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than the bear and the red-painted animals. These drawings were probably made 
with pieces of charcoal. Because they show horses and riders , and horses weren't 
brought into the region until about 400 years ago, archaeologists know that the site 
was used by historic Indian tribes like the Commanche, Kiowa, Ute or Cheyenne. 

One of the most interesting things about Sitting Bear Cave is that some of the 
paintings have been damaged. Many appear to have been struck with a pointed 
object. which broke off chunks of paint in the process. Archaeologists believe the 
damage was done several hundred years ago. 

There is evidence that those who struck the paintings were from the tribes list­
ed above. Indians were known to practice "coup counting," which involved striking 
powerful or dangerous things with a ceremonial stick. Hitting an enemy with a lance 
or short stick showed bravery in the face of danger. It appears that some warriors 
also counted coup on rock paintings. If they successfully challenged the powerful fig­
ures shown in rock art, they would surely conquer their enemies as well. 

The Zookeeper Site and Sitting Bear Cave are fascinating examples of rock art 
that has survived five times as long as the United States has been a country. Unless 
someone destroys them, these petroglyphs and pictographs , left by unknown artists 
so long ago, will still be there for our grandchildren's grandchildren to visit. 

Late Ceramic Period 

The late Ceramic period, which began about SOO 
years ago, marked the beginning of the end of the 
Purgatoire petroglyph style. The rock art from this 
period is beginning to change. 

For example, some of the humans start to look 
more like stick-men, with less flesh or muscle on 
their arms and legs, although the animals continue 
to be well made. 
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Bison are the most popular animal depicted in the rock art of this period. 
Along with small stick-men. many petroglyphs show large bison. bighorn sheep, deer 
or elk, animals that look like antelope and well-made birds with spread wings. 

The Corral Site 

A good example of late Ceramic-period rock art at Pinon Canyon is called the 
Corral Site because it is set between several large blocks of sandstone that form a nat­
ural corral. In fact, a rancher from the recent past fenced off one side of the site and 
used it as a corral. 

The petroglyph panel located on the inner side of one of the boulders enclosing 
the corral shows a dozen stick-men surrounding 24 animals. A grid pattern that 
looks like a net is in the animals' path, and it appears that the humans are hazing or 
driving the animals into the net. Most of the animals seem to be headed toward the 
net. But at least one animal is running in the opposite direction. as if it has escaped 
the drive, and others are turning away, as if they. too, are trying to escape. Near the 
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net, a large bird is standing with its wings spread, as if it is watching or even direct­
ing the drive. 

Many of the animals look like bighorn sheep , antelope and deer . . Although 
bison were the animals most commonly driven into arroyos and over cliffs on the 
North American plains. there are no bison among the animals shown on the panel. 

Antelope are probably included on the panel because the hunters of this period 
captured these animals by surrounding and driving them into various kinds of enclo­
sures, barriers or traps. George Bent, a trapper and trader who lived in southeastern 
Colorado in the 1800s, watched Cheyenne Indians drive a bunch of antelope into a 
circle of men and women who held hands to create a human barrier. The confused 
animals ran around and around the circle while the men clubbed them in the head 
as they tried to escape. 

Ancient hunters also drove animals into nets made of twisted strips of rawhide. 
Examples of these nets have been found rolled up and stashed in crevices under rocks 
at sites in the northern Plains. 

In this kind of hunt, one group of men and women drove a herd of animals 
toward a spot which the animals usually used as a place where they could escape 
predators. Another group of men and women would block the animals' access to this 
normally safe place. For example, bighorn sheep like steep, rocky areas where their 
sure feet and leaping ability help them escape slower. clumsier enemies. Ancient 
hunters stretched a net across the rocks, hid and waited for others to drive the sheep 
into the net. Sometimes the hunters used dogs to help them and sometimes they 
howled like wolves to scare and confuse the bighorns. 

Archaeologists have found butchered animal bones at only one animal-drive 
site in the entire Pinon Canyon area. This site is a short distance from the Corral Site. 

