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	PREFACE

	 

	Twenty years ago, during a silent retreat at a monastery on the Shenandoah River, I came upon a pile of stones at a tree line by a fallow field. Since childhood, I have always been drawn to stones, and I picked one up from the pile. I immediately noticed unusual designs on the stone and sensed a significance. The strong thought came to my mind: This is my gift to you.

	For several years, I had team-taught a course on imagery from Indigenous cultures across the world. After I showed the stone to my co-professor friend, he responded by saying that the find’s provenance would probably end up remaining unknown. In the years that followed, I made  few attempts to study the stone and its markings, having labeled the file “skeletal man.” Then, after having published some books, I felt the prod of my friend’s comment and began to examine the stone in detail. 

	For several weeks, I spent hours a day studying the stone and researching literature on Indigenous petroglyphs. Having done considerable work in photography, I took hundreds of pictures of the stone’s designs and employed a variety of software to process them. I also communicated by e-mail with experts in the field regarding their impressions from photos of the stone.

	Whether humans were involved in the markings was the question, I initially raised. The response varied from maybe so, no, or no one will ever know. Andrezej Rozwadowski, a Russian expert in ancient shamanic rock art, said, “The stone you discovered indeed seems to have intentional markings, but whether it depicts a human or something else, I am not able to determine.”1 Other experts have offered varied causes for the markings, the most common being plow marks. A past president of a local historical association said that a person familiar with the area, Jack Hranicky, who could answer the question, had recently passed away.

	Through my study I came to realize that the question can be expanded by an Indigenous perspective. Does the natural beauty of the stone reflect a sacred quality? Did inspired humans add markings, creating designs and meaning to the stone? Lastly, and at odds with our Western frame of mind, did spirits “work” on the stone? Although each of these questions has its importance, I add another which I find to be of equal or greater significance: does this stone with markings open doors to discovery and meaning? 

	This latter question should not be underestimated. Does our study lead us somewhere? An unquestionable human design might draw a few seconds of our attention and present an obvious meaning. However, a suggestive design, complex and beautifully proportioned, having a symbolic resonance which conveys mystery and power, could ––however uncertain its origin––be of equal or greater value. 

	Regarding human intentionality, I found that the longer I interacted with the stone, the more plausible this hypothesis seemed. Findings kept accumulating and presenting meaningful gestalts. The anthropomorphic-like form has the basic proportions of the human figure. In an oval that looks like a head, a large eye spot appears in the expected place. While intentional human involvement is my most likely hypothesis, I ask you to consider the evidence presented and draw your own conclusion. For the experts who dedicate their lives to this work, I ask them to read this work, correspond, and even view the object firsthand. 

	For those reading the printed version in black and white, which can be more revealing at times, you can supplement your views with the color e-book version. I invite you now to take a journey and consider this mystery stone from the Shenandoah. 
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	Inverted colors of stone from Photoshop

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	INTRODUCTION

	 

	Images of the stone on the book cover, the frontispiece, and the one just offered, may already suggest something to you. Often, the stone kept revealing new views, such as the one below, in which I used an embossed filter from Photoshop. It may not be seen at first sight, but a gestalt can suddenly come into view. You might ask yourself what features make this an identifiable shape, and if any unexpected shapes present. There is a mystery to the stone and its designs, but I have come to conclude there is also a mystery to our seeing.
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	Before examining the stone’s markings, I elaborate more on the value of this stone to me, the history of its find, and its reception to date. Looking at this object as beautiful and worked by nature, human, and/or spiritual forces has led me to take a detailed tour of Indigenous cosmology. The imagery and exploration are multifaceted and have not been exhausted even after months of study. This constitutes a mystery to me, how a stone with a set of markings can keep offering more meaning. Whenever I read an Indigenous work, whether from Eastern Woodland or Mayan world, I find resonances which can readily be associated with the stone, and to which I turned for confirmation and further insight. The Stone has served as my teacher, becoming a source for researching the Indigenous way. Whether a symbol like the snake creature from the Underworld, or the theme of twinness, the Stone had its say

	A second observation is that while experts have been mixed in their reactions, most persons I have shown the stone readily see a human shape. This includes people from different walks of life including artists, architects, rock art enthusiasts, and children. Over the course of my lifetime, there has been increasing interest in this country about the First Nations. To experts, this has also created the problem of pseudo-archaeology, as described in Holly’s essay, “Talking to the Guy on the Airplane.”2 A major danger she cites is the public readily believing television shows, which interpret archeological finds as the work of aliens. Her approach is not to ignore this reality, but to be open to dialogue. 

