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			To my mother, Mildred Green.

			Thanks for the inspiration and believing in the power of words and images.    
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					A large armless anthropomorph, an owl, and two birds are at the Owl Panel in Kane Springs Canyon near Moab, Utah.
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			Introduction

		

		
			The rocky trail twists past humped sandstone domes, steeply descending 780 feet from the rim parking lot to sandy-floored Horseshoe Canyon, a deep gorge draining northeast toward the Green River. The cliff shadows chill the morning air, and a whispering wind rattles tall cottonwoods along the dry creek bed. I walk up the canyon, a lonely labyrinth of slickrock, vertical walls, and arching caves. This stone cathedral is an elemental place of reverence, of awe, of the eternal earth.

			Seven miles up Horseshoe Canyon, the trail reaches the Great Gallery, perhaps the most famous and one of the most mysterious rock art sites in the United States. The canyon, a detached unit of Canyonlands National Park in central Utah, was once a seasonal home to early Native Americans, who hunted deer and gathered edible plants in the area before moving on. This place was also sacred ground, a place where their shamans came and painted dreams on ruddy sandstone canvases.   
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					The Holy Ghost towers above an entourage of haunting anthropomorphs at the Great Gallery in Horseshoe Canyon, a detached unit of Canyonlands National Park in Utah. Credit: Susan Joy Paul

				

			

			The Great Gallery, a painted panel of pictographs on a curving 200-foot-long wall, is an astonishing panorama of human-like figures, some almost 8 feet tall. Beneath a jutting overhang on the far left rise the Holy Ghost and his followers, six almost-black figures with no appendages and hooded heads. The masked Holy Ghost, clad in a striped cloak, looks across the wash with empty eyes. The rest of the gallery features twenty-one large supernatural figures, perhaps, as some scholars suggest, shamans visiting other worlds aided by spirit helpers and drugs like the sacred datura. Dots, beads, and lines decorate some, while others are dark mummy shapes drifting across the stone panel. Desert author Edward Abbey called them “apparitions out of bad dreams” in his book Desert Solitaire.           

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
				
					Barrier Canyon–style anthropomorphs, thought to be shamans visiting spirit worlds, float on a sandstone wall at the Great Gallery in Canyonlands National Park. Credit: Susan Joy Paul

				

			

			The haunting pictographs or paintings raise questions. What people made these eerie paintings? Why did they select this desolate canyon for the art? Who are the beings inhabiting the cliff face? And what is the meaning of the mystical images? Looking at the figures, you see more than mere people. This was a sacred place, and these were supernatural beings, gods walking among men, shamans walking among gods. Look at their shapeless floating bodies and staring eye sockets.

			Over thousands of years, prehistoric artists created a priceless record of their lives, like the Great Gallery in Horseshoe Canyon, depicting their cultures, tools, clan symbols, the animals they hunted, and shamanistic journeys to other worlds. Their canvases were sheltered rock surfaces on cliffs, boulders, and caves made of smooth sandstone, dark basalt, limestone, and granite. These ancient peoples re-created their worlds in both simple and complex scenes, pecking a single petroglyph of a bighorn sheep below a towering cliff or creating an elaborate painting in a hidden chamber in a deep cave.

			The identity of the artists is usually unknown. We seldom know who they were or what language they spoke, although sometimes their present-day descendants remember the old ones from long-told stories. We don’t know much about them except for the material items they left behind, including the bones of animals, stone tools, scraps of cloth, a worn remnant of a sandal, and the astounding and beautiful art that recorded their passage.

			These ancient people were not primitive but were fully modern humans with brains like ours, who saw the reality of the world and their place in it much differently than we do. They spoke complex languages that were in many ways richer and more complete than ours. Their cognitive sense of the world was deep and polytheistic; they saw the spiritual and religious in everyday life and had a long memory of what it meant to be human and where their people came from.        
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					Ancient artists built scaffolds to paint thousands of animals on the ceiling of Lascaux Cave in France. Credit: Francesco Bandarin/Wikimedia Commons

				

			

			The rock pictures of the ancient ones tell us more about them as people than the artifacts they left behind. The petroglyphs and pictographs give us a window into their minds, into what they might have thought and how they interacted with the world. We can look at their paintings and scratched drawings and see that they wore headdresses and clothing, hunted with spears and atlatls, danced, took psychotropic drugs, and traveled to ether worlds in trance states.

