Rock Art: Messages in Stone
You have just learned about rock art – how the images were made, why a person might have created them, and also how to take care of them.  Now, let’s talk a little more about its possible meaning and why archaeologists study rock art.
Archaeologists try to figure out what each petroglyph or pictograph means.  That can be difficult because we may not recognize some of the symbols the artist used or understand what they represented.

To show you what I mean, let’s look at some symbols we use today.  [Hold up the line drawing of a man.]  Can anyone tell me what this is?  [Answers may include, “a man,” “a boy,” “a person.”]  Very good! Now has anyone seen a figure like this around the school?  [Someone may have already suggested that the figure appears on the door of the Boys’ Bathroom.]  Yes!  So now, we understand that where the figure appears can change its meaning.  At first, it was just a boy.  But when it’s on a particular door, it marks the Boy’s Bathroom.  
What else does it “say”?  [You may get answers like, “No girls allowed!” or “Boys only!“]  Correct!  Perhaps some rock art had the same purpose: to warn people away from certain special places that only chiefs or priests could visit or to mark places that belonged to a clan or family.

Let’s try another figure.  What is this?  [Hold up the line drawing of a light bulb.  This will be quickly identified.]  Yes, it is a light bulb.  Is it “on” or “off”?  [Make sure that the children understand that we think the light is “on” because of the lines radiating from the bulb.  These lines, too, are symbols.  They represent rays of light to us.]
Now, watch what happens when we combine these two figures. [Hold the line drawing of the light bulb above the figure of the boy.]  What does the combination of these two figures tell us?  [The boy has an idea.  The boy just found the answer to a question.]  Yes!  Good answers!  So we see that, to understand a petroglyph, we must consider where the figure is located and what other figures near it may be “part of the picture.” 

Tell me, how do we “know” that these two figures mean the boy has an idea?  [Help children to see that this is a convention of our culture.  When someone has an idea, a light bulb doesn’t really appear above his head!]

Now, who can tell me what this is?  [Hold up the line drawing of a woman.  By now, the children will be way ahead of you – they’ll announce, “A girl” or the “Girls’ bathroom” before you can ask the question.]
How did you know that so quickly? [You’ll get answers like, “Because she’s wearing a dress.”  Again, it is important that the children realize that there isn’t a dress drawn on the figure – only the suggestion of one.  In fact, the outline of this figure is just slightly different from the “boy”.]

So, we see that there are many “clues” to help us understand symbols.  Can you remember one of them”?  [What the figure is or appears to be.  Where it is located.  Details like clothing.  What our culture has taught us.]

Wonderful!  The same is true of rock art-- as archaeologists study it we begin to recognize certain figures and combinations of figures.  From today’s Native Americans, we learn about their rock art and what it means to them.  Sometimes, this can help us understand the rock art of their ancestors.  We have even discovered how some of the rock art was used to tell when the season had arrived – a kind of calendar.
Now, let’s look at some more rock art.  [Hold up various photographs.  Let the children say what they think each one is and why they think so.  Reinforce the ideas of representation, idealization, location, association, and convention.]
Can anyone tell me what would happen if part of one of these figures was destroyed?  What if the “light bulb” was missing?  What if someone damaged this figure (the “girl”) so that we only saw the top half?  [Use other photos showing vandalism to rock art.  Help the children to see that vandalism of rock art can destroy its meaning and any hope we might have of understanding it.]

So we should never touch or damage rock art.  It’s great to look at and enjoy.  It’s fun to try to figure out what it means.  It’s alright to take pictures of it.  But it’s important to leave it just as we found it, so others can see it and enjoy it too.

Now, we are going to give each of you an opportunity to create some “rock art”.  Of course, we don’t have any rocks for you to peck figures in, but we do have markers (or crayons) for you to draw pictographs on paper.  After you have completed your “rock art”, we’ll give you a chance to tell us what it means – to share its “story.” 

[This is a major teaching opportunity.  When students share their “story”, use it as an opportunity to discuss and review concepts.  Also, if a student accidently “scribbles” on another’s drawing, be sure to identify this as vandalism – and remind the children that this is now a “lost” story”.]
Thank you for being such good learners today!  I am sure you will do your part to help protect rock art, so its stories can be told.     