	I would second this view and add that research should be in a constant state of dialogue with the public. While we highly value and ultimately depend on expert opinion, we should remain open to responses from persons with a variety of lived experience. The guy on the airplane may be an artist, an Indigenous person, a computer expert, or a scholar. Or the “guy” may be a woman who can help correct for male bias often present in research. Importantly, the person is also less likely to have vested interests or an established territory that they feel inclined to defend. Perhaps also, with a true dialogue, we could come to see interpretations, such as the alien view, are metaphorical. If Indigenous cosmology features opening doors to other dimensions, who knows what other-than-humans might be encountered and conveyed in images. 

	Thus, while popular opinion is not offered as proof of the stone’s meaning or origin, the response from a variety of persons is relevant. In the case of this “mystery stone,” persons who view the stone or a photograph of the stone often respond by saying, “It’s interesting,” and go on to point out a form. Surprisingly, a person may see something that has not been considered despite hours of study. As to how the markings were made, whether by accident, intelligent design, or some combination of the two, it remains an open question.       

	A third observation is that when we spend time with the stone, we come to realize that it has agency. The stone with its markings acts upon us.3 Put another way, while we read the stone for patterns and meaning, the Stone is reading us. Because there is a degree of abstraction, uncertainty, and subtlety to the markings, in tandem with the stone’s overall shape and color, we can project our gestalts and meaning upon the stone. This is not a bad thing in itself, that the stone engages us, that we find it interesting, and that it evokes an array of associations. We might hope for such in viewing a work of art, or in considering a spiritual symbol, that its meaning is not confined to a singular dimension, or limited to the intentions of its author. Rather, we look for a quality of “openness” in artistic or spiritual works, in which doors are opened and lead us to things not yet known. Along these lines, we find that meaning is often polysemous; that is, more than one interpretation is valid. 

	The stone reads the experts as well. Some have that the markings are all natural, caused by differential wear or random tumblings on a river bottom, while others have said it was struck by a hard agricultural implement. Many left the door open to humans, adding to markings already present. Sometimes, it seemed the more expert the person, the more qualified the opinion, whereas the petroglyph enthusiast more readily sees a find. 

	The expert, who is a more public person, is often presented with many such mystery stones, and the tendency somewhat is to summarily dismiss them. While natural explanations for the markings are offered, it is not so much these objections that are decisive. Rather, “the real reason” is often what archaeologists call “lack of context.”4 That is, the stone is not part of an established archaeological find and presented with published comparisons. Not being part of an established project, however, is not determinative as to the origin of the stone’s markings.

	My last observation is that first-hand observation and interaction with this marked stone have provided a rich compliment and encouragement for me to read the professional literature. The markings offered hypotheses that I could test, as I became more aware of Indigenous cosmology. My hope is that this stone will be seriously considered by the interested public, experts in the field, and by the Indigenous community. The stone was gifted to me, and I hope this work can be received as a gift back. I also hope to gift the actual stone to a party that comes to see its value.

	We are now ready to begin a detailed investigation, which will touch upon the many mysteries the stone presents. 

	 


 

	I. CONTEXT

	 

	The tablet-sized stone weighs a little over 10 pounds (4.7 kg) and measures at its longest and widest about 9.5 by 7.5 inches (24 by 19 cm). It can readily be handled by two hands. It was found in a pile of stones by a tree line on the border of an agricultural field. This was likely a clearance cairn, the result of stones having surfaced or having been plowed up, and later placed in a pile. In a related vein, we note that there are hundreds of prehistoric mounds of stones found across Virginia, whose purpose is still being deciphered.5 

	The location of the find was on the leased fields of the Holy Cross Abbey, about half a mile south of the Retreat House. This grassy floodplain area is within a couple hundred yards of the Shenandoah River, which has a side fork at that point.