			Across the planet, the rock drawings and paintings became incarnate beings, spirit helpers, and deities the moment the native artists created them on a cliff face. They came alive, a bridge between human life and imagination and the world out there of animals, weather, mountains, lakes, and stars. There was power in painting or engraving an image and giving it life.

			Rock art spans a wide range of geometric shapes and forms, zoomorphs or animals, and anthropomorphs or humanlike figures that cover the outdoor rock galleries. Some, like the cave paintings at Chauvet and Lascaux in France, are stunning and extraordinary works of beauty created by master artists between 15,000 and 30,000 years ago. The animals—horses, aurochs, lions, and bison—depicted on the cave walls move with grace and echo the distant past. Petroglyphs or engraved images around the world show similar motifs, shapes, and images. Some are crude outlines that leave the viewer guessing, while others are stylized animals and people with contour and depth.

			The primeval human figures entrance us with their shapes, styles, and variety. These are living images of those who came before us. Sometimes they appear as caricatures with their squat bodies, big polydactyl feet, and headless bodies, while others display spindly arms draped with decorations, heads plumed with feathers, hands clutching amulets and spears, and curved tails. Figures move across the stone tableau, movements frozen in time. Perhaps dancing, perhaps standing. Some, like Kokopelli, the humpbacked flute player of the American Southwest, make music to the rhythm of the universe, while others sip fermented beverages or are surrounded by peyote buttons.

			Besides being a window to past lives, rock art sites also give us pleasure. They transport us back to the time of our distant ancestors. Sit before a petroglyph panel in a remote canyon and you feel at peace in the world. You sense the sacredness of the place and why the artist chose the remote site. Rock art, like the ruins of ancient cities, emanate an aura of the ephemeral past while offering a glimpse of the future.

			Mystery surrounds most rock art sites. The meaning of the rock art remains unknown, except to the vanished creators. Archeologists and researchers attempt to find meaning, saying rock art was functional and utilitarian, a way to ensure a successful hunt, show tribal boundaries, depict clan symbols, create a map to springs and trails, or interact with the supernatural.

			The fact remains that we don’t know what the symbols, motifs, and images drawn on the rocks mean. Trying to understand the meaning of the inexplicable rock sketches and paintings enters the realm of hypothesis and speculation. The meaning given by a hiker to a rock art panel may be just as valid as the musings of a professor of archeology.

			When we bring the weight of our own culture, traditions, and language, we appreciate aboriginal rock art with our aesthetic senses. We recognize these prehistoric paintings and drawings, exhibited in a wilderness museum, as galleries of the human creative spirit. The stories on the rock of the vanished peoples seem both improbable and marvelous, and looking at the images of their lives, imaginings, deaths, and transfigurations touches our souls like half-remembered dreams and fragments of myths.

			So we go into the world to see their graven images drawn on smooth stone, sleeping beneath the starry night sky and walking sandy paths under the blaze of the noonday sun. We stand in the ruins of a long-abandoned village or beneath the benevolent shelter of an arching sandstone cave. There on a cliff shelf is a granary made of laid stone; two pots filled with sustaining corn for next spring’s planting sit in its dusky interior. Corn cobs, gnawed animal bones, colorful potsherds, and coprolites lie on the ground at the midden or trash heap below the cliff. And there, on the rock face above, their pecked sketches and paintings overlook the desert canyon. A row of bighorn sheep with curved horns, a dancing figure in profile, hollow eyes on the stilted head of a bent man, and stenciled handprints that shout out a message from the past. I was alive. I was here. We are human.         
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					The Milky Way arcs above boulders covered with petroglyphs. Credit: iStock.com/Raphoto

				

			

		

	
		
			What Is Rock Art?
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			Rock art is the drawings, markings, designs, inscriptions, carvings, and paintings created by people, usually members of aboriginal cultures, on natural earth surfaces. The stone canvases that are used include cliff faces, boulders, overhangs, horizontal slickrock, and even gravel and ground surfaces. In short, it is art on a rock surface outside in the world. The artistic markings were created in place and usually not moved to another location, instead remaining at the site of their creation.   
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					Enigmatic petroglyphs cover boulders at Sloan Canyon National Conservation Area near Las Vegas. Credit: Bureau of Land Management, Nevada/Wikimedia Commons

