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A WINTER OOLSTICE SUN WATCH STATION AT O
DANEL P-17 IN DREY FORK AZHLEY VALLEY, ULd
Developing o Methodoluy [oi
Interpreting Selected Ruoi Art
box ’
Ly
V., Garth Norman

(Paper presented at the Second Annual Sympos.an
sn the Rock Art of Utah, 128,

Varicus volendrical studies of petroglyphs
fully demonstrating the valldity of astiunomloy
oroviding solid dara for helping decodse myster
prehistoric buliders and artisans. Calendrical
particulariy importani 3Venues for penetvatis
history of remote prebistoric peoples due
cycles reguialing, in large measure, the 1iie
zocleties.

Since 1976, 1 have had occcasional vppryiun: b:
and study rock arit sites throughout The 3t3
archaeolegicai survey work. Utan 1s an 5
testing interpretive hypotheses becauss ol
srehisteric rock art which has £0 far olud
sxcept for recognition of apparent tunt iu
Aevelophent zsems Implicii in many COSLumed 0 2
anthroponorphs. but no clues have yet heelh advanseud
more than speculatlive interpretations. Prior te %i
watel station wnich I reporied last yes:r &b 42Un%al
pot known a positive veascon for nansl locoblions culyi
dwellings; we don’i Know the relaticnship oi 0 &
wode of liviang, or to religiouco practice. vr el
Castleton has recently expressed what all have i
without some Kind of Rosetta Stone to "ueniook
the mysteries” "we can only speculate” {(Henneih
in "Succumbing to the fascination of plutographs atd
glyphs” by Carwms Wadley, in Dessret Newsz, July 15, 19
me, astroncmically criented petrogliypns at »ites welleve o
Ce sun~watch stations are proving to be such a Rosetiha Stane
oy unlocking the secrets of some YooX «ri.
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My findgiange at Petrogiyph FPanel P-.7 in
were used in developing a methodology Tor inte
Lhe sukject zf this paper. We begin with & Hists
sonstrucied from the research data.
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PROLOGUE

Some BQO to (200 years ago, OF perhaps even eariler-=~the
dste is uncertain--a band of Indians came to winter in the
Lower Dry Fork Canyon., Ashley Valley locallty of the Uintah
RBasin. Remains of their habltatlons are uncertain, but they
left a record carved oun cliff faces. They remalned in the area
and returned to Pry Fork esch December for a peried of twelve
years. These Indians mad cultural beliefs and traditions
related to Pueblo~dnasazi [ndians 6f the SBouthwest, but th=y
may have preceded themn, Their livelihood was more dependent
upon hunting and gathering than the largely herticultural
Anasazi. This band may have been connected with a larger tribe
but, at any rate, they were doubtless drawn to the area 1o
ezploit game herds that were driven from the high country on
the north during early winter into the lowland areas of the
Bacin to the south to graze the warmexr noke snow free regions.
Throughout the Basin temporary rock shelters used by hunters
consistently face the scuthern sun for warmin. Evidence
supports that the band camped in Dry Fork for & special
purpose, to commemorate the winter solstice. Another pand .
serhaps even at the same time, was canped at the mouth of Sheep
Wash on the Green River for the same purpose.

Upon moving into the area, & tribal calendar priest
surveyed the cliffs of Dry Fork for prospective sites conducive
for carving petroglyphs that were to function in conjunction
with new year rites commemorated at the wintey solstice. A few
days before the solstice 3 priest or shamnan may have posit:ioned
helpers along the northern cliffs at various pre-selected
locations, instructing them to observe the exact position of
the suprise with respect to features on the horizon and to mark
rheir cbservation points on the cliff. Some may have been
directed to trace shadow effects from the sun created by oK
projections on @ cliff face for position-ing calendar marker
as may have been done at the winter solstlce watch stativn o
the mouth of Sheep Wash (site 42UnB42; Norman 1981). Because
the sun’s novement is almost dormant for several days at lbe
sclstice, the priest would have had sufficient time to refineg
selected observations personally and to choose the best wite 1o
commemorate the new year for conducting the ir sacred