	[image: Image]

	Fig. 1.1. Abbey grounds from Google Maps
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	Fig. 1.2. A clearance cairn in a field adjacent to the river
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	Fig. 1.3. Side fork of the Shenandoah River near the find

	 

	Located in Central Appalachia, the Shenandoah Valley is 18.6 miles or 30 km at its widest, framed between the Blue Ridge Mountains to the east and the ridges of the Appalachian Mountains on the west. The valley itself has a karst topography, with many formations created by the dissolution of soluble rock, such as caves and sinkholes. This porous rock (limestone) has created an unusually deep aquifer, which discharges numerous springs into the valley. Geological events, including hydrothermal (heated) fluid migration, have also colluded to produce hundreds of deep caves rich in crystalline formations.6  

	Given its topography, the Shenandoah Valley is a fertile agricultural land. The soil has a reddish cast from the presence of iron oxides, called Virginia Red Clay, with true clay present at about 14 inches below the surface.7 What made the land inhabitable around our find was Cool Spring, which gives its name to the immediate vicinity. Amazingly, the area has 20 globally rare species communities.8  

	

	Indigenous people were present in this area. A variety of Native American stone implements have been found in the fields close to the river, and the abbey keeps an artifact display.9  Five miles south of the abbey, a paleo-Native American site has been identified at Spout Run by Hranicky. Rings of boulders have been hypothesized to be a complex ceremonial site with an astronomical orientation. Greenstone celts, quartzite scrapers, and petroglyphs have been discovered as well.10 The full meaning and context of these findings remain to be explored further. 

	Generally, the Shenandoah Valley presents a great “wealth of sites” indicating a sustained Indigenous presence. The Thunderbird base camp near Front Royal in the Shenandoah Valley dates back 11,000 years and has some of the oldest dwellings on the continent.11

	 

	 

	The Indigenous of the Shenandoah Valley  

	 

	The Indigenous people of Virginia’s interior were more historically unknown than coastal tribes. However, we are granted a window into the region by considering the Monacans, who remain as a surviving group and are currently active. Most archaeologists now agree that their territory extended into the Shenandoah Valley, with indications it went further into West Virginia. Having discovered their identity as a Siouan-speaking people, some tribal members have visited Western Siouan tribes to research their heritage.12 Thus, despite the Sioux’s western remove, their cosmology is relevant to our region. It is also similar to Algonquin-speaking tribes who neighbor the Monacans to the north.13

	Archaeological history reveals that the ancient Monacans lived a sedentary village life, practicing agriculture mixed with hunting and gathering practices. The tribal structure is considered being more egalitarian, as they did not have prestige items in their burials. In the early Woodland period and to the south of the Shenandoah, the Monacans exhibited a unique type of mound culture which was accretional, or added to over time. These burial mounds harbored secondary burials in which the bodies had been defleshed in another location before being permanently interred.14  

	In the northern Shenandoah Valley, burials have also been found with mounds of stones placed atop graves. These “Western Virginia Stone Burials,” which hold between 2 to 18 persons, emerged in the Middle Woodland period and had significant concentrations along the South Fork of the Shenandoah River.15  

	The Woodland culture within the Potomac-Shenandoah drainage area is described as the “Montgomery Complex.” It featured sedentary villages of about 300 persons, who practiced agriculture and had a distinct style of pottery. This culture was the earliest in the area, appearing between 900 and 1150 and was present as late as 1450.16 Although the Shenandoah had been populated, Carol Nash describes it as a mystery why so few Native Americans were found there at the time the first Europeans arrived.17

	When a detailed Indigenous history is considered for the Shenandoah region, it is seen as complex, with different groups coming from the outside. The later Page Culture from 1250 to 1450, for example, is associated with groups who likely spoke Iroquoian and were from the Susquehanna River Valley of Pennsylvania. Prior to 1450, the Keyser culture impinged on the area, which was related to the Ohio Valley in the west.18 

	Importantly, the Monacans maintained active contact with neighboring regions. Copper mines, which have been found in the “very heart” of the Monacan territory, 19 provided a metal highly valued for ritual and adornment of elites. In particular, the Monacans had active trade connections with the Atlantic coastal groups in the east.20 All in all, this interior region, sparsely recorded in the annals of Indigenous history, appears as an important crossroads, in touch with larger currents across the Eastern Woodlands. 

