
help deþne ancient cultural boundaries. The relationship 
between rock art sites and the surrounding landscape pro-
vides clues about how ancient American Indians perceived 
their environment. 

Many of the design motifs we þnd in rock art are por-
trayed in other artistic media, such as decorated pottery, 
engraved shell, or embossed copper. These similarities 
suggest that shared traditions and themes were being 
expressed. American Indians probably made rock art for 
a variety of reasonsñto mark important locations, routes 
and boundaries, or to commemorate ceremonies, myths 
and signiþcant events. The distribution of rock art sites 
helps us to understand how these and other places marked 
out a meaningful landscape for people of the past.

The term rock art refers to images rendered on natural 
rock surfaces such as bluff faces, cave walls, and large 
boulders. Rock art is one of the oldest material forms of 
human expression, and is found throughout the world. 
Painted images are called pictographs. Pecked, carved, or 
incised (scratched) images are called petroglyphs. There 
are also combination forms: petroglyphs that are accented 
with paint. American Indians made paint using minerals 
such as hematite (red ocher) that could be ground into a 
powder and mixed with a binding agent like animal fat. 

Arkansas possesses some of the best-preserved and 
most interesting examples of prehistoric American Indian 
rock art in eastern North America. We can also include 
Historic period inscriptions in the deþnition of rock art. 
Unfortunately, both ancient and his-
toric rock art sites suffer irreparable 
harm when modern people add new 
layers of carving, spray paint, or ink. 
When grafþti damages existing pre-
historic and historic images, this is 
vandalism, not self-expression or art.

By studying Arkansas rock art we 
can learn a great deal about the lives 
of past people. For example, regional 
or local styles of rock art might 

Traces such as brush or þnger marks preserved in 
painted pictographs provide clues about how some rock 
art was made. Archeologists excavating at one rock art site 
in Arkansas discovered tools used to make the painted 
petroglyphsñstone abraders for smoothing and carving 
the rock surface, and hematite and manganese pebbles that 
had been ground for red and black pigment. These tools 
were excavated from a layer radiocarbon dated to A.D. 1435.

In most cases, the age of rock art is difþcult to deter-
mine. Sometimes we can place individual images at a site 
in relative order, for example, when images are superim-
posed or show different degrees of weathering. Sometimes 
the subject matter of the art suggests a general time period. 
Illustrations of extinct mastodons, for example, must be 
at least 10,000 years old. On the other hand, pictures of 

How to learn more:
Contact the Arkansas Archeological Survey at 479-575-3556, or email rockart@uark.edu, or visit our website  

http://rockart.uark.edu
For information on archeology in Arkansas: 479-575-3556, or visit www.uark.edu/campus-resources/archinfo/
To buy the book Rock Art in Arkansas ($10+sales tax and postage): email archpubs@uark.edu or call 479-575-6537; 

for more information about the book see http://www.uark.edu/campus-resources/archinfo/catalog.html

What is rock art and what can it tell us about the past?

American Indian Rock Art in Arkansas

How was it made and how old is it?

horses or þrearms (both introduced to North America by 
Europeans) must date to the last few centuries. We have 
not found any images of mastodons in Arkansas rock art 
(though fossil mastodons exist in the state); we do know of 
one pictograph showing a horse and rider.

Stylistic comparison is another method of dating. If we 
þnd similar motifs and styles in rock art and other kinds 
of artifacts for which we already have dates, we can apply 
that age range to the rock art. This method is proving to be 
especially useful in central Arkansas, where some rock art 
motifs are also common on decorated pottery.

Direct dating of pictographs is sometimes possible using 
specialized radiocarbon techniques, but this method is de-
structive (samples of the pigment must be scraped off the 
rock surface) and very expensive, so it is rarely used.




