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Rock art, as with any type of artifact, is a remnant of a culture. It may be prehistoric, historic or even modern. Pictures made on rock can be seen in many parts of the world. Only the person who created the rock art knew the meaning and why it was created. Experts, however, may attempt to understand by describing and classifying the rock art. But, even without exact meanings, we can all enjoy and learn from rock art. Native American people created rock art on the surface or in the mouth of caves at Carlsbad Caverns National Park. Throughout New Mexico and around the world, many people of many different cultures produced various kinds of rock art. Rock art is of two types—petroglyphs and pictographs. <br><br>
Petroglyphs are carvings of symbols into rock. Petro means rock or stone, and glyph means a carving or marking. Pictures and designs were cut into or carved in relief on large rocks, rock faces of caves, sheer rock cliffs or other similar places, using several methods. One method of making petroglyphs was by pecking. This was often done by means of a direct blow with a hammerstone, a tool sometimes found in association with petroglyph archeological sites. This method did not provide precise control over the placement or size of the dent, and produced rough or uneven looking petroglyphs. Sometimes the designs were made up solely of evenly spaced holes which produces a "stippled" effect petroglpyh. In other parts of the world, including North America, are found percussion formed holes called cupules which cover entire boulders, but are without an apparent overall design. <br><br>
Chiseling is another method used to produce petroglyphs. Using two stone tools, one being used as a hammer stone and the other a chisel, the artist could produce carvings of much finer detail than those made by using a hammer stone alone. <br><br>
A third method used in making petroglyphs is called incising. This consisted of rubbing, grinding, scratching or carving a picture or design into a rock face with either a sharpened bone or hard stone tool. In historic times, iron and steel tools were used to make incised petroglyphs. <br><br>
A fourth method is grinding holes or marks into the rock. <br><br>
Pictographs are rock paintings, usually found in more protected and concealed areas than petroglyphs, possibly because of their higher vulnerability to weathering. Colored rocks and minerals were powdered for pigments and produced reds, yellows, whites, blacks and even some greens and blues for use in paintings. The powders were mixed with a binding agent to help the paint adhere to a rock surface and to be fairly durable. Binding agents may have been plant juices, animal fats, raw bird eggs, water or even saliva. <br><br>
Hematite, an iron oxide mineral, can make a red to reddish-brown paint. Limonite, another iron oxide mineral, often referred to as yellow ochre, produces many shades of yellow. A white pigment can be obtained by grinding white clay, chalk, gypsum, calcium carbonate or any other white mineral. A black paint can be obtained by using powdered charcoal. This source for pigment would have been readily available since fires were a very common occurrence for cooking, firing pottery or just to keep warm. Uncommon colors such as blue or green could be produced by grinding up a mineral with a high copper content such as turquoise, malachite or azurite. Instead of a copper mineral, sometimes green paint was produced from an iron mineral called chlorite. <br><br>
Rock art has been broken down into three classifications, for clarity. Drawings of any type of human figure are known as anthropomorphic, while an animal figure is called zoomorphic. A third classification is geometric.  These simply look like geometric figures. <br><br>
Where does one find rock art? It is often found on vertical cliffs facing either south or east, but it can be also found in other localities such as inside of caves, in rock shelters, overhangs, near or around dwelling or storage sites, or on boulders. Areas of frequent travel such as trails have a large amount of rock art associated with them, as well as areas that are near water, or near unusual physical features. <br><br>
Interpretation of rock art is very controversial. We think no one really knows what the symbols represent.  On the other hand many native peoples may know the meanings of or agree that a certain symbol means….Some rock art from the Grand Canyon walls, according to American Indian informants are maps of the trails and reveal places to avoid or even places to change your shoes from soft-soled to hard-soled because of the changing terrain.  Some commonly seen symbols or glyphs, seem to carry a meaning agreed upon by people of many different cultures, from different continents. Spirals or concentric circles are believed to denote the sun. Others, however, suggest spirals represent water or perhaps snakes.. The Hopi people believe that rock art panels in their traditional tribal territory show migration routes of their ancient ancestors. Handprints are said to be the signature of the artist who designed that specific rock art panel, but it has also been suggested that handprints denote a sacred area. There are numerous handprint sites found in many localities around the world. Interpretation is probably best when done by members of the cultural group which made the rock art. However, only the person who created the rock art really knew the meaning.  Many rock art panels may be renewed on an annual cycle so the location, prayers, reason for depiction or the nature or power of the sacred-ness of a place are revealed to an apprentice or 2.  In this way the important aspects of sacredness are retained as part of the tribe’s ritual knowledge. <br><br>
Common game animals such as big horn sheep or deer are often depicted in rock art and are thought to be ritual or hunting scenes. Many times hunters with weapons are shown along with the animals. Of course, rock art located in places other than the United States portray animals common to that particular place. In Australia, for example, kangaroos and echidnas are just as common in aboriginal rock art as bighorn sheep are here in the desert Southwest. Other types of animal life have also been represented in rock art, including bears, bison, cougars, coyotes, rodents, bats, scorpions, snakes, lizards, fish stingrays and birds. Very rarely are animals from other areas depicted in rock art panels. <br><br> 

Pottery and blanket designs are other common elements found in rock art. But human figures are probably the most widespread symbol. Men are represented in everything from hunters to possible warriors or ceremonial figures. Sometimes males are represented in very elaborate dress, and at other times, just as plain entities. A frequently seen male personage is a humpbacked flute player, often referred to as <I>kokopelli<?I>. He is believed to be a supernatural fertility being. He may also represent a trader carrying a backpack or a person afflicted with spinal tuberculosis. Even though representations of men seem to be more numerous than those of women in rock art, occasionally one finds a glyph that is unmistakable a female. In Ancestral Puebloan rock art female figures can be identified by their distinctive hair style. Even today, some Pueblo women wear their hair arranged in two buns on either side of their head to signify they are of marriageable age. For some reason, plants are only seldom seen as rock art components. But occasionally, they too are represented. Growing corn plants are sometimes found in the Four Corners area of the Southwest.  Which makes perfect sense because this is an area where native peoples have grown corn for thousands od years.