ceremonies,

>

A cholce location was discovered where all features seemed
to be in harmeony with the required ritual, The site was
located on the eztreme eastern end of & lonyg stretch of
southern facing cliff overlooking a wash. Here the pathway of
the surnrise could ke marked unobstructed, in a particular
nannetr that would also commemorate the sun’s rebirth at the
winter solstice sunrise as It may have ceen seen emerging from
a symbolic womb of Mother Earth in a cliff to the sast. &
calendar priest may have stood there on the kill where the zun,
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ypon 1ts emergence, flrst struck the cliff, or he may have
stood in a notch at the base of the cliff to witness the sun’s
rebirth. At any rate, a series of petroglyphs possihkly -
relating to this ritual event and its commemoration were pecked
on a cliff panel above the notch, and 3 sun-waitch stailon seems
to have been created to hallow this spot for repeated annual
observation and ritual in succeeding years.

FIELD STUDY

When I first visited Dry Fork, I was struck by fhe nigh,
stralght and smooth sandstone cliffs on the south side of the
canyen. Broad expanses of smooth patina display what I would
regard as a rocK sculpture’s paradise, put here vast sections
of cliffs do not have petroglyphs. 1In sharp contrasi, smaller,
irregular, and freguentiy more weathered sandstone cliliffs are
located on the north side of the canyon where petroylyphs are.
extensive. Why was the north selected and the south virtuailly
rejected? Southern facing petroglyph sites are mgre CORMmOn,
presumably becausze of greater sunlight exposure throughout the
year, but they are not exclusive.

1f there 15 an explanation it must be sought in ritvual
associasted meanings. But to find a clue, Lo crack a code, sone
Lit of solid data must be found if we are to move beyond the
very precarious realm of speculation in attempts te interpret
prehistoric art. for me and cthers, that prospect lies lu
icoking for possible calendrical petrogiyphs that might be
confirmed through precision horizon orientation to the sun at
the solstices or eguinoges, and that wmight in turn relate back
to associated petroglyphs.

I initially inspected the full stretch of rock art penels
1ocated st the McCleonklie Ranch in Lower Dry Fork Canyon and
noted circular motifs that might have solar or lunar symbolisn
In addition, with compass in hand I also noted general direc-
tional orientations of these panels with nossible reference Lo
the solstices or eguinoxes, and noted the possibility of shadow
effects from rock projections above that might dissect circles,
as I had previocusly discevered at petroglyph site 42Und42 neavr
the mouth of Sheep Wash (Norman 1981).

My interest was drawn to one panel in particular which
displayed possible sun symbols in conjunctioen with othey motifs
on the same panel that might comprise a unit {(zee figureld.

This is Panel P-17 located directly above Sadie McConkie’s
raanch house at the eastern entrance to the chain of Dry Fork

petroglyphs. A quick inventory shows two naturalistic "sun
disks" with spires at the upper right, Below is a rectangular
element above a concentric circle. To the upper right 18 the

partial portrayal of a human bent forward as though lookKing
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toward the sun disks. The posture and style of this figuwre arc
the same as found ou a figure with raised arms in Panel P-76
which Schaafsma suggests ls a dance gesture (1971:20, Figs.
13,14). Behind the human’s leg is a dumbbell shaped motlf,
The right ball 1s almost obilterated from weathering, and the
left ball contains two rows of vertical lines coasisting of 5
and 7 dots. The dots are not centered but rather are posi-
tioned to the right of the ball with plenty of bklank space
yemaining where more dots might have been added., Te the rignt
of the dumbbell is an inverted U with feet attached. Above iz
a roundish stylized human face with tear streaKs fromn both
eyes, and above that another human head, trapezoidal shaped in
the Classic Vernal style. This conmpletes the inveatory. For
calendrical speculations the panel aligns at 117 degrees and
faces 207 degrees.

We will proceed with our investigation of this panel by
presenting a Tancan Pueblo nytholegical system as a model for
ethnographic analogy. This will be followed by detailing the
astronomical orientation to the calendar watch station,
concluding with its bearing upon interpretation of the panel in
conjunction with ethnographic and comparative petrogiyph data.

1 present this appreach as a test of a methodology for
interpretation. To apply the test, which can be done only
partially at present, 1wo assumptions are required:

{. The greater Fremont region of Utah is for the most part
culturally homogenous throughout prehistory, even thaugh
different linguistic peoples may have occupied different
areas at different times.

2. Cultural traits manifest in art and thelr meanings were
to a great extent transmitted across cultural and
linguistic borders to the south.

