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ROCK ART OF NEW ENGLAND

Barbara Anderson Calogero

"In olden times there
used to be an chiect that
marked the howlders at
night. It could be seen,
but its exact shape was
indistinct. It woulgd work
making sounds like hammer-
ing and occasionally emit
a light similar to that of
a firefly. After finish-
ing its work it would give
one hearty laugh like a
woman laughing and then
disappear. The next morn-—
ing the Indians would find
another pictured bowlder
in the vicinity where the
object had been seen the
night previous" (An Indian
tale from Minnesota cited
by Mallery 1893:32).

Pictographs, or paintings on rock,
and petroglyphs, pecked or incised
grooves in rock, have been found on
poulders and the walls of cliffs
and caves on every continent (Mal-
lery 1893:31). In the United
States, both petroglyphs and pic-
tographs have been found in almost
every state and are especially
abundant in the Southwest. In New
England, however, aside from one
presumably historiec pictograph in
Salem, Massachusetts (Gramly 1979:
113), there are no reported picto-
graphs and very few known petro-
glyphs (Mallery 1893; Tatum 1946;
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Grant 1967). This raises the problem
of explaining the geography of rock art
in North America. To answer the ques-
tion of why rock art is commonly found
throughout the United S5tates and not

in New England, we must first assess
the nature of rock art distribution.

The Geographvy of Rock Art

Clusters of rock art sites have been
found along major rivers and their drain-
age networks as well as along the coast-
lines of New England and southern Cal-
ifornia. Clusters are also noted at
the confluence of the Mississippi and
Missouri Rivers, with the greatest re-
ported concentrations in southwest
Texas, the Colorade Plateau, the Great
Basin, and west into southern Californ-
ia {Grant 1967:17).

Some rock art has been found in iso-
lated areas away from habitation sites
while other markings are in the context
of campsites, pueblos, and cliff dwell-
ings. 1t 1is often difficult te deter-
mine how the artists might have climbed
the rock walls to make marks 30 to 40
feet above the canyon floor or lake
(Steward 1927-30:78). Kidder and
Guernsey (1919:197) reported that scme
could only have heen made if the artists
had stood on the rooftops of the cliff-
houses now long since ceollapsed into
rubble. One site near Las Vegas, Nevada,
was reported to be in a canyon with a
500 foot wall which the informant said
was covered with inscriptions from top
to bottom for two miles along the canyon
{(Lodwick 1924, cited by Steward 1927-30:
147).

Southwestern site reports indicate
that the artists utilized the surfaces
of most types of rock including sandstone,
granite, basalt, quartz, and lava flows,
with 2 preference for fine-grained rock
(Steward 1927-30:74). However, in the
Great Lakes region of Capada, where rock
paintings predominate, there seems to be
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nc pattern of choice between rough
or smooth-grained rock surfaces upon
which the aboriginal pictographs

are found (Dewdney and Kidd 1967:
16,141,157).

In the Southwest, petroglyphs were
of ten made on oxidized rock whiech pro-
vided a brown-or black-stained sur-
face known as "desert varnish."
Pecking through the manganese and
ferric oxides exposed a centrasting
lighter surface underneath which the
arctists used to delineate the lines
and forms {(Grant 1967:43-44).

Rock Art Production

Aboriginal petroglyphs were made
by pecking, scratching, or abrading
into the host stone with a rock and,
after European contact, with metal
tools. Pictographs were made by
daubing on paint with brushes probably
made from bark or plant flbers or with
the artist's fingertips. Some paint
appears to have been blown or sprayed
onto the rock walls where "stencils"
of multiple handprints appear (Grant
1967:54).

For painting, red and yellow ochres,
kaolin clay, charcoal and other pig-
ments were mixed with binders such as
fats (Mountford 1949:87), or possibly
with fish glue or saliva (Dewdney and
Kidd 1967:21,22)., 1In Europe, in lime-
stone caves, the fat binders believed
toe have been used apparently hlocked
the peres of the rock and preserved
the paintings by preventing precipi-
tates of calcium carbonate from form-—
ing on the painted surfaces (Burkitt
1963:186) .