Archaeologists think that artists made the Corral Site petroglyphs to show a 
medicine man's magical control over animals. Perhaps the medicine man waited and 
prayed in the natural corral until he had a dream. In the dream, he may have had 
the power to fly or the ability to see where the animals were. Then he could tell the 
hunters where to find the animals so they could be driven into the net. Maybe the 
dream even gave him the power to coax the animals into the trap. 
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Protohistoric Period 
Archaeologists use the terms protohistoric and historic for the time periods 

after white people started to explore North America. On the southern Plains. the 
protohistoric period began in the 1600s, when whites brought guns . horses and iion 
tools to the Indians. This period lasted for the next 200 to 300 years . Next comes the 
historic period, which is marked by written descriptions in diaries and journals. 
Written records about Pinon Canyon rock-art sites didn't begin until the 1800s, when 
white homesteaders moved into the area and started ranching. 

Guns and horses changed the lives of the tribes who lived in the maneuver site 
region. They started moving around more, hunting bison on horseback and raiding 
neighbors for horses. 

The region's rock art 
changed too. In the new "Plains 
Biographic style," pictographs and 
petroglyphs show battle scenes. 
Bows and arrows , shields, lances, 
clubs and horses are easy to see in 
these scenes. Some of the rock art 
from this period shows painted 
tepees like the one described in 
the beginning of this book. 

The first written accounts of 
the area say that the Apache peo­
ple lived in the Pinon Canyon 
area. The Comanche, the Ute, the 
Kiowa and the Cheyenne people 
were neighbors. and the tribes 
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often raided one another, mainly to 
get horses. 

Less than 200 years ago, 
Mexican families started to use the 
area to graze small herds of sheep and 
raise some garden foods along the 
river bottoms. Later, whites brought 
cattle into the region. 

The Mountain Spirits 

At several places in Pinon 
Canyon there are human-like figures 
that appear to be wearing headdresses 
that look like those of Apache moun­
tain spirits. The Apache tell about 
spirits that live in the rocks, some-
times at the back of caves, where 
there is another world, like a lost continent. The mountain-spirit world looks very 
much like that of the real world, with lakes and trees and other natural features, 
except that they exist in a realm that only certain people can visit. The Apache 
explain that many of the petroglyphs found on the rocks in Pinon Canyon were put 
there by the mountains spirits. 

Sometimes, Apache men put on costumes with headdresses representing moun­
tain spirits and dance for hours. In these dances, the men often coax the spirits to 
come out of the rocks and join in the dance. When this happens, the mountain spirits 
will sometimes take a dancer into the world inside the rocks and teach him some 
magic. Petroglyphs of mountain spirits show how important these ceremonies are to 
the Apache. 
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Historic Period 
Old diaries and historical records tell of Catholic 

priests who drew crosses and churches on the rocks near 
ancient rock art. They thought that petroglyphs and pic­
tographs were pagan symbols and believed that the spiri­
tual power of rock art had to be destroyed if they were to 
succeed in converting Indians to Christianity. The priests 
drew crosses on many of Pinon Canyon's petroglyphs. 

Cowboys a lso drew and carved their brands on the 

rocks and sometimes 
painted pictures of their 
cattle, marking their sides 
with brands. 

In the late 1800s. many 
of the cowboys driving 
cattle from Texas to 
Montana used a trail that 
came through the pass at 
Raton. New Mexico. 
When landowner Dick 
Wootton decided to 
charge cowboys a fee to 
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take their cattle over "his" pass. Charles Goodnight and Oliver Loving made a new 
route that passed just west of Pinon Canyon. Some of the cowboys who chased cows 
around the area spent their nights in a rock shelter along Van Bremer Arroyo. They 
left behind petroglyphs of their horses. their initials and their brands. 