	 

	The Shenandoah Valley as a Crossroads

	 

	Let us consider in more detail the connectivity of the region. The Shenandoah Valley is in the middle of the Great Valley system that spans between Alabama and Quebec. For thousands of years, it served as a “corridor of human movement.”21 Rivers were the highways of the Indigenous world, with the Shenandoah River being connecting to a wider network. Uniquely, the Shenandoah River flows north, which would have encouraged connectivity from the south. The Upper Shenandoah is a tributary to the Potomac River and its watershed, which encompasses a large northern area. The Potomac ultimately drains into the Chesapeake to the east and coastal areas. Toward the west, selective mountain passes granted access.

	Major cultural areas converged from these directions as well. To the South the Cherokee were part of the Southeastern ceremonial complex. From the northern New England to the Great Lakes, Algonquin-speaking peoples were largely hunting and gathering cultures, whose petroglyphs displayed strong shamanic elements.22 Along the eastern coast, the Powhatans, an Algonquin-speaking people, were mainly farmers and had a strong chiefdom. The immediate west presented a Mississippian universe of mound builders, harboring the Fort Ancient Culture of Ohio, West Virginia, and Kentucky. Yet further west, Cahokia in Illinois, the largest Indigenous city of pre-Columbian North America, served as an ancient Mississippian center from which much ideology radiated.23 The crossroads nature of the Shenandoah is also reflected by the presence of three major language groups: the Siouan-Catawba in the immediate environs, the Algic/Algonquian to the east and far north, and the Iroquoian in pockets to the northeast and southeast.24

	With such positioning, we posit this region of Virginia’s interior as a hidden center of peoples east of the Mississippi. This frontier region was susceptible to diverse influences, and the mix might well have served to stimulate the release of creative energies. 

	[image: Image]

	Fig. 1.4. Shenandoah Valley in the middle of the Great Appalachian Valley25

	

	The Commonness and Uniqueness of Symbols and Styles

	 

	The cultural group of the Shenandoah region of the North American continent has been generally seen as Eastern Woodland. Although there is diversity, a case can be made for a broad horizon-style across the Eastern Woodland for the past 2,000 years.26 In some sense, we can posit a universal cosmology in the Americas. This has been noted in scholarly work and handbooks on Native American symbolism, as well as within the Indigenous commentary. Lame Deer, the famous Lakota seer, believed that a common treasure house of visions has made the various Indigenous peoples as “One.”27 

	Unifying roots goes back to Paleoindian times, to the Clovis culture which featured the innovation of fluted points.28 Once invented, the basic Clovis shapes spread rapidly across the continent, including our Middle Atlantic region. In all likelihood, these unique fluted points held symbolic value, as their aesthetic design was more than necessary and caused a high rate of failures. Additionally, the Indigenous people used a high-quality microcrystalline rock and colors which went beyond the utilitarian.29 Special caches of these projectiles have led researchers to conclude that the artifacts imbued the landscape with a sacred quality.30 If we look at maps of Clovis finds east of the Mississippi, Northern Virginia appears near the middle.31

	In tension with commonness, we also have the expectation for uniqueness in styles. In surveys of pictoglyphs and petroglyphs found in North America, experts typically comment on the presence of a “great diversity of rock art,” where much remains unknown.32 All in all, we gain the impression that the whole field of image production on rock is in its infancy, with much remaining to be discovered.

	Still, we might hazard a guess in terms of a specific style for our area of interest for which there is very little documented. Perhaps it would be a style intermediate between the high artistry and detail of Mississippian figurative imagery, to the simpler, outlined figures more commonly found in petroglyphs of the Northeast. Perhaps this crossroads area can also be seen as more likely to evolve a unique or novel combination of styles. 

	 

	Dating the Marked Stone Based on Imagery

	 

	We turn to dating when the stone may have been altered or complimented by humans. Precise dating of a portable marked object is inherently difficult and will depend on expert opinion and tests to determine. For now, based alone on imagery, I offer a tentative “Late Woodland of Northern Virginia” hypothesis, between the 900s and 1500s. At least two reasons can be offered for this. 