Comparative ethnography is of some
help to us in understanding why people
might have made marks on rocks. In
Australia, Mountford found what he as-
sumed to be a complete depilction of an
emu hunt involving sympathetic magic on
a cave wall at Ayers Rock. However,

his aberiginal informant disagreed, say-
ing that it was only a record of a suc-
cessful hunt (Mountford 1949:89). Ac-
cording to the Aborigines no rock art is
used for hunting magic (McCarthy 1965:90).

Flkin (1954:230) reported that in
the Kimberly District of Western Austral-
ia, there were cave gallery paintings of
tribal cult herces called the "Wondjina"
which are large figures with eyes and
noses but no mouths because they are con-
sidered to be now lifeless and speechless.
Each clan had its own "Wondjina" gal-
leries with clan animal totems all of
which are the responsibility of the clan
to refurbish (Elkin 1964:15).

The Aborigines believe that the act
of painting is more important than the
visual result. Marking over another pic-
tograph does not negate the power of the
first. To retouch or refurbish a "Wond-
jina" figure is believed to bring rain
and to repaint animal figures supposedly
ensures the increase of the species
(Elkin 1964:15).

Pictographs often recorded special
events and remalned as historical
records. Silhouette paintings of men
cn camels and in jeeps recorded the in-
vasion of foreigners into the territory
of Westernm Australia. One wall draw-
ing of a man walking beside a bicycle
may have been the last record of an ad-
venturer who had attempted to cycle
across Australlia shortly after World
War I, but disappeared (Tindale 1972:
240,241).

In North America, Indian informants
have interpreted rock markings as maps,
notices of a group's location, the
direction a group has gone, the condi-
tion of a group, a warning, or simply
a record of a visit such as the Hopi
clan inscriptions made on a particular
rock each time a clan member visited
the nearest salt source. In the Scuth-
west, such marks were drawn on rock
faces; however, in the Fast, similar
markings were made on trees, bark rolls,
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animal hides, and on the ground
(Mallery 1893).

Around the Great Lakes Reglon of
Ontaric, O0jibwa Informants related the
numerous pictographs to shamanistic
practices and to the belief in the
rock monster, Maymaygwayshi, who they
believed lived inside the crevasses
of the rock walls along the waterways.
Some shamans were believed to be so
powerful that they were able to go in-
side the rocks to trade tobacco for
"rock medicine” from the monster. At
many pilctograph sites Dewdney found
offerings of clothing, tobacco, and
"prayer sticks" left by Indians who
still believe in the power of the pic-
tures even though they claim net to
know or will not admit to knowing who
made them (Dewdney and Kidd 1967:14).

Dating Rock Art

Net only are we uncertain about the
intended meaning of the rock marks and
the identity of the artists but also we
rarely can determine when they were
made. European Paleoclithic rock art
has been dated hy association with
portable art found in situ with dat-
able matexial. Also, comparable art
styles are considered to be contem-
poraneous (Burkitt 1963:168,169). At
the Lascaux Cave, charcoal found with
stone lamps believed to have been used
by the artists to illuminate the cave
has been radiocarbon dated te ca.
15,000 B.C. (Leroi-Gourhan 1983:103).

There are other ways to estimate the
age of the rock marks, but the only
direct method is done on travertine
lime deposits called tufa. 1In South-
ern California, petroglyphs were
carved into the tufa along the shores
of post-Pleistocene Lake Cahuilla now
the remnant Salton Sea. When the
water levels fluctuated, more tufa was
deposited over the carvings. The tufa
has a carbonate lon with organic car-

bon Whiih has been radiocarbon dated
to 9180-135 B,P., (Smith and Turner 1975:
24-27).

American Rock Art

The cornerstone of American rock art
research has been the Smithsonian Insti-
tution's 1893 publication of "Indian
Picture-Writing" directed by Colonel
Garrick Mallery. Another significant
study was directed by Julian Steward in
the 1920's in the southwestern United
States (1927-30). His study was the
first comparative analysis of rock art
types and styles (Tatum 1946:122).

