THE DETERMINATION DF RUOCK ART PANELS
AS ACTIVE SOLAR DESERVATION SITES

BY

JESSE E. WARNER

Since investigations into archapoastronomy began, it has
become evident that there is a need to underastand what
di fferent types of solar observations have occurred within
certain stylistic areas, to betier understand what to expsct in
identifving an archagoastronomy sites. The quwpose of this
paper is to present some pxanples of differsnt situations which
commonly occur in Utah., This will help reseparchers make a more
accurate assessment of whether a panel of rock art could De an
active solar observation site or not. This problen is actoally
two—Fold:  first, determining the potential of a panel as a
probaile observation post before obhserving it, and second,
doetermining whether the interactions that wers observed were
significant. There is actually a third problem with
interacting panels that will only be bhriefly considered. This
situation involves sites as markers not of specific zolar
periods, but for other dates or purpnses.

CRITERIA TO CONSIDER BEFORE UBRSERVAT ION

Lepnard {(personal communication) whe has had far aors
experience in contending with the professional for acceptinde
than I, has suggested a 1ist of criteria that he fsels noe
be precent for a site to conclusively convince the skeptical
and hard-—core astronomer. Other than the presence of sysbols
actually depicting the sun or pther astronomical sysboliss he
stresses that first, there should be the addition of a
modification or a man—made feature. This could be & :
modi fication oFf the swface casting the shadow or modifying a
specific place to receive a aors unigus form of light. The
second point he stresses is that there should be a specified
starting or ending point for the movement of the shadow. In
sther words, the light or shadow at its initial appearancs OF
dissemination should come into contact with a glyph or feature
that should bave an affinity with the sun or snlar-related
mythology, rather than in an empty, unused section of clid¥.
The third point Leonard stresses im that the interaction and
per formance should begin at the asoment of suneise or end at

stanset.
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It must be noted that Leonard stresses these points only to
convince the hard-core skeptic. I agree with Leonard that this
would be an ideal situation, but how often will this cccur? It
may seem s@, but it is not my purpose to convince those who
refute the authenticity or the intention of these sites. 1t is
my intention to determine the extremes and types of '
interactions. If we consider only the sites that meet the
above gualifications we would have to ignore nearly ali of our
sites. While such sites are more conclusive, the ancient
sun-watchers made a great variety of interactors and _
observational notaticns. We feel it is our duty to record ail
the situations possible, amalyze types and freguencies arnd then
present this information to both public and astronomer.

There are two major factors that help predetermine the
likelihood of a site as an interacting panel. The first is the
types of elements present and second, their relationship to
certain physical features.

ffter viewing many interacting panels and studying their
associated glyphs, I believe certain symbols indicate one of
three situations. The first thing that could be indicated is
the siapie presence of a solar shrine (an observation post
indicator). The second thing possibly indicateg is activities
involved with site usage (notations, narrations or symbols used
in passive cbservations). The third thing is actual
interacting symbols involved with the progressive movement of
light and shadow. These are constructs to create unigque
interactions or performances at only particular periods of time.
{an active panell.

Since some sites have solar symbols that have never bean
observed to interact and do not seem to have much potential to
perform, there is a good possibility that they may simply
indicate the presence of a solar mhservation shrine. There
are two different types of cbservation zites. Thess solar
symbols may indicate the presence of either a horizonal
oheservation post (a passive site) or an interacting site (an
active site). An active panel is one in which moving fores ot
light and shadow come in uncoincidental contact with features
ot rock art at only specific times of the year. The presstice
of both types of sites can be marked by similar types of rock
art.

Types of symbols most aften indicative of obzervation sites
are actual symbels representing the sun itself or concepis
relsted to solar activity. In Utah, these often consist of
rayed circles, concentric circles, dot~centered circles,
spirals, dots, circles or spirals with sultiple civisions,
rising snakes, joined triangles or cireles, snakes attached to
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anthropomorphs ., rainbows, crescents, hatch-marksy rows of dots,
short lines or olther elements (Fig. la;b). Some of thesy are
regionally diagnostic while others are universal.

The second situation represented by non-interacting symbols
seems Lo have to do with "site usage". This includes things
such as possible observer identification, cian or group
affiliation, nusbers of observations, visitations, mneumonic o
arithmetic caloculations, associated mythical nearretions or
related information that is not directly involved with ths
actual interaction, but may pertain W the events associaied
with or celebrated at that tiee (Fig. 2.