	1.) A plausible corn plant is incised and dented on the stone. The adoption and intensification of maize horticulture reached the Shenandoah area around the 1000s CE. 33 Maize was added to four other cultigens: sunflower, gourd, beans and tobacco.34

	 2.) The stone’s imagery resonates with symbolism found in the Southeastern Ceremonial Complex, also termed the Mississippian Iconographic Interactive Sphere.35 Whitley believes much of the art of the Woodland east reflects this symbolism.36 The Mississippian phase is generally dated 1200 - 1650, and its influence didn’t reach the interior of Virginia until a couple hundred years after its inception. In Lee County, the southwestern corner of Virginia, Mississippian cultural practices have been ceramically dated from 1200 to 1375. Recent carbon dating has shown that this site was active as late as 1475. 37 This frontier region represented a zone of open cultural flow to the Mississippian world. Thus, we envision Mississippian influences spreading upwards on the south to north-flowing Shenandoah River in this general time frame. In summary, the stone’s imagery suggests a plausible time frame of the latter half of the Late Woodland era.

	There is a caveat to this dating. The indentations on the stone have appeared to some observers as being more recent and not of great age.38 An array of factors can cause differential patination,39 but this raises the possibility that the markings were made at some point closer to the present. 

	 


 

	II. SOURCES OF EVIDENCE

	 

	1. The Stone with its Markings

	 

	Three main sources were involved in the stone’s exploration. The first is the stone itself, which involved a detailed visual exploration, using varied lighting and magnification. Equipment that aided this process included:

	1.) Cameras: the Nikon D-500, Panasonic Lumix 100 II, and Dino-Lite Edge+ microscope, the latter used professionally in petroglyph study. Magnifications generally ranged from 6X for the shapes on the stone, up to 30X for more detail. 

	2.) Software: Adobe Photoshop, DStretch, ImageJ, and Color Grab. Images were typically processed minimally, using basic tools such as levels, in an attempt to accurately reflect what was present and could be viewed with the naked eye. Many images were processed from RAW files, which allowed for basic camera settings to be altered after the photograph was taken. DStretch, which purposely alters colors in order to highlight subtle shades, was also used as a compliment to highlight details. 

	3.) A range of lighting was employed, from natural light at different times of the day and artificial light, in which attention was paid to color temperature. A Weeylite ring light provided temperature ranges at 100 Kelvin increments from a warm 2,500 to a bluish 8,500 Kelvin. The color of the stone was revealed well in the warmer sunrise/sunset light toward 3000, with good detail at daylight settings, such as 5500. The best natural results were found with winter morning light and winter late afternoon light. The rich hues of the stone's brown-orange color came out at these times, with striking contrast between the patina and the pecked crystalline areas.

	The author does photography, which aided his ability to document and process the images. 

	Different angles of lighting, such as grazing light, and variable placement of the stone or camera helped bring out the stone’s full features. At times more complex techniques were employed, such as overlapping images taken at different depths and collated by Dino-Lite software. Meshware was also used to merge multiple photos from different angles, and Adobe Photoshop merged photographs with different angles of lighting.

	Lastly, we note that the feel of the stone and touch were part of the exploration, as the stone was at times held to examine it from different angles. The designs were only purposefully touched once, and it is noted that they felt incredibly subtle.

	 

	2. The Professional Literature, Communication with Experts & Indigenous Sources

	 

	The author researched a wide range of professional literature in rock art studies, focusing on the Americas. Work included ethnographic sources of Native American literature and indigenous commentary. Photographs of the stone’s markings were shared with professionals and semi-professionals, and preliminary insight was gained from their response. For several years, the author taught a college course on Indigenous symbolism found throughout the world, with an emphasis on the Americas. 

	The hope is that in a post-COVID era, experts can directly view the stone. It is also hoped that members of the Indigenous community can view the stone directly and offer their comments. 

	

	3. Archetypal Meaning to a Contemporary

	 

	The author has made use of his personal familiarity with symbolism, his work with dream symbolism, and own symbolic experiences. One should not shy away from using one’s own interiority in discerning the meaning of things. A Native American person related as much, saying: “When I see one of those marks, I know what it is right away. But there’s more meaning to it. You have to dream about it.”40

	The meaning of any purposive markings is not limited to persons generations ago. Its relevance continues to this day, particularly in offering an alternative view or vision of the universe. If a study has no general relevance or personal impact today, its interest would be confined to a few dozen specialists across the world. Instead, we take the view that awareness of Indigenous imagery, as suggested by this stone, has the potential to help re-envision the current world and make it a better one. 

	In short, one’s personal reaction or response, what is awakened, is relevant to the marked stone’s meaning. We are co-creators to its meaning.

