
Rock art images are fragile and irreplaceable symbols of ancient cultures, 
representing  the heritage of  American  Indian peoples  over  thousands of 
years of history.  Please treat   them with  the same respect you  would paintings 
in a museum.  Help us preserve these national treasures by following some 
simple guidelines.

1.  Rock art represents “written” messages of ancient peoples. Please do not 
damage or destroy these images by writing or drawing on these panels. To do 
so is vandalism. 

2.  Oil from hands can cause rock art to deteriorate.  Be careful not to touch 
the paintings.

3.  Artifacts provide  archaeologists with important information regarding 
the life ways of past cultures.  Leave all  artifacts where they are found. When 
artifacts are  moved from  their original  location or  stolen, the story of 
the past is jumbled.

4.  Fire can damage or destroy archaeological remains and can cover rock 
art with soot. Do not build  fires near rock art panels or in locations where 
you see artifacts or ruins.

Rock  art  located in an open  environment such as a cliff face or boulder will 
disappear over time. Some rocks excrete minerals and salts that can deteriorate 
an image or lichen and moss can grow  over  and hide an  image. Pigments  will 
eventually fade and rock surfaces can spall, removing portions of, or entire images 
from the rock face. 

Archaeologists  carefully  document  rock art  to create a permanent record.  
Recording rock art includes photographing and carefully measuring, drawing 
and describing an image. Photographs may not reveal subtle details of the images, 
so observations made by the archaeologist are important.  The record allows 
archaeologists to track changing conditions of the panel through time. 
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Why  did  ancient  artists  take   the  time  
to create  rock art?  Our  best  guess is  that  
paintings centered on religious themes 
and activities of great importance to the 
people who made them (such as hunting or 
celebrations). Did these figures represent 
spiritual beings or guardians or are they 
images of the artists themselves? Were they 
legendary, ancestral, or mythical figures? 
Did the images convey special powers to the 
maker? 

Through time, the transition from one 
culture to another brought about changes 
in lifestyle and world view. Rock art serves as 
a  memory device among cultures that have 
traditionally   maintained  their  histories 
with oral communication. Some tribes used 
rock art  to document beliefs, migrations, 
celestial  events,  special  places on the 
landscape and historic occurrences. While 
we may never completely understand the 
meaning of these images, we  can  enjoy  these  
mysterious glimpses into the past. 
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