The XIT Brand 

Perhaps the most famous brand was that of the XIT Ranch in Texas. which 
sprawled over more than three million acres. The brand was designed by a cowboy 
who remembered that X was the Roman numeral for the number 10, and since the 
ranch was bigger than 10 counties. he created the XIT, or "Ten in Texas" brand. 

Cattle rustlers had a hard time changing the XIT brand into another design. 
But cowboys remembered a smart rustler who managed to change the brand into a 
five-pointed star. This worked 
best on cows that had been 
branded in a sloppy way. 

. The star petroglyph in a 
rockshelter in Pinon Canyon was 
probably carved by a cowboy to 
show his companions how the 
rustler changed the XIT brand. 

Some of the recent rock art 
at Pinon Canyon was probably 
done by lonely cowboys and 
sheep herders who were bored 
and had nothing better to do. 

Prehistoric people, on the 
other hand. seldom if ever made 
pictographs and petroglyphs just 
to pass the time. Archaeologists 
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believe that most ancient rock art was created to describe and document the mysteries 
and bounty of the natural world and the magical and powerful events that inspired 
their spiritual beliefs . 

So. while the cowboys ' rock art is interesting to see. it's not a good idea for any­
one who visits rock-art sites these days to draw on the rocks. With so many people 
working in and visiting Pinon Canyon. if everyone decided to make their mark the 
rocks would soon be completely covered with drawings and initials. 
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ROCK ART'S VALUE 
TO ARCHAEOLOGISTS 

R
OCK ART HELPS ARCHAEOLOGISTS LEARN MORE ABOUT the 
spiritual lives of past cultures. Hunters and gatherers. in 
particular, believed strongly in the supernatural world. 
Many hunting and gathering tribes, like those who lived on 

the Great Plains and traveled through the Pinon Canon Maneuver 
Site, practiced a ritual called the vision quest. This ceremony 
included fasting, refraining from water and praying at a remote 
spot, often a rock art site, where they waited for a visitor from the 
supernatural world. The visitor often came in the form of an ani­
mal like a bear or an eagle. If a person was worthy, the visitor 
would give him special power. In return, Plains Indians honored 
these animals with special tributes. Painting their visions on the 
canyon walls was a way to pay tribute to the supernatural animal 
spirits. 

Abstract Rock Art 

Many people wonder why so many pictographs and petro­
glyphs in North America seem to be abstract figures that don't look 
like a familiar person. animal, plant or object. Archaeologists are 
now starting to think that these abstract forms come from the 
artists' dreams or trances -- what psychologists called altered 
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states of consciousness. 
Hunting and gathering peoples all over the world had medicine 

men and sometimes medicine women who got their powers from 
supernatural beings who visited them in dreams or visions. To bring 
on a vision. medicine men or women would travel to a rock art site 
and pray, going without food or water for days. 

Low blood sugar from a lack of food or heat stroke from going 
without water in a hot climate can make people fall into a sort of 
trance that can bring on visions. Scientists have asked people what 
happens w hen th ey have these 
kinds of visions. Most people ,J 
report a similar process as their 
visions develop. First. they see 
small flickering bits of light that 
scientist s call phosphenes or 
entopic phenomena. You can get 
an idea of what this looks like by 
closing you r eyes and pressing on 
your eyelids. By asking a lot of 
people to describe the light pat­
terns they see. scientists have iden­
tified nine different groups of 
image patterns. 

In the next stage of a vision. 
people who see these zigzag lines 
and groups of dots try to recognize 
something familiar. like an ani­
mal. in the light patterns they see. 

During this stage. most people 
say they feel as if they are flying or 



swimming. and some people say they feel like they are being sucked up in a whirl­
wind or down into a whirlpool. After this. people usually feel as though they are 
crossing into another realm where they meet supernatural spirits who help them 
solve problems. 

What does this have to do with rock art? Archaeologists think that the abstract 
forms shown in rock art may portray the flickering images that come with visions. 

Rock Art as Spirit Helpers 

Hunters and gatherers often had animals that served as their spirit helpers. 
They usually got their animal guardians in vision quests or dreams. like the one 
described at the beginning of this book. 