	 


 

	III. THE INTELLIGENT PLOW HYPOTHESIS 

	 

	As previously related, a handful of experts have offered varied opinions to photographs of the stone and its markings, with varying levels of certitude expressed as to intentional human involvement. On one side of a spectrum, an expert suggested it was likely due to a plow and that a microscopic analysis should look for steel filings––although she allowed for possible human markings. Another expert suggested it might be due to tumbling at the bottom of a stream. 

	This work, however, argues that the totality of evidence suggests that intentional markings by humans are a more likely hypothesis than solely natural causes or accidental human involvement. The argument begins with the impression that the main design looks like a person. The basic proportions of the figure match the human form, and other rock art anthropomorphs can be readily overlaid upon this image. Importantly, too, varying design elements, which have measurable harmonious proportions, grant an aesthetic feel which conveys a sense of agency.

	Two examples will be given now. At the center of the stone’s face, we find a butterfly or pelvic-like structure. The exact center is at or very near an indentation which holds red pigment. If this were the pelvis of a skeleton, it would be where the sacrum would be, which is the center of gravity in humans. That our plow would place a 1.7 mm deep dint in the center of a pelvic design, which is at the center of the rock, which is also the center-of-gravity in humans, would surely be an intelligent plow. The chances of finding such a stone––you can go out and try––would seem to be highly unlikely. 

	[image: Image]

	Fig. 3.1 Center of Stone
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	Fig. 3.2. Mark in the middle of a pelvic-like shape. 

	 

	Second, the imagery suggested by the stone’s markings resonates with Indigenous North American symbolism, which has deep connections to Mesoamerica. The author can hardly pick up a book on these topics without reading something that calls to mind an element in the stone. In a book on Mayan imagery, Finegold refers to “abundant floral and butterfly imagery, suggestive of the flowering mountain of the afterlife”41 ––a symbolism which extends into the American Southwest.42 This symbolism also resonates with Eastern Woodland cosmology, in which the Milky Way is seen as being on the path to the afterlife.43 On the upper half of the stone we are considering, we find lines leading up to the stone’s top and which end with unique designs that look like petals, flowers, or stars. Such designs on the stone, which have plausible thematic parallels to Indigenous cosmology, favor human intentionality.
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	Fig. 3.3. Designs on top of the stone

	 

	That our plow would be able to produce incised lines, ending in subtle and intricate designs and repeat this in multiple instances, and also have these forms evoke Indigenous symbolism, bespeak either uncanny luck or a hidden intelligence. Rather than random strikes by a blunt edge plow or strikes in a stream by other stones, it would appear more likely to have involved human design. 

	We provide an example of a marked plow stone from Monkcastle, Scotland,44 and which is comparable to the size of our stone. We note that the plow markings observed are what we might expect to see in terms of size, spacing, and design.
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	Fig. 3.4. Plow marks on a stone from Monkcastle, Scotland

	 

	A second example of a stone with complex markings can also be provided from a clearance cairn near the area of our find. No judgement is rendered whether any of these marks are made intentionally by humans, but the more random markings and scuff marks are suggestive of less patterned events, which we might expect the chance history of a stone to have. Here too, one can more readily posit accidental scrapings by blunt agricultural implements.
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	Fig. 3.5. A second marked stone in the area of the find

	 

	We can now turn to the back side of the “Mystery Stone” itself, which is fairly unmarred and which appears to show actual plow marks. 45
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	Fig. 3.6. Back side of “Mystery Stone” with plow marks  

	 

	A general doubt among experts typically surfaces when a novel design is found. One expert, concerned about the lack of comparative styles, said it was unlikely that a new style had been found. We have already noted that North American rock art is known for its tremendous variety, in which much remains to be found and published.46 Many “fantasy rocks,” mystery stones, or “head scratchers’ have been found, but are often left unexplained and hidden away in private collections. The past president of the Northern Shenandoah Chapter of the Archeological Society of Virginia, to whom I sent photographs, reported to me that “similar etchings” were seen from a collection whose location is now unknown, but originally found near Wardensville, West Virginia, 50 miles or 80 km from the site of this find.47 Another anthropologist, whom I met at the recent Middle Atlantic Archaeological Conference, has said he knows a person who has a collection of such mystery stones and would refer me to him.48 Why can’t another mystery rock surface?