The thirg thing is actual interacting symbols. These hasve a
wide range, from a simple circle to a human figure, from one
symbol at a site to many interacting symbols in comnplex
situations. Whatever the signs or symbols, they often have
specific plecement in different kinds of relaticnships so bypes
of interactions vary. This makes some interactions very
imppressive and significant and others not as cbvious. /A a
racsuli, there are those which are guestionable——and thus the
probles in determining some sites as a shrineg involved with
calculating and chserving solar movement {(Fig.3).

In some cases, "site usage™ or “calculation markings” are
brought into interaction. They can also be invoived in &
periodical, sequential interaction ticking off one mark a8t a
specific time. Then the next, a little later and the nexi,
urntil the date of Solstice of Eguinox or 2 periogd shoritly
before or atfter. I am now noticing interactions that sust b
intended ¥for periods shortly before and after the axact zuiar
svent. This typs of zituation could possibly mark & perloo o
ceremonial praparation bedore the event or continuatian afisr.
This, at the moment is still beling investigated.

The types of interactions at & site are heavily dependent
on the site’s phvesical featurss. TYhis includes clitds form,
direction and alignment to the solay trajectory and the
presence of a shadow that has unigue gualities in (85 outiine
or differsnces in its progression from day to day bthwoughout
the vear. Some of the physical features of a clifd thar
indicate that interackions will probably take place range frou
the ertremely obvious to the very obhscure. Somg very obvious
indicators of interactionsz will be the placement ot a glyph
next to a2 pointed protrusion such as those at Ferron Creel,
Stansbury Island, Cedar City and Miil Creesek {(Fig. 4). Another
very obvious indicator is the epdificzation of the clidy
surfare. 6t the Sarrier Canyon site in Indian Oreek thers are
five man-made notches which cast a cup-shaped shadow arocond
symhboles placed to their left. By placing ones head on one of
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these symbols which is cupped at Equinox, the sun Can be seen
to rise over the far horizon through the notch on Rinter
Solstice (Fig. ).

Another type of obvious indicator for active panels is the
placement of a glyph directly below 2 natural siot in an
overhanging cliff. At the Barrier Canyon Style site in Indian
Cresek there is & large cleft in the cliff directly above the
right circls. On May 6, Pugust 7, the rross--guarter date
marking half way between Equinos arnd Summer Solstice a shafit of
light should fall across this circle making it a tripie
performer. On Muddy Cresk there are two exampiles of this
situation. On one panel there is an inverted triangla and a
concentric circie, a combination of symbols repeated at
Stansbury Island and Indian Rock. The other panel has a
soratched triangle that conforms to the shape of light (Fig.
fa} a

On the western edge of the San Raphael Reef there i5 &
dramatic Barrier Canven figure placed under a ziot that
produces a shaft of light that moves up to the figure’s mouth
and then retreats back down on August 7 (Fig.1ili.

Some glyphs are placed in & position 50 they themselves
actually point to the location of the appearance or
disappearance of the sun or mark the place to observe this.
These are passive horizonal observation markers. The aost
obvious is a notch or projection at an angle above the gliyph.
Near Moab, the tail of a spiral points to & very prominant
narrow notch in the top of the cliff which the sun enters on
only one day—— on Susmer Solstice {Fig. 7a). In Clesr Ureelk, A
unigue spiral has isno projections, each pointing in the
dirertion of a prominent indentation in the w1i¥d mbove. The
sun reaches its sost northern poesition to rige in the upper
aotch on Suemer Spistice and rises out of the lower noioh on
Eguinox {Fig. 7b). Near Green River and Mine Mile are pangis
that have strong possibilities to also mark positions ot
sunrise {(Figs. 7c,d.8).

Rock art can also mark the Location to stand for
ohservations of sunrise or sunset without the presence ot
slots, notches or pgrojections. These; however, a&Fe not
ohvious. In Black Dragon Ganyon (Figs: 7g,h,il, three figures
reach cut toward the position on the lifd where the sun
appears on Cguinox and Winter Solstice, anac disappRars oOn
Summer Solstice.

