are often subject to powerful rites of passage. A Pilgrim is, according to dictionaries, a person
who moves through strange lands, from one place to another in search of something or to
resolve something, but also travelling, wandering or vagabonding, To peregrinate is to leave
one state, spatially and socially determined, to enter another, also spatially and socially de—
termined. It implies emigrating from the everyday, the habit, the one's own, the control, the
known, the familiar, the security and the comfort, to move outside the margins of the previous
situation, towards the periphery, where the unknown, loneliness, uncertainty, the unfamiliar,
the strangeness and insecurity reign (Turner 1974). Every pilgrimage involves, therefore, a
liminal experience, insofar as it implies crossing a limen or an umbral that separates two
worlds, two states, two situations and two completely different social spaces,

Although pilgrimages are usually associated with religious motivations, the truth is that
they can also respond to exclusively secular and profane factors —such as tourism or work—,

as well as to objectives that mix multiple interests and reasons (Eade & Sallnow 2000; Magry
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2008; Reader & Walter 1993). Pilerimage may even be the consequence of a need to move or
displace, without major or transcendental purposes. However, the consolidation of a pilgrim
custom within a society often endows pilgrimage and its associated spaces with a sacred value,
sacralizing the routes and their practices, as well as the final destination of these journeys
(Turner 1974). Understood in this sense, pilgrimage can not only be promoted for sacred pur—
poses, but also produce sacred situations, customs and places,

As a result, pilgrimage is impregnated with deep symbolism and imagery that shape the
ways in which geographical movements are conceived and carried out, giving a preponderant
role in their achievement to rites of passage. Van Gennep (2013, p.45) classifies these rites of
passage into three broad categories: “preliminary rites”, for those aimed at the separation
from the previous world, from one’s own, everyday space; “liminal rites”, which consider those
that are performed during the very stage of margin, in crossing the boundary that separates
the states; and, finally, “postliminary rites”, in the case of those executed at the moment of
incorporation into the new space and new social situation,

Given the particular geography of the Atacama Desert and the way in which it was occupied
by humans in the pre—Columbian era, it is clear that some of the movements from the coastal
platform to the interior desert may have taken the form of pilgrimages, since these were spo—
radic journeys carried out by a smaller fraction of the population, whose point of origin was
their place of residence and their destination was the periphery or the margins of their ter—
ritory, These pilgrimages to the interior of the desert, whether to access to raw materials or
to engage in exchanges with other human groups, implied moving from a state and social
space marked by a domestic, everyday, internal, familiar, secure and controlled situation, to
another state and social space linked to situations of uncertainty, strangeness, unfamiliarity,
insecurity and mystery. It represented leaving the coast and moving away from the sea, home
and kinship, to explore remote lands where none of these existed, To go into the interior of
the desert was then a liminal experience, as it constituted crossing an umbral to move from

one state to another, from one space to another, from one reality to another,



V. Rock art as material mechanisms for liminal experiences

In order to initiate the pilgrimages from the littoral to the interior desert, it was necessary
to first cross the coastal mountain range (Figure 3). This extensive mountain range constituted
the western limits of the residential territory of these coastal collectives, a geomorphological
landmark that was difficult to access and required a certain amount of organization and
knowledge in order to be flanked, The ravines are, even today, the natural and simplest route
to cross the coastal mountain range, thus avoiding the high peaks and steep cliffs (Figure 4).
Considering these aspects, the coastal mountain range and the ravines that cross it could be
defined as the threshold or the limen that separates the social space of the coastal platform
from the social space of the pampa and the absolute desert,

It is in this place, paradoxically, where the largest amount of pre—Columbian paintings at—
tributable to El Medano rock art is concentrated (Figure 5). Their location deserves special
attention, as they are not condensed on the coastal platform where this population resided
most of the time, much less next to their living camps (villages and shell middens) or where
they buried their dead (cemeteries). Rather, they are concentrated in an area bordering their
residential territory, just outside the sphere of their everyday and domestic life, at the exit or
access gates to the absolute desert (Figure 6). This is a locational condition that is surely not
accidental, but the consequence of a particular logic of production of these visual expressions,
considering that the value of these paintings lies simultaneously in their allusion and their
location: in the reference to the marine world but consciously displaced from the marine world,
in the fact that it inscribes an emblematic oceanic activity precisely in the boundaries of their
territory, but more importantly, in a place where this activity does not exist and can never

exist in a natural way,
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Figure 6. Aerial photograph of the coastline and the coastal mountain range of the Atacama Desert in the area of the
Izcuna ravine. The red dots correspond to the points of concentration of paintings at the Izcuna archaeological site.