				

			

			It is important to remember that the purposes and meanings of ancient rock art are far different and mostly unknown when compared with art in our culture, which is used as a medium of personal and cultural expression and is usually created for other people to experience and interpret. Nor should rock art be confused with hieroglyphics, like those used by the ancient Egyptians. Hieroglyphics are symbols that represent words and sounds, whereas rock art depicts religious and cultural symbols and designs placed within the context of a sacred landscape by their aboriginal creators.          
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					The 30,000-year-old cave paintings at Bhimbetka, a World Heritage Site, depict life in central India. Credit: Nandanupadhyay/Wikimedia Commons

				

			

			While the forms, pictures, and symbols of rock art are often puzzling, the types of rock art are easily sorted by several distinct processes used by ancient artists to create the markings. Some were painted onto protected cliffs, while others were pecked and etched into rock faces, created by moving gravel and small boulders, or piling dirt on the ground. While rock art occurs everywhere that humans have lived, it is these basic processes that form the artistic tool kit used by prehistoric peoples.

			Archeologists divide rock art into three main categories based on how the markings were made: petroglyphs, pictographs, and geoglyphs. These three processes separate rock art made by the ancient ones from modern artistic disciplines, including oil painting, watercolors, photography, drawing, and sculpture.

			Petroglyphs

			Petroglyphs are designs and symbols that are pecked, etched, carved, incised, abraded, and sculpted into a natural rock surface by removing stone material. The word petroglyph, originally coined by German ethnographer Richard Andree in 1878, combines two Greek words—petra, which means “rock” or “stone” in Greek, and glyphein, which means “to engrave” or “to carve” in Greek. Petroglyph, therefore, literally means “engraved rock,” a description of both the artistic process and the resulting design.         
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					Newspaper Rock in upper Indian Creek Canyon features more than 650 petroglyphs created over the past 2,000 years, Utah. 

				

			

			While petroglyph is the common term for carved rock art, it also has other names, including Indian writing, Indian hieroglyphics, rock drawings, picture writing, and glyphs. Petroglyph, however, is now the usual name for this type of rock art throughout the world.

			Petroglyphs, the most common type of rock art, take fewer tools and less time to peck out a design on a rock face than it does to make and apply paint to surfaces. They are also common since they are more resistant to weathering, especially from moisture, than pictographs. Petroglyphs are found throughout the American West, primarily on dark cliffs and boulders coated with a thin patina of desert varnish. Petroglyphs are also found in many other places inhabited by aboriginal peoples, including South Africa, Saharan Africa, Siberia, Scandinavia, and Australia.

			Pictographs

			Pictographs are colored designs and symbols painted or drawn onto rock surfaces with brushes, fingers, or other implements. The word pictograph comes from the Latin words pictus, meaning “painting,” and graph, meaning “to write or draw.” Pictographs, also called rock paintings, cliff paintings, and cave paintings, are not only some of the most pleasing and colorful examples of rock art but are the most fragile since they are susceptible to damage from weathering and vandalism.      
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					The famed horse panel in Lascaux Cave is reproduced in an accurate replica cave in France. Credit: Claude Valette/Wikimedia Commons

				

			

			Pictographs, found everywhere that native peoples lived, date back over 40,000 years to the El Castillo cave paintings in Spain, the oldest known cave pictographs, which were created by the first modern humans to enter Europe and possibly their Neanderthal contemporaries. Some anthropologists postulate that pictographic symbols and motifs painted on rock surfaces led to ones that eventually represented specific ideas or ideograms, and then words and phonetic sounds that conveyed messages and thoughts. This early Neolithic written communication evolved into Sumerian cuneiforms and Egyptian hieroglyphs, which were often painted on rock and clay surfaces.

			Pictographs took time and effort for the aboriginal artist to create. First, a palette of colors had to be assembled from various minerals like hematite, limonite, and charcoal, as well as plant-based colors, which were ground up and mixed with a binder like blood, fat, fish oil, or egg. The colors were then painted onto a rock surface, which was often cleaned and prepared, with fingers and brushes made from plants or animal hair. The painters also used charcoal sticks—simply wood burned by fire—and hunks of colored stone to draw on rocks as modern artists use charcoal to draw on paper.