	

	This work will argue that the totality of evidence suggests this stone, with its attendant beauty, was enhanced by human and/or spiritually inspired agency. The beauty is due to the design’s proportions, the way its elements were integrated into the stone, and their resonance with Indigenous symbolism. Whether the markings can be proven to be designed in whole or in part by humans does not, in this author’s mind, take away or diminish the gift of this stone. 

	 


 

	IV. SURVEY OF THE STONE

	 

	 

	1. A Detailed Description of the Stone

	 

	The stone itself is an object of beauty by its shape, color, and feel. The first choice of any human coming into contact with this stone was to select it as worthy of attention and possession.

	As earlier described, this stone has a fairly hefty weight, at 10.3 pounds or 4.7 kg, and is tablet-sized, approximately 24.1 cm by 18.8 cm (9.5 by 7.5”). Its thickness, with four measurements, averages around 2.4” or 60 cm. The overall shape describes a rough oval which has an organic feel. With two relatively straight, opposing sides, it can be comfortably held with two hands and examined. The stone, rarely held by myself, has darker polished sides where hands would leave impressions.

	 

	The stone appears to be quartz of cobblestone dimensions. Features which indicate quartz include a sharp point on the stone’s bottom which can scratch glass, (a Mohs hardness of 7), apparent conchoidal patterns of breakage, and a fracture at the stone’s bottom which reveals an interior of whitish-light gray. Additionally, the dinted areas of the stone have a glassy luster. 

	The outer surface has been smoothed, likely by strong currents of water, bringing subtle curves and a beautiful three-dimensionality to the stone. The surface has a brown-orange polish, a “medium patination,” which gives it an attractive color. The outer patina was caused by weathering and the action of microorganisms
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	Fig. 4.1. Top view of stone, showing polish and smoothed curves

	 

	       Jannie Loubser’s, who has viewed photographs, gives a more detailed expert opinion as to the early history of the stone.

	 

	My guess at this stage is that the rock is a big water-worn cobble (i.e., a rock that has been exposed to a high energy water current for a considerable time) with a case-hardened crust (i.e., a rock that dried out and “baked” in the sun at some stage, “like a loaf of bread”). After that, the cobble probably got mixed with soil in a colluvial deposit, where, at a much, much later date, it was impacted by a hard implement.49

	 

	We turn our attention to the side of the stone which has a plethora of markings, to see what can be discerned. In places, shapes are revealed where the surface is broken and the crystalline “heart” of the stone is revealed. The heartstone is highly attractive, appearing as a light gray with a mix of yellow. When wetted, the dinted areas revealed black strands. Below we show an angled view of the large oval near the right middle of the stone. 
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	Fig. 4.2. Crystalline heartstone of the large oval 

	 

	Translucent, white flakes, which appear to be mica, flash readily when the stone is placed under slanting winter morning light. They do not appear all at once, although several might sequence together as your eye moves relative to the stone. Below is an example of one such larger piece near the center of the stone.

	 

	[image: Image]

	Fig. 4.3. Crystals flashing in the morning sunlight

	 

	The stone’s face has flat and raised areas with subtle undulations. The upper 1/3 section of the stone is raised and has a pronounced sinuous form that crosses the stone. This natural and subtle form, which may not be noticed at first, is clearly revealed under angled lighting and is an important aspect of the stone’s features. 
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	Fig. 4.4. Upper raised area and sinuous form 

	 

	Lastly, we consider the circumference of the stone, which can be viewed as polygonal with six major sides. Remarkably, its opposing sides can be sectioned to approximate equal lengths. Lighter dint marks, black spots, or design elements can be used as markers for the end of our lines. Overall, the stone approximates an oval-circular shape, which fast-flowing streams form over time. In summary, the stone already provides a harmonious shape before any markings are considered.  
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	Fig. 4.5. Polygonal dimension of stone, with equally paired sides

	 

	 

	The overall impression is of a beautiful stone, visually and by feel. It calls to mind the Mesoamerican description of stones formed by water as “living stones,” in which the stone comes alive by the action of nature, leaving its surface with a polish and certain brilliance.50 Such ideology was also present in North America, in which objects, such as drums, pipes and plants, or stones––especially ones deemed endowed with power––were seen as animate.51 