Animal assistants gave people magical powers to heal the sick. wounded or 
injured. Often. this power would be tied to the animal that gave it. For example. a 
person whose power came from a rattlesnake could usually pick up rattlesnakes with­
out any fear. He or she could also heal a person who had been bitten by a rattlesnake. 

Bears were common animal spirit helpers, in part because they were very 
smart and could do many human-like things . Eagles and hawks were also powerful 
spirit helpers that gave people the ability to fly high above the ground to find game 
or see approaching enemies. Just as today's military uses satellite pictures to track 
troop movements. ancient hunters relied on people who had the power to fly to watch 
the movements of their enemies. 

Power could also come from non-living things like rocks. wind or lightning. 
These things talked to people during their visions. telling them what to do to keep 
their power alive. For example. the rock's power made a man's body as hard as stone 
so that it could ward off arrows or bullets. 

Many of the petroglyphs and pictographs at Pinon Canyon show these spirit 
helpers. 
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Rock Art as Boundary Markers 
Rock art styles are as different as the people who made them. The petroglyphs 

and pictographs made by the artists of different groups were recognized by other 
tribes as their symbols. just as each professional football team has its own special 
logo that it puts on helmets. banners and advertisements to set it apart from its 
rivals. Ancient tribes created their own rock art "logos" that others recognized and 
respected. 

For example. archaeologists have found petroglyphs showing war-like objects 
like shields and bows and arrows along trails leading to the mouths of canyons 
where food was stored. They believe that these petroglyphs were made as "Keep Out" 
signs to warn travelers that the canyons and the food stored in them belonged tooth­
ers. 

In some areas. two completely different styles of rock art appear on opposite 
sides of a river. Archaeologists think that this was how competing groups of people 
marked their territory. 
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ROCK ART RECORDING 
Recording a Rock Art Site 

R
ESEARCHERS WHO RECORD ROCK ART HAVE USED A VAR­
iety of methods over the years. Unfortunately, many of 
these methods harm or destroy the art. For example, mak­

ing molds for casts damages the rock varnish and making rub­
bings creates chemical changes in the rock's surface. This makes 
it hard or even impossible to use newer methods to date rock art 
damaged by older methods. The latest rock art dating techniques 
don't even touch the rock's surface. 

The process begins by using good maps to locate a site. 
Researchers then bury an 18" length of iron rebar that serves as a 
permanent mapping reference point so that they can find the site 
again when they want to. 

Next. researchers make a site map showing exactly where 
the rock art is located. For large sites . low-level aerial pho­
tographs can be used to record the locations of petroglyphs and 
pictographs. 

Once sites have been mapped, their rock art is divided into 
panels. A panel can be a single image or a number of images . as 
long as they are grouped together on a single rock surface. 

Next, artists make scale drawings of the panels. First . they 
use rulers or tape measures to mark the size of each rock image 
and translate it into a drawing on paper. Some artists make grids 
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out of string and carefully place them over a rock-art panel to help guide them in 
their drawings. 

Photography is also used to record rock art. Most archaeologists use 3S-mm 
cameras in their work rather than more expensive, bulky photographic equipment. 
Photographs of rock art turn out best when they are taken in natural light during 
certain times of the day. Before they take their photos , archaeologists usually study 
the way the light changes during the day to make sure they're photographing rock 
art in the best possible light. Subdued light is better than direct sunlight, and light 
that comes from the side is better than light that hits the front of the panel. If a 

·- • -·,r~ ..__ 

panel is in the shade. 
a reflector can be used 
to direct sunlight onto 
it so that it shows up 
better. 

Of course, artifi­
cial light must be used 
to photograph rock 
art inside caves or 
rock shelters. 
Archaeologists use 
extensions. like side 
flashes, to light petro­
glyphs from different 
angles while they're 
taking pictures in 
front of panels. 