			Pictographs occur worldwide in places where early man lived, including central India, Spain, France, Saharan Africa, Australia, and the American West. Since pictographs can be easily damaged and eroded, the best examples are found in protected areas, like underground caves, shelter caves, and overhanging cliff and boulder faces.

			Kakadu National Park: Epicenter of Aboriginal Rock Art

			Kakadu National Park in Australia’s Northern Territory contains a spectacular concentration of rock art on cliffs and cave walls. The pictographs depict Aboriginal life over the last 20,000 years, the world’s longest historical record of a people and culture. Over 5,000 Aboriginal sites and thousands of rock art images scatter across the park’s gorges, cliffed escarpments, and shelter caves. Kakadu, a World Heritage Site, is still sacred ground to the local Bininj/Mungguy people, who use the word gunbim for rock art.

			Nourlangie, Nanguluwur, and Ubirr are the best places to see the rock art record. Images include stenciled handprints; headdressed figures carrying boomerangs and spears; naturalistic studies of animals like kangaroos; rock art that shows the coming of Europeans with a two-masted ship and men smoking pipes, and traditional X-ray paintings.

			The modern Aboriginal people revere the ancient sacred sites but feel that the process of painting was more important than the finished artwork. According to their Dreamtime myth, the first ancestors to paint on the rock were Mimi spirits. Later they passed the ability to create the paintings on to certain special people. The spirits also entered the rock as paintings, turning the site into a dreaming place.

			Geoglyphs

			Geoglyphs are designs and symbols created directly on the earth’s surface rather than in caves or on cliffs. Geoglyphs are usually larger than 10 feet in length and are formed by removing cobbles, small rocks, gravel, soil, and vegetation, or by mounding up rocks and dirt into above-ground horizontal sculptures. Geoglyphs are further subdivided into positive geoglyphs, which are created by the arrangement of earth materials on the ground, or negative geoglyphs, which are formed by removing surface rock and material to expose the ground beneath the surface.        
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					The Westbury White Horse is a mysterious hill figure in Wiltshire, England, that is at least 1,500 years old, although it was remodeled in 1873 and is now covered with concrete. Credit: iStock.com/Ian Redding

				

			

			Geoglyphs are relatively rare in most areas, partly because it took a lot of work to create the ground art. Geoglyphs have a wide variety of motifs, including animals, anthropomorphs or humanlike figures, geometric arrangements of stones, and lines and other abstract shapes. The purpose of geoglyphs is mostly unknown, but geoglyph sites used as trapping lines, living areas, and other utilitarian purposes generally are not considered artistic.        
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					The Nazca Lines in Peru are the best examples of geoglyphs or earth rock art in the world. Credit: P hLjuba/Wikimedia Commons

				

			

			The mysterious Nazca Lines in southern Peru, best seen from an airplane, are the most famous geoglyphs in the world. Other well-known geoglyphs include the white horses and Cerne Abbas Giant carved in chalk cliffs in England, effigy mounds in the central United States, and the Blythe Intaglios in California. Geoglyphs are also found in the Ural Mountains, Australia, and hill figures and labyrinths in Russia, Iceland, and Scandinavia.

			Out of Africa

			Africa is the cradle of humanity, with modern humans (Homo sapiens sapiens) developing on its savannas, jungles, and hills over 100,000 years ago, or about 4,000 human generations. Small bands of the first people began emigrating from the African continent about 80,000 years ago, slowly spreading across the globe.

			Those first people were also the first artists, creating patterned designs on stone, ocher, and ostrich shell. Those early aesthetic works, dated from 60,000 to 100,000 years ago, were of two distinct types—personal ornaments, like seashells hung from twine, and rocks with engraved designs. It is difficult to say that these objects were art since our modern concept is different from those of the first artists. The objects, however, were created with intent and are artistic in form and content.