In the Northeast, 1t 1s quite likely
that not all rock art has been reported,
but a large body of published data does
exist for this region. Research along
Pennsylvania's three major rivers was
begun in the 1930"'s by Cadzow (1934),
and continued by Swauger (1961) of the
Carnegie Museum. New England rock art
researchers include Stiles {1789},
Delabarre (1925), Turnbaugh (1977),
Gramly (1979), Lenik (1980), and Snow
(1980). '

Robert Tatum (1946:122) reviewed
Amerlcan research in petrography and
presented the most complete summary of
rock art locations in the Northeast. He
suggested that rock art was largely ig-
nored in American anthropology because
of lack of interest by researchers
trained at eastern institutions where
little local rock art existed. Tatum
catalogued the number of sites in each
of the then 48 states noting the fol-
lowing:

...the Tegions with the greatest
number of rock exposures have
the greatest number of petro-
glvphs.... The scarcity of sites
in the east is no doubt due to the
lack of suitable terrain, as we
find numerous drawings on bone and
other articles (Tatum 1946:123).
Tatum's table of rock art sites indi-
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cated that there wvere indeed few re-
ported in the Northeast. HNo rock art
was reported for Delaware, New Jersey,
Connecticut, or New Hampshire. Maine
had 5, Massachusetts 20, Rhode Island
10, Vermont 3, New York 20, and Penn-
sylvania 35 (Tatum 1946:124). Many
of these figures have since changed,
but are still comparatively low.

The five Maine sites are in the
North along rivers near river mouths,
or along the coast where some sites
are below the water line even at low
tide (Mallery 1893:82). Snow {(1970:7)
believes that because of the slow iso-
static rebound of the Maine ccast fol-
lowing deglaciation, the petroglyphs
are not more than 7000 years old.

According te Tatum (1946:124) New
Hampshire had no recorded rock art
nor could he find any on-going research
or informants. This is extremely sur-
prising for an area famous for its
fine-grained granite.

Vermont has three reported petro-
glyphs. One is a pecked hand glyph
in northern Vermont {(Thomas 1983:
pers,commun.). The second is along
the Connecticut River in southern Ver-
mont. Faces carved into the fine-
grained granite bedrock just below
Bellows Falls are about 15 feet above
the rolling water known historically
for its shad and salmon runs (Figures
1la,b).

The other site is in Brattleboro,
at the confluence of the Connecticut
and West Rivers (Hall, cited by Huden
1971:39). The latter previcusly known
as the Wantastiquet was an important
transportation route for the Abenaki
Indians who traded heaver pelts with
the Dutch and English colonists down-
river along the Commecticut (Thomas
1973:27). The petroglyphs are located
according to Hall (cited by Huden 1971:
39) on the southern side of the West
River where the eddying waters might
have provided a convenient and shelter-—

.ed meeting place.

The rock carvings are
now submerged due to damming of the
Connecticut River at Vernon.

In Massachusetts, the 20 petroglyphs
noted by Tatum may have included marked
rocks on Cape Cod which appear to have
been used for grinding seeds and for
honing tools (Torrey 1952:19-67). How-
ever, Dighton Rock, which was originally
located just offshore in the Taunton
River is, indeed, covered with inscrip-
tions both historic and probably prehis-
toric {Delabarre 1925:51) (Figure 2).

Dighton Rock has been a source of
controversy ever since its discovery.
The earliest known drawing of the Dighton
Rock inscriptions was made by John Dan~

forth in 1680, followed by Cotton Mather's

rendition in 1712 (Mallery 1893:86,763).
The Bureau of American Ethnology pub-
lished nine drawings by different pecple
of the rock marks which clearly demon-—
strate great variety in perception and
interpretation (Mallery 1893:Plate 54).

More than 600 bocks and articles
about Dighton Rock have been written
speculating on the significance of the
inscriptions. Some have deciphered the
name and date "Miguel Corte Real 1511"
(Delabarre 1925:53,54). Real is be-
lieved to have been a Portuguese ex—
plorer who sailed for the New World to
lcok for his lost brother. Neither
returned to Portugal. This had led to
speculation that the Portuguese were
the first to settle the New World
{da Silva 1971:55).

