Rock Art 

Archaeologists study people in the past by the “things” (artifacts) they left behind.  One of the things left by people is rock art.  Rock art is important because it can give archaeologists a view into the prehistoric and historic past.
 
Humans have been decorating rock surfaces for thousands of years. In fact, rock art in several caves in France is more than 30,000 years old!  (Show cave art photo)  They were made during the last Ice Age.  Rock art in North America is not as old.  Why is that? [People may not have been here yet.  Or perhaps very old rock art has worn away] Depending on what was drawn, archaeologists can make a good guess as to when the rock art was made.  For example, a horse on a rock art panel in America shows that the person who created the image made the picture after the reintroduction of the horse by Spanish explorers. (Show photo)  Now look at this next photo. (Show photo with rifles)  What part of this picture shows the age?  (The rifles)  Archaeologists can also do tests on rock art to find its estimated age. 
 
Today you will learn about different types of rock art and how the pictures were made.  You will also learn why rock art is important and how you can help protect it.     
Petroglyphs are designs that were pecked or scratched onto a rock surface. [Show example of a petroglyph]  These designs were usually created on dark rocks that were lighter inside.  The dark surface is called desert varnish.  The varnish was created when rainwater left chemicals (usually rich in iron or manganese) on the outside of a rock.  Over time, this made a dark surface on the rock.  So when the petroglyph was made, the lighter rock underneath showed up well compared to the dark area.   But even the pecked light areas of the petroglyph will begin to turn darker as time passes.  This condition gives archaeologists a clue about the age of the petroglyph.  If desert varnish is forming over a petroglyph, it shows that the image was made a long time ago. 
 
You may wonder just how petroglyphs were made.  First of all, the person making the image must use a tool that is as hard, or harder, than the rock surface upon which they will work.  An example of a hard tool would be a pointed rock made of flint or chert.  These stone tools were used to make designs into the rock since they will make marks and chips into sandstone, limestone and even lava rock.  The artist could also hold the pointed tool against the rock surface then use a heavier rock to hit the tool.  This technique also created small pits in the rock surface, creating an image.   
Pictographs are designs that were painted onto a rock surface. [Show example of a pictograph]  Although pictographs can last thousands of years, some of the different colors of paint were more long-lasting than others.  This is why parts of a pictograph image may be gone while other parts are visible.  
Pictographs were made by using minerals such as hematite, limonite, azurite, or gypsum.  An artist might grind up limonite or hematite, and mixed it with clay.  This is called ochre.  Charcoal was also used to make pictographs.  [Pass around the minerals samples]  Flat stones or shallow bowls were used to crush the minerals into a fine powder.  [Show photographs of paint palettes]  This paint was put on the rock surface with sticks or fingers.  Perhaps they even made a brush out of plant fibers or animal or human hair. [Pass around natural fiber brush]  
Sometimes animal fat or boiled plants were mixed into the paint to make it stick to the rock.  Or the artists may have put the fat or plant mixture on the rock surface first, and then the crushed minerals were blown onto it.  They may have used a hollow reed to blow the paint.  [Demonstrate action with reed]  Other times, the mineral paint was spewed from the mouth onto the rock.  If you were the artist, which method would you like to try? 
What is the meaning of rock art?
Rock art is not a true writing system that can be read but many people try to “decode” what the images mean.  Some rock art may have been used for hunting magic – images that were made to help guarantee a successful hunt.  Other archaeologists believe it shows religious or spiritual beliefs, while some feel it is a type of story telling.  Perhaps rock art was made as part of a cultural ceremony.  A shaman, or medicine man, might create rock art to record his visions.  But much of rock art is geometric symbols that make little sense to us today.  Perhaps these markings were part of a calendar or record-keeping system.  What else might rock art mean? [Communication, marking territory, signatures, doodling, advertisement, maps]  Many people try to interpret rock art, but archaeologists don’t know for sure what the ancient artists were trying to say.

Some Indian tribes have oral traditions about the meaning of rock art.  An oral tradition is history or stories that were passed down through generations.  Many Indian people today believe that the spirit of the person who made the rock art lives in what they have created – so to them, rock art is living and has a spirit.   

Dinosaurs in Rock Art?

Some rock art looks like odd creatures and a few people think they look like dinosaurs.  (Show photo of rock art “dinosaur”)  Does this mean that the person who made the rock art actually saw dinosaurs?  No, because dinosaurs lived a very long time ago.  But Native Americans could have seen the petrified bones and tracks of dinosaurs.  In the past, people did not know about dinosaurs and how their tracks were formed in stone.  But Native Americans certainly knew how to read other animal tracks since their lives depended on food from hunting.  So it makes sense they would have noticed dinosaur tracks.  These dinosaur tracks and bones could have been the inspiration for their stories about monsters.

In fact, sometimes ancient rock art is found close in location to rocks containing dinosaur footprints.  The rock art looks like the footprint.  [Show photos of dinosaur track and rock art at Flag Point, Utah.]  The footprint is from a tridactyl dinosaur and the rock art is nearby.  
Did the Native Americans think that the dinosaur tracks came from a huge lizard or bird?  There is rock art of very large lizards in Dinosaur National Monument, Colorado, where thousands of dinosaur bones have also been found.  [Show photo of lizards]  Look closely at the top lizard and the rock art image of a human.  The largest lizard is about 5 feet long and the human measures about 1 foot.  Could this rock art panel have been inspired from the dinosaur bones and tracks nearby?  Could the rock art be telling a story about monster lizards and a man?  We do not know for sure, but isn’t it fun to think about?   

Destruction of Rock Art
Rock art is sometimes destroyed by nature.  (Show photo of rock art splintering)  Over the years, erosion can wear away the pictures.  But most of the time, rock art is destroyed by people.  (Show photo of stolen rock art) Most people do not know how to take care of rock art.  Even archaeologists in the past, outlined the pictures with chalk so they would be easier to see in a photograph.  (Show photo with chalk)  We now know this should never be done, since it damages the pictures.  We should never touch rock art because even slight pressure from our hands can harm it.  Also, the natural oil on our hands can hurt the pictures. Also, people should never climb or walk on rock art.
Much damage of rock art comes from vandalism.  (Show photo with graffiti)  Many times people paint graffiti over the pictures, use the art for target practice or scratch their names over rock art.  (Show photo with bullet holes)  Other people steal the rock art by actually breaking the picture off the rock.  These things are wrong – not only because they are against the law, but because they do not show respect for what was important to other people.  And as you learned, some of the rock art may be religious – so destroying these pictures would be like destroying our churches today.
What Can You do to Protect Rock Art?

                                       (Show final photo)
· Photograph rock art, but never outline the pictures with chalk.
· Sketch rock art, but do not touch it or walk on the images.

· Never paint or scratch your name over or near rock art.

· Enjoy looking at rock art, but never make rubbings of it.

· Never throw or shoot things at rock art.

· Teach others about rock art and how to take care of it.

· When camping, never start campfires near rock art. 

· If you see other people destroying rock art, report it to the officials.