These assumptions provide us with a broader data base for
comparative analysis and interpretation. If they prove vallid,
ethnographic data and meanings of art better known in the
Southwest will shed light on meanings of similar motifs in rock
art of the Fremont 3rea. '

ETHNOGRAPHIC MODEL

I will summarize the ethnographic nodel we will consider
here from Florence H. Ellis, "A Thousand Years of the Pueklo
Sun-Moon-Star Calendar" (1975).

In a Tanocan pueblo mythological system, the sun in man-

‘1ike form was created in the underworld from the womb of Mother
Barth along with plants and animals. Flowers became the 3un's
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_special symbol. The simplest and nost wldezpread forn of sun

symbols Is a dot with one or two concentric circies. The cuter
circle represents the sun’s rays. and sonetimes radiating lines

are added all around. Faclial features consist of two eyes and

a mouth on the Zia sun symbol.

The sun’s movement between the summer and winter golstices
is understood to create the seasons which regulate the agricui-
tural cycle. For this reason the solstices are special ritual
occasions and are carefully observed and marKed by calendar
priests. The soclstices are veferred to as the "middle” cf time
by the Zuni. Sun Priests select sites for sun watch stations
to calculate dates. Some sun-watch stations also function as
sun shrines for calendrical divination. The Hopl have separate
sites for sumner and winter sun watching. Priests relate that
at the Matsakya pueblo sun shrine a series of lines on the wall
indicate the number of years a Sun Priest has held office, and
succeeding Sun Priests record their annual cbservations on
opposite walls.

Religious retreats beginning with the sumpher solstice
provide constant aid for growth and maturation of crops during
the agricultural season. Moon can aid in influencing Sun for
good omens for the growing season. The Meon sign can be 2 new

moon crescent, half circle moon, or full noon cirele. The Zuni
Indians plant prayer sticks during the summer solstice
ceremonies for Sun, Moon, the dead and the Katcinas. Concern

for the dead presumably could relate to the keginning of waning
fertility in the sun’s southern trek 1o the wintey solstice
where the most Iinportant new year Ceremonles ocour. & hand or
foot print placed at a shrine symbolizes prayer for rain. A
foot print made in 3 small cake of corn meal during the Zunl
Shalako announces the arrival of one or nore supernaiurals.

CALENDAR STATICN P~17

The most curiocus motif at P-17 looks like a welght
1ifter’s dumbbell. The wide bar between two balls may sexve as
a numerical device displaying 15 dots. My impression cf this
motif is that it cculd be a sign of the calendar shift, the two
balls relating to the expired year and new year respectively.
This motif as a possible solstice sign is under study.

One other motlf on this panel seems consistent with the
theme of a calendar watch station. This i5 2 walkKing circle,
actually an inverted U with feet. It s perfectiy circular and
is left open at the base to convey the walking aspect more
clearly with legs. The concept of movenent is best sxpressed
in human legs or feet. Foot prints are & Common expression of
this movemeant which I suspect is seolar iIn associaticon Wwith
spivals at various petroglyph sites.

78

i



0
e

Panel P41, Ashley Valley, Dry Fork

Panel face axig aligns at 27 degrees south of east to
cliff notch at 13 degrees elevaticon (top left cut).

My final challenge to bring substance to these
speculations was to establish the possible kind of calendrical
observation that might have been made at this location, 11 we
are indeed dealing with a calendar watch station. My compass
calculations and the particular setting of the panel and
surrounding terrain focused upon & potential winter solstice
sunrise observation which, of course, had to ke confirmed by
firsthand okservation. [ was back at the site the rext
December 21, and was fortunate to have a cloudleszs day. .
positioned myself by the panel. While awalting sunrise I con-
templated how many hundreds of years nust have passed since &
man may have stcood where I stood on that same dzy of the year
to observe what I was anticipating. If his traditions were .
anything like those of the Zuni and other puebloes of the
Southwest, then this was perhaps the most important ritual day
of the year. On this day the sun iz reborn, emerging from the
underworld of winter dormancy and death, to begin a new cycle
in a3 return journey northward.