			Until the early twentieth century, anthropologists believed mankind had originated in Europe. Raymond Dart, an Australian anthropologist, disproved this in 1924 when he identified the first Australopithecus africanus skull, an extinct early relative of modern man, from a box of fossils found at Taung in South Africa. The Eurocentric crowd, however, maintained that human culture and art had a European genesis.                   
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					Pictographs on a cliff face at Tassili n’Ajjer, Algeria. Credit: iStock.com/muha04
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					Chongoni Rock Art Area, a World Heritage Site in Malawi, features 127 separate rock art sites on the forested Malawi plateau. Credit: Lazare Eloundou Assomo/Wikimedia Commons
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					Stone Age hunter-gatherers created petroglyphs of animals at Twyfelfontein in Namibia’s desert. Credit: J Thetzel/Wikimedia Commons
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					San pictographs show a battle or hunting scene along Sevilla Rock Art Trail in South Africa. Credit: JessyAM/Wikimedia Commons

				

			

			Excavations beginning in 1991 at seaside Blombos Cave on the Southern Cape Coast of South Africa contradicted the idea that human art began in Europe some 35,000 years ago. The cave, with 70,000- to 100,000-year-old deposits, showed that artistic behavior and the origins of culture evolved in Africa. Archeologist Chris Henshilwood and his team found pieces of ocher, a mineral crushed and used as a pigment for rock art and body decoration, with engraved geometric patterns. The scientists dated sand deposits where the ocher was found and established the date of creation between 70,000 and 80,000 years ago, making them the oldest known artworks made by anatomically modern humans.

		

	
		
			How Is Rock Art Made?
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			How Petroglyphs Were Made

			Petroglyphs were usually made by selectively removing the upper layer of a rock surface, which were often covered with a dark desert varnish or patina surface, by using various tools to engrave, carve, peck, drill, scratch, sculpt, and rub a design, symbol, or motif into the rock exterior. The aboriginal artist, after deciding on a location, would sometimes prepare the working surface by cleaning away loose sand, debris, and lichen, chipping rock protrusions with a hammerstone and using an abrading tool to smooth the working rock surface before creating his petroglyph.  
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					Mountain lion petroglyph inside Painted Desert Inn National Historic Landmark at Petrified Forest National Park in Arizona. Credit: National Park Service

				

			

			Petroglyph Artist’s Tool Kit

			While the exact tool kit of the petroglyph artist is unknown, anthropologists are able to infer what stone implements were used by observing the tools and techniques used by members of living cultures, like Native Americans and Australian Aborigines, who are descended from the ancients who made prehistoric rock art. Taking the tools and processes a step further, some researchers experiment with the tools and create their own petroglyphs to see which tools work best.

			The basic tool for creating petroglyphs was a hammerstone, a hand-size cobble of rock with a sharp, pointed end. The artist held the tool in his hand and drove it onto the rock surface like a small hammer. Hammerstones appear to be of varying sizes, but the most effective
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					Red pigments usually came from hematite, a common iron oxide, and red ocher deposits. Iron oxide, one of the most common minerals on earth, is found not only as a red color but also in a wide variety of other colors, including yellow, purple, brown, sienna, and umber. The red ocher is fine clay mixed with iron oxide, with the different colors derived from other minerals. Red ocher is considered the oldest colored pigment used by prehistoric peoples, with evidence of its use at the Twin Rivers site in Zambia dated to 300,000 years ago.

					Brown pigments also derived from hematite as well as iron silicates like goethite and turgite. The dark earth pigment umber, a brown or red-brown color, is colored by both iron oxide and manganese oxide. When it is heated by fire, it turns dark brown and is called burnt umber.

					Yellow pigments were from limonite or iron silicate and yellow ocher. This earth pigment is often called sienna and, like umber, contains iron and manganese oxides. When heated it becomes reddish brown and is called burnt sienna.

					Blue and green pigments commonly came from copper, which is often found in desert areas like the American Southwest. The blue stone turquoise could also be ground up and used but was rare and prized for other uses.

					Black pigments often came from wood turned into charcoal by burning graphite, manganese ores, and magnetite, a type of iron. The Stone Age artists at the Lascaux caves used black from manganese oxides, including black manganite, brown-black hausmannite, and black groutite. These minerals are not found near the caves and appeared to have been mined about 150 miles away.

					White pigments came from a wide variety of common minerals, including gypsum or calcium sulfate, the fine clay kaolinite, and fossilized marine creatures found in limestone. Kaolin, also called China clay, is a soft white mineral that could be heated, increasing its hardness and white color.

					Organic pigments were usually not used by ancient pictograph artists since they are relatively short-lived and quickly fade in sunlight. Organic materials used as pigments were plants, including seeds, which could be dried, ground into fine particles, and added to mineral pigments. Charcoal from burned wood is the most common organic pigment used.
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