Other things represented in rock art are astronomical in nature. Along with the commonly seen sun, moon and stars, sometimes more unusual sky events are recorded. Chinese records indicate that a star exploded within the constellation Taurus on July 4th 1054 A.D. This star, known today as the Crab Nebula Supernova, flared up to be ten times more massive than our sun, and it outshone everything in our galaxy for almost two months! Before dawn on the morning of July 5th, the crescent moon was approximately two degrees north of the supernova. It is believed by some that this phenomenon was recorded by ancient man in rock art at Capitol Reef National Park in Utah, Chaco Canyon in north-central New Mexico, and many other sites in the Four Corners area. This super nova is also detailed in an ancient Choctaw story that accounts for how the star people came to live on earth as flowers and other plants.  Children are told not to pick flowers or rip branches off shrubs or trees.  Only a medicine person may pray and entreat a plant to let itself be picked and to release its “medicine” or “power” for healing.  Many rock art specialists feel that a crescent moon in conjunction with stars, spirals or sun symbols are representations of this unique sky event.<br><br>
One of the major problems when studying rock art is how to date it. The ability to date a particular site absolutely is rare, but various methods provide means of relative dating. The amount of desert varnish, or patination as it is called, is an important means of determining the relative ages of petroglyphs made at different times on the same surface. Desert varnish or patina is the formation of a black or brown stain of manganese or iron oxides on rock surfaces. When a petroglyph is made, the design is pecked or scratched through this surface exposing the lighter unoxidized rock beneath the patinized surface. This lighter surface begins to oxidize as soon as it is exposed. The older the design is, the darker it becomes. If two or more designs on a surface were made at different times, the more recent one will be lighter in color. But because patina varies with the composition of the rock, exposure to sun and rain, and location, the degrees of patination alone is not an absolute guide for dating.
Superimposition is another way to determine the relative age of rock art. Designs were sometimes painted or pecked on top of older ones, and in some cases the figures of several different styles and time periods were made in the same spot. Figures on top are considered younger than those underneath. The association of house ruins with rock art is sometimes a very helpful dating method. Frequently, these archaeological sites can be placed in a given time frame by dating charcoal or other organic material with one of the many scientific methods of absolute dating or by the pottery types or other artifacts present. A useful approach of ordering the chronology of certain rock art styles has been the comparison of rock art figures with those on datable artifacts such as pottery, clay pipes or wall plaster in the ruins themselves. <br><br>
Relative dates are sometimes provided by the content of the art itself. The first appearance of the bow as a hunting weapon, replacing the spear and the atlatl (spear thrower), is dated in Arizona as early as 200 A.D. It spread eastward across New Mexico, reaching West Texas between 600 and 1000 A.D. The appearance of the bow in rock art has been helpful in establishing the earliest possible date for these pictures. Conversely, rock art that displays atlatl or spear throwers are thought to predate those panels that show humans using bows and arrows.<br><br>
The horse is another element that is useful for relative dating. The presence of this animal on rock art indicates beyond any doubt that one is dealing with art of the historical period. First brought to this continent by the Spaniards in the 16th Century, the horse was becoming popular among the Apaches of New Mexico as early as the first half of the 17th Century. Horses also began to appear in Navajo art in the 17th Century. Some Navajos and other Native Americans show the arrival of the European into the southwest as people in 17th Century. Spanish costumes are depicted on rock art panels. Rock art from even later periods symbolizes the technology of the times as it displays trains and Euro-American houses.
A very commonly asked question concerning rock art is, "Why was it drawn?" Since no one knows the answer for sure, this question only leads to more questions. Could they just be doodles? Do they tell a story? Were they for religious reasons? Or ceremonial? Are they recording historical or prehistoric happenings? Some people believe rock art is actually a form of writing, and each symbol can be read like hieroglyphics. Others say rock art is just that -- art -- something to be gazed upon and enjoyed. Only the artist who made the petroglyph or pictograph would know for sure. Whatever their meaning or why they were made, the rock carvings and paintings by themselves are irreplaceable records and monuments to the artists who made them. They are a very unique and valuable tradition of human endeavor.
One thing that keeps us from ever finding the answers to rock art's mysteries is vandalism. Shooting bullets, scratching names and pictures on or near rock art, spraying paint, or defacing them in any way, forever destroys the chances of discovering their meaning. Even touching rock art or making rubbings of the symbols does irreversible damage to these priceless works of art! Presently, all cultural resources such as rock art and all other archaeological materials on federal lands are protected by the Antiquities Act of 1906, the Archaeological Resources Protection Act of 1979, and many other laws and regulations. The National Park Service, US Forest Service and Bureau of Land Management all work to enforce the laws which protect our rich heritage of cultural resources. Similar state and, often, local laws protect archeological resources on state and private lands.
So, please, allow others who follow to experience the same satisfaction in discovering rock art as you have. By conserving ancient rock art maybe someday more of their mysteries may be revealed.
As you have probably figured out by now, the study of rock art has much speculation and many educated guesses at best. Maybe no one will ever decipher all the petroglyphs and pictographs. Maybe no one will ever find out the reasons they were made. But if nothing else, rock art says, "I was here."
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