Thus, the true essence of the winter soistice sunyize is
the sun’s rebirth, bringing fertility and life back to the
earth after a journey of three months. The three ncons fron
Wwinter solstice tc spring may ke reflected in the two ‘and a

hwzlf or three spiral turns of eguinoctial calendsir wmarkers. As
the light of day grew brighter, the sun cane dramatically into
view. It entered perfectly in & great U-shaped notah on top of

a cliff across a wash to the southeast, as if born from the
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sonk of Mother Rarth. I reazpectfiully acknowledged the renoril
sun and imaginatively placed my mark on the sclar bar where my
predecessor, the last sclar priest of a vanished tvipe hundreds’
of years before presumably placed his mark.

Now that we know basically what was going on, after
discovering the specific characteristics of the sun watch, we
can take a closer look at the petroglyphs for poss ible
additional related details. The somewhat Jdisicinted motlifs now
take on a deeper significance. The sequence begins at the
lower left with a concentric circle sun symbol beneath the
vertical rectangular element which 1 believe represents the
notch in the cliff through which the sunm rises.

Above the rectangle channel of emergence and {2 the right
we see the two illuminated suns with spires expressing novenent
of a rising sun, as opposed to depiction of a static symbal.
The lower sun has a possible line attached originating fran
akove the rectangle, suggesting movement above and tc the
right, which iz the natural path of the sun as it rises inoa
southern arc. The upper sun conveyed a truer piclure of the
actual angle of rise with reference Lo the rectangular notch of
emergence. Next in logical order, the rising sun 13 observed
by the human from the upper right, obviously oriented with the
upper sun’s spires on a rormal axis of the sunrise. This bent
human figure gives dirsctional focus toward the rising sun with
reference to the sun symbol.

The missing head of the human replaced by dobts suygests
the blinding effect of the sun’s light as one looks inte the
sun. The solstice observation is next recerded directly behind
ithe individual in the dumbbell or solstice transition symbol .
The face to the right with lines across 1ts eyes reminds us of
¥ipe or Xolotl, the Mexican undeprwor1d deity aspect always with
lines through the eyes blinding the figures (Se jourte 1960
180, Figs. 55,60, Various representations convey klindness or
tears. Some tribal rituals regard tears as sympathetic magic
te bring rain as part of new year ceremncnies. Aaccording Lo the
late Maya scholar J. Eric 8. Thonpson (1850: 201-23 &0
"nlindfold his eye" as state in the Tizimin Maya book page 10
means the departure of a 20-year Katun time cycie. The Maya
celebrate the passage of all major tine cyeles as birthdays of
creation. The sane or similar meaning for the Dry Fork glyph
would certainly ke appropriate for winter solstice renewdl
conmemoration. (For a detailed discussien of the blinded eye
motif in Mesoamerica see Norman 19763 176~17%.3

The two hesds and legs may be of later date, but are
nevertheless cempatible with the solstice theme, suggesting
possible use of this calendar watch station by later peocples.
The feet attached to an lnverted U or legs may express the
iourney ¢f the sun, the U conformiang to the circular shape ¢f
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the sun, and/or its arch path across the sky. The trapezoidal
face above in particular may be a iater addition from the
Classic Vernal style period, peing typical of that era (Harner
{ag2: 24, Figs. 1, 2). The Classic Vernal style in Dry Fork ito
guite obviously of later date evidenced by its bolder less
weathered lines overlapping earlier art (Schaafsma 1871).

The sun’s journey from the solstice may be commemorated in
the walking sun symbol, 1f the circular form iz the sun, at the
extreme east of the sun watch hieroglyphiec panel. What ocuher
implications might be drawn fronm this calendar watch station?
It nust be more than coincidence that this station is on the
extreme eastern end of the entire half-mile stretch of rock
art. The inference from this, I think, is that this was the
first spot selected in the area due to its cosmological
significance, and that its sacred character wWas preszerved by
all else which followed, petroglyphs being placed westward
pehind the solstice sun marker. Thus all that followed
remained in harmony with the sun panel at the head
commemcrating the new year and creation.

S¢, more than a sun watch station, this panel at Dry Fork

marked a sacred spot. The sun has shone upen this spot In &
unigue way at the winter solstice unobserved for hundyeas 048
years. We can now recognize thisz phepnomenon and understsnd (o
part and apprecliate its meaning in the rock art as we learnn LO

see the world through the eyes of prehistoric inhabitants o f
the Rocky Mountains who created it.
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