Both color and 
black-and-white film 
can be used to photo­
graph rock art. 
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Different details show up in pictures taken of the same site using both kinds of film. 
Infrared film can sometimes help bring out details in faded pictographs. Filters cut 
down on surface glare and improve pictograph colors. 

Archaeologists take a number of pictures of each image from different angles. 
They take at least one shot standing directly in front of the pictograph or petroglyph. 
Included in these photos is a measurement scale. an arrow that shows the direction 
the image faces and a data board that tells the site number. the panel number and 
the date. 

Written information goes along with the scale drawings and photographs . It 
includes measurements of the panel size and each individual image, the direction the 
panel faces, the hardness and color of the rock and the color of the rock art. If 
archaeologists can tell whether a painting was made with a finger or a brush. or if a 
petroglyph was made by cutting or packing into the rock surface. they include this 
information too. 

After archaeologists finish doing their basic recording, they usually invite 
specialists to the site to gather small samples they can use to analyze the paint used 
in pictographs and figure out when pictographs and petroglyphs were made. In both 
North America and Australia, native people are consulted during this rock-art sam­
pling process. 

Sometimes. archaeologists dig carefully around rock-art sites to learn more 
about the art . the artists and the times in which they lived. For example. digging can 
reveal parts of panels that have been buried by debris over time and can uncover 
tools and other materials that artists used to make petroglyphs and pictographs. 
Samples of pollen and other organic matter can help archaeologists learn about med­
icinal or ceremonial plants that were used at the site. 

Basic rock-art analysis follows standard archaeological procedures . 
Archaeologists have developed ways of grouping rock-art styles found in certain 
areas and from certain time periods that are called typologies. These typologies are 
very helpful to specialists who study how ancient people moved from one region to 
another. 
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An important part of rock-art research involves 

EAST WALL PROFILE protecting and conserving sites. Sadly, rock art sites 
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other ways. Specialists called conservators have 
developed ways to control visitors to rock art sites and 
to reduce or remove graffiti. 

What to do if You find Rock Art 

Soldiers and others who travel around the Pinon 
Canyon Maneuver Site can find petroglyphs and pic­
tographs if they explore the site's canyons and rock 
outcrops. If you find rock art. there are a few com­
mon-sense rules -- and official regulations -- that you 
should follow. 

Federal laws say that you can't touch or damage 
rock art. Anyone who is caught harming rock art can 
be fined or even jailed. Needless to say, putting your 
name or initials on rocks near petroglyphs or pic­
tographs is against the law. It's also against the law 
to collect arrowheads or other artifacts that you might 
find at rock art sites. And it's also important not to 
move any rocks in steep areas where they are loose 
and can easily roll down slopes. because this starts 
erosion which can ultimately damage a site. 

Of course. you can take photos or make sketches 
of rock art. You might also want to mark the site on a 
map and report your discovery to the land managing 
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agency. At Pinon Canyon. this is the 
Directorate of Environmental 
Compliance at Ft. Carson. Colorado. 
Although the archaeologists who are 
working in Pinon Canyon may already 
know about the site. there' s a chance 
that you may be the first person to find 
it. 

Left: 

The petroglyph boulder in this diagram, only 

10 inches across. is small enough to be car­

ried. So archaeologists dug around its base 

to find out if it may have been moved and set 

up for viewing. But they learned this was not 

the case; the rock was in its original position. 

Right: 

This p lan map is of an excavation where 

archaeologists have removed 4 inches of soi l 

from the area around the base of a petro­

gly ph boulder. They found a sharp chunk of 

quartzite meant to be held in the hand, as a 

tool to peck out the designs. They also found 

selenite crystals, which may have been 

crushed to make a white powder. 
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AFTERWORD 

B
ecause rock art is the only recorded history we have about the earliest 
Americans. petroglyphs and pictographs are priceless treasures. Once they're 
lost, they're gone forever. That's why it's so important to study and record 

rock-art sites before they erode away or are destroyed by people and their activities. 
Unfortunately, the government agencies that manage our public lands don't 

have the money or the staff they need to study and protect rock art sites . Public 
funding for arts and humanities projects has also been cut. so those who want to 
study and preserve rock art can't afford to do this important work. We need to find 
new and creative ways to protect rock art sites before they are lost. 