In this context, it does not seem unreasonable to propose that the El Médano rock art has
functioned as a material mechanism to import the sea and its experiences into the desert, to
transfer what is one's own to what is foreign, to embody the world of the unknown into a
world of habit, A visual gesture that introduces symbols of everyday coastal life, such as the
sea, its beings and its social practices, into the desert where none of this really exists, The
purpose behind depicting these marine paintings in this particular place may have been to
give an intimate sense of their personal existence to a liminal space, in order to transfer the
oceanic everydayness and the intimate coastal scenery into a geographical environment that
constitutes the external margin of their residential territory, the physical boundary that
separates them from the absolute desert,.

Through this singular material gesture, the liminal space is imbued with ontological cer—
tainty, in this case, to the coastal mountain range as an umbral to other social spaces located
in the interior of the desert. The El Médano rock art, painted in the ravines of the coastal
mountain range, would therefore function as a material mechanism that acts during the rites
of passage as a way to overcome the transliminal experiences in the pilgrimages towards the
absolute desert. Specifically, and returning to van Gennep'’s (2013) categories, these would be
visual installations linked to the “liminal rites” that ensure the correct passage through the

limen, If this interpretation is true, the expressions of this same rock art located in other
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social spaces, such as the few rock shelters with paintings on the coast or the only known
open—air site with paintings in a lithic workshop in the pampa, could also be material mecha—
nisms of other kinds of rites of passage linked to these pilgrimages, in the first case, in what
van Gennep (2013) defines as “preliminary rites” (of an anticipatory nature), and in the second,
for “postliminary rites” (in the states or spaces of destination). This would explain the location
of these unique paintings in three different social spaces as part of the same ritual sequence,
all three cases operating as ritual devices during the pilgrimages towards the inner desert,
It was probably in the temporal and practical succession of these pilgrimages that these
rock art sites were able to acquire a sacred character due to their positive functionality in
order to carry out journeys between different social states and spaces in a safety and sym—
bolically coherent form, The transformation of these paintings and their immediate spaces
into sacred sites lies precisely in their symbolic efficacy in undertaking inland journeys to
supply resources and establish exchanges with other peoples. Thus, rock art is sacralized as
a ritual technology within the framework of liminal pilgrimages, as an intermediate or me—

diating space, as a crossing and umbral point,

VI. Liminality, pilgrimages and sacred places : a few final words

Although the research focus about the El Médano rock art as been, until now, addressed
mainly towards the painting’s referents —the marine creatures and practices—, the fact is that
its geographical location and position in the settlement pattern of the people who created it
has an enormous study potential for a better understanding of the role of this rock art in the
coastal society of the Atacama Desert. The central theme and the location of the El Médano
paintings are linked, anchored, bonded together; one responds to the other, as mutually de—
pendent domains of the painting, The reference to the marine world —beings and practices—
is explained by its location —umbral—, just as its location —periphery— is explained by its
reference to the marine world —home and everyday life—.

Despite the fact that this reflection is no more than a simple hypothesis, it raises new
perspectives and insights to understand the social value of these visual expressions, Unlike

. . . ’ . . . . . . .
previous interpretations of El Medano, in this case their sites are not conceived as a destination
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or a place to be reached, but rather as a mediating device or a symbolic mechanism inserted
into a much broader machinery: the pilgrimage through the desert and the very political
economy of this coastal people, Art is thus revealed in its purely social sense, immersed in a
complex and enormous network of meanings,

Now, to go just a little further, the experience of the desert pilgrimage must have endowed
its pilgrims with a unique and exclusive body of knowledge, proper and distinctive, which
marked a difference in wisdom between those who had travelled and those who hadn't, The
liminal experience thus builds social structures and distinctions through the differential ac—
quisition of symbolic and phenomenological capital as a consequence of the pilgrimage, It also
creates a restricted audience for the visual expressions used as installations in liminal rites,
and therefore turns these graphic productions into tools for social structuration,

Following some of the remarks made by Michel Foucault (2004 [1967]), the rock art sites of
El Médano can be conceived simultaneously as two kinds of places: both as utopias and as
heterotopias. They are utopias because they express the marine dreams and hopes of a people,
success and productive hunting, capture and accomplishment in a place where it is impossible
for this phenomenon to actually occur, But they are also heterotopias in the sense that they
are not just dreams, they are not solely ideas, because they have been materialized on the
rock of the ravines, actively participating in the liminal rites by which they reach the desert,
These rock art sites are therefore mirrors that, on the one hand, reflect dreams and utopias,
and on the other, imprint material realities and physical concretions of these ideas that directly
influence the lives of these people.

The most interesting thing is that today, centuries after they were painted on the stones,
these rock art sites continue to be regular places of pilgrimage from the main cities and
populated centers of the region, Even visitors from the rest of Chile and other countries come
week after week in search of the unknown or looking for new experiences to break up their
daily lives, These archaeological sites have now become centers of tourist pilgrimage for cul—
tural and heritage purposes, now with completely different motives to those they had during
their pre—Columbian era, Society and people have changed, but these paintings continue to
carry the quality of sacred sites, today with other values and meanings, while also in the

framework of other kinds of pilgrimages,
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