In 1886, Mallery (1893:87-88)
found that the inscriptions were being
worn away by the tourists who scrubbed
off the daily tidal depeosition of sand.
The rock has since been moved ashore
to a shelter.

Delabarre (1925:72) described 17
Rhode Island petreoglyphs most of which
were found along the shores of rivers
and bays. Recently, Turnbaugh {1977:
117} reported a petroglyph (Figure 3)
of a pecked hand on a large granite
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Figure la. Portions of the petroglyphs at Bellows Falls, Vermont. Others
are obscured by snow and rockfalls. (2 meters across)
{Photograph by B. Calogerao)

Figure 1b. More faces from Bellows Falls



ARCHAFOLOGICAL SOCIETY OF CONNECTICUT: BULLETIN 46

Figure 2. Dighton Rock, Massachusetts (redrawn from Mallery 18%3:Figure 49)

Figure 3. Gardner Petroglvph, Kingston, Rhode Island - 20x2lem
(Photograph by B. Calogerc)
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glacial erratic north of the Univer-
sity of Rhode Island's campus in
Kingston. He also reported (Turn-
baugh 1983 :pers.comnmun.) another
petroglyph further inland on the
property of the Yawgcog Boyscout Camp.

Although Tatum listed no rock art
sites for Connecticut, two have heen
reported. Ezra Stiles (1789:333)
found a petroglyph in New Preston,
which he believed was an inscription
in Hebrew. Recently, Edward Lenik
{1978:9) and Rabbi Arthur Chiel
{1981:75) examined the marks and con-
currad with Stiles' report. They be-
lieve that they were the Hebrew names
0f two local men staking mining
claims in the 18th century.

Andrew Kowalsky (1982:pers.commun.)
reported a petroglyph on the banks
cf the Salwon River in East Haddam.
He believed it was made with a sharp
metal tool and therefore was his-
toric (Figure 4). The narrow inci-
sion lines of the small petroglyph
form three "t" shaped components with
some additional markings in the mica
schist.

Similar symbols were found in pic-
tographs in Ontario {(Dewdney and Kidd
1967:61,64}), and along the Susque-
hanna River in Pennsylvania {Cadzow
1934:Plate 1V). Mallery (1886:220)
noted the use of cruciform figures
prehistorically in many contexts as
indicating trade and direction, the
four winds, mosquito hawks and dragon
flies, and in shamanism (1893:725-
728). The cross held by men appears
frequently in Ontarioc pictographs
{(Dewdney and Kidd 1967:37,104). Even
though the Haddam petroglyph probably
was made during the post-Contact
period, it may he aboriginal in ori-
gin. If this 1s true, then it would
be the only aboeriginal petroglyph in
Connecticut thus far reported.

The Evidence and Its Implications

Why is rock art so uncommon in New
England? I wish to suggest and examine
the following hypotheses in an attempt
to answer this question.

1. New England's rock types and
rock faces did not lend themselves to
rock art nor was the rock easily worked.

2. New England weather may have
destroyed pictographs and most petro-
glyphs by rock exfoliaticn, and pigment
and surface erosioen.

3. Rock wall art may not have been
part of the culture of the Algonkian-
speaking Indians in the New England
area. Instead, as Tatum (1946:123)
suggested, the aborigines utllized
available but ephemeral materials for
their marking surfaces or marked trans—
portable rock..

4, Migration patterns and cultural
diffusion may be determined by typo-
logical similarities In southwestern
rock art. Perhaps the migration of the
Algonkian-speaking peocples can be
traced by the infrequent occurrence of
rock art and frequency of marked ob-
jects found where these people were
living at the time of contact.

5. Pressure from the Mohawk, Mahican,
and Pequot Indians upon the many
small tribes of densely populated
southern New England resulted in un-
stable territorial boundaries. This
tension may have precluded the use of
rock art at fixed sacred sites. The
tribes may have just carried their
sacred marked objects with them.

Hypothesis 1. There are indeed
few exposed sheer rock walls and cav-
erncus shelters in New England. Al-
though there are also more coarse
granites, schists, and basalts than
there are upturned beds of fine-
grained sandstone as In the Southwest,
New England does have some fine-
grained metamorphic rock. For example,