Luckily, volunteers have stepped forward to help record rock art at many sites 
in the West. A number of "field schools" use volunteers to help them record rock art. 

For example, a field school spon sored by the Arizona Archaeological Society 
has recently completed recording rock art at several major sites in the state, includ­
ing the Chavez Pass site in Coconino National Forest. Inscription Point on the Navajo 
Reservation and sites in Wupatki National Monument. 

The Texas Parks and Recreation Department, working with the Texas 
Archaeological Society, has figured out an excellent new way of recording rock art . 
Every year. they sponsor a field school where volunteers are welcome to help scien­
tists record rock art. Volunteers are currently working at sites on the Pecos River. 

Another field school has been sponsored in the past by various federal agencies 
and the American Rock Art Research Association (ARARA). Volunteers who attend the 
field school have recorded rock art in Arizona. California and New Mexico. 



If you'd like more information about these and other field schools, you can send 
for a copy of La Pintura, a newsletter published by ARARA: 

Ken Hedges, Editor 
La Pintura 
American Rock Art Research Association 
8153 Cinderella Place 
Lemon Grove, CA 91945-3000 
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS 
altered state of consciousness -- A state of trance or a vision induced by fasting. 
meditation or drugs and often used by a shaman to obtain knowledge from the world 
of the spirits. 

anthropomorph -- A human or human-like figure in a pictograph or petroglyph. 

archaeologist -- A scientist who studies past ways of life by finding the artifacts 
and features former people left behind. 

artifact -- Something. usually portable. that was made or modified by a human. 

binder -- The agent used to mix with pigment or to make paint; binders are often 
from sources like animal fats or plant oils. but they can be as simple as water. 

entopic phenomena -- Sometimes called phosphenes . they are tiny flickers of light 
that are visible in the eyes. and usually seen in periods of stress as during a severe 
headache or extreme thrist. 

ethnography -- Information about the lifeways and customs of former and current 
cultures. usually Indians in North America; anthropologists often obtain ethnograph­
ic information by interviewing elderly Indians. 

feature -- Something. usually non-portable. that was made and used by humans. 

hematite -- A red-colored. iron-bearing mineral. often ground into powder for pig­
ment. 

hunter and gatherer -- Name used for groups of people who survive by hunting 
small and large game animals as well as by collecting and processing plants for food. 

mano -- A hand-held stone used for grinding on a metate. 



metate -- The stone dish or base, used with a mano for grinding or pulverizing. 

monochrome -- Painted in a single color. 

pigment - - The coloring agent in paint, often made from inorganic clays and minerals. 

pictograph - - A painted rock art design. 

petroglyph - - A pecked or incised rock art design. 

Pleistocene -- Geological time period of the glaciers: the ice ages. 

polychrome -- Painted in more than one color. 

protohistoric -- The time period just prior to written accounts: in the American West, 
this time is the century or two after Indians received EuroAmerican trade goods, but 
before there were written accounts regarding these Indians. 

rock varnish -- A dark-colored coating on the exterior surface of rocks. Varnish is 
especially prominent in desert or dry areas. 

shaman -- A person of medicine in hunting and gathering cultures who has special 
power obtained through communication with the supernatural spirits. 

superimposition -- Layering of one thing over another; in the case of rock art, a picto­
graph or petroglyph that is drawn over an existing one. 

quadruped -- An animal with four legs, or as used here, a representation of an animal 
that has four legs. 

vision quest -- Practice where a person goes to an isolated place to pray and to wait for 
a vision, going without food and water. The vision usually comes after three or four 
days and in it, the person is often instructed in the proper ritual to obtain power. 

zoomorph -- An animal or animal- like figure in a pictograph or petroglyph. 
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