	The Sioux had a rich devotion to stones, and their stories featured the sacredness of stones. For example, the Spirit who knows all things descended as a stone. In Sioux ritual, stones come to life through the ritual use of fire and red ochre. These stones were usually round and about the size of a human head, similar to ours, and could become portable altars to serve as doorways to other worlds.52

	 

	2. Markings and Shapes

	 

	The exposed crystalline shapes on the stone’s face appear to be dinted or gouged in places. If intentional human action was involved, its surface would have been broken by percussion, that is striking the stone’s surface with a tool, such as a harder hammer stone. Many of the pecked marks give the impression of being circular and overlapping, sometimes making for larger circles. In petroglyphs, these “small impacted craters” are referred to as dints.53 On close inspection, many dints present irregular edges and some are cruciform. They are generally between 2-4 mm wide, with depths generally between 1-3 mm.54 
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	Fig. 4.6. Large oval showing circular dints
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	Fig. 4.7. A cruciform marking in the “chevron” shape

	 

	These dints are typically bunched together, making for a larger shape which has precise forms. The European metric system is used to measure the shape’s depths and shapes, as their dimensions more readily compare with smaller units of measure, in which 10 mm is ~ .4 inches, or 1 mm is ~.04 inches. Depths were obtained by the Dino-Lite microscope, in which software calculated depths by comparing two points. Measurements of the width and length of shapes were made by an electronic digital caliper, held up against the stone, protected by a plastic sheet. A scale was also, at times, left imprinted on photographs taken by the Dino-Lite microscope.

	 

	In this work we consider if the peck marks which made the various shapes are consistent with intentional human action. Alternatively, one could believe that such spalding is due to differential wear of the surface after impact from natural or accidental causes. However formed, these impressions have removed the patina, revealing a crystalline surface underneath, making for a stark contrast between the dark polished patina and lighter gray-white crystals. Strong design elements are left for us to examine and consider our hypothesis.

	Techno-traceological and 3-D analysis of rock art, how tools and gestures interact and leave impressions on a rock surface, are still in their early stages. Suffice it to say that stone tools tend to leave more of a variety of dint shapes, as stone is not a stable structure. Thus, dints can be circular, oblong, or semilunar. The edges of traces are often irregular, and the width of traces is always more than their depth. It’s hard to read dint marks if they are massed together and overlap, which comprises much of our heartstone shapes.55 However, isolated dints are identifiable, and if a tool were used, their lack of consistent regularity points to the use of a stone tool. 

	With regard to the amount of work or dints required to make a design element, we could try to estimate the number of dints in a shape. If the average size of the observable dints is replicated across the surface of the form, we can provide rough estimates. For example, the oval shown above is about six dints across and eight dints vertically, making for about 50 dints.

	An interesting and telling aspect of the pecked shapes is the angle of blows at their edges. On one side of the shapes, the edge of the dints is at a steeper angle than the more sloping sides on the other. Below, we see an oval and a rectangular design having more acute angles on the viewer’s right side. This might indicate that the handedness of the person, in this case right-handed, with more acute angle blows coming from that side. 
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	Fig. 4.8. Viewer’s right side of oval showing steeper angles

	 

	Interestingly, the lower legs show steeper angles on the left side, as well as ovals above in the head area. A portable stone can be easily turned to hit from a given angle to shape an element. Such consistency with a given shape indicates both handedness and human intentionality, as it is unlikely that such back-and-forth consistency would be the product of a long strike by a plow.
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	Fig. 4.9. Lower viewer’s left side of lower shapes showing steeper angles 

	 

	There is also evidence for incisions, fine lines at points that often join the larger pecked forms. At times, these lines present as deeper gouges that break the patina. Various areas, such as below and in front of the ovals near the top of the stone appear to be abraded, leaving a lighter coat of patina behind. Thus, we find a full range of alterations typically found in rock art. 
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	Fig. 4.10. Lighter, abraded areas around the “head” area, DStretch (lab)

	 

	Lastly, we emphasize the subtle three-dimensionality of the stone, with its slight bulges and concavities. To this we can add the dinted shapes with depths between 1 to 3 mm, which will be noted when considering specific shapes. For now, we offer a surface plot from ImageJ, using a “mesh” feature, which gives a sense of the relative depth of the shapes by showing depressions as inverted and projecting like small hills. 
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	Fig. 4.11. Depths projecting outwards, ImageJ’s dots, 3-D Surface Plot
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