Other surfaces are not obvious in thelr ability to portray
tneir potential to create unusual interactions, iet alune any
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interaction at all. On boulders 1ike the one with the Doubile
Spiral in Iindian Creek oF some oF the oliff cutcropplings at
Stansbury Isltand, only & minute ripple or ridge in the surtace
casts the shadow. At sites like sunnison and Elsinore, one
boulder will cast its shadow onta an adjacent boulder in ways
that are impossible to predict {Fig. Bl.

i the sites presently known the types of shadow contact
with rock art elemsnts most often incilude, one: & noteh 560 the
shadow that cups the putside edges of an element or moves
across the mouth of a figure iFig. FY: twe, & line bissouing oFr
intersecting predetersined points of two or more slements (Fig.
1673 three, a unigue shape of light appearing; disappmaring or
transforming shape (Fig.11)3 four, there is also the movement
of & line of shadow that can reach a specific point marksed by
rock art and then retreat.

These panels must be cheerved in both sorning and
stternoon. The pansl may interact st only one of these times
or possibly both., The pane! msust also be obhserved at esach
appropriate time of the yesr for possible interaction. i+
nothing happens on the prime quarters of the year and i1t is
still felt to be a solar interactor it should be watched on the
cross—guarier dates which are the beginning dates of the othes
months of the solar calendar (Fig. 12}. Panels should slso be
watched several days to a weak pefore and after to be
completely canvinciong. These panels may only perform curing
oriee period. 1§ they do, the divergsnoe of the shadows between
parch observation helps to convince the skeptic of the fact that
these kinds of interactions do not ooour every day. If thg
panslis interact at non-specific solar pariods including
non-cross—-ouarter dates,; its puarposs could nave been for other
reasons. These include beginning periods of ceremonial
preparation. continuations of cersmonial ohservation o events
in the social or ecological cycie tnat need notification.

DETERMINING THE SISNIFILANCE OF SITES AFTER CBSERVATION

Many of the panels rhat Rave odd intoractions may e
difFicult to dgeterming &5 intertional. The sain gusstion many
oheervers of leas convincing sites ask ig how can intenticon s=
determined. Take, for instance, the Erpiinoy perforsance of the
Double Spiral in Indian Creek (Fig. 1%a) {Warnerl?83246).
During Sumesr Solstice (Fig. 1300 the performance left no
doubt that it was intended for oghservation on June 2Z.

Thnere ie the possibility, however, that the Eguinox
alignment from the center of the jarge spiral to the top of Ehe
small spiral was also intentional. This possibility was not

122






SummeR SousTice LIGURE 12

QUNE_ 322

> Avy 6 #
=, SS . JunEaa
”‘M‘)’ ?'f Rl &
(20) MHR,SE!"T'&’R
FEs G~ N 7
W3, DELRR

EQUIRUX
- SEPT 23 .

# CosS QUARTER. DATEY
WAL Wsww ERLAMOY
MO SOLETICE

HORZonl




discussed in the initial presentation of this site. The
guestion is “could both relationships be intentional?” I the
panel was composed during Summer Solstice, then the Equinox one
would seem rcoincidental. Yet, from several sites, especially
the Barrier Canyon Style site in Indian Creek, panels show
complex situations, making it difficult to determine the exact
seguence in the symbol’s construction. The left circle at the
Imdian Creek Barrier Canyon Style site must have been ocheserved
several times during the year before the final rompos=ition was
constructed (Fig.14). While some of these are, cothers are rict
as convincing as they should be to prove that the less
convincing interaction was intentional.

At Indian Rock on Equinox the shadow transforms from a
vertical line bisecting the dot—centered circle whose point
still touches the central dot (Fig. 1S5a). Yet during Summer
Golstice a different triangle of light moves up to touch the
lower edge of the same circle (Fig. 10b). The dot had to have
been placed on the cliff during Eguinox. While the diameter ot
the circle, if placed at Equinox, may pot have beert the right
size or in the exact position to have the triangle of light
during Summer Svlstice rise far encugh to touch its bottom
edge. So it seeas it could have been a dual perfarner observed
at both times of the year. It seems obvious the ocutside circle
may have been placed there to take advantage of the Seolstice
interaction since that is the highest point the triangle will
reach and maintain its triangalar shape.

The problem af the center—tonon—center alignmenkt is
illustrated by the Recessed and Black Circle panels daard g
Winter Solstice, whers aligrments were center—Lo-Tirst ard
second inside rings (Fig 1&). At first this type of slignment
was not considered to be the most crucial or the most
significant possible. It is felt that at another time there
may be a center—to—center alignment.

In Davis Creek, however, one panel demonstrates the
importance of an off-set alignment. Even though it does not
provide the reason for the alignment, it shows that its usage
wat intentional. At that site a spiral is attached to the top
of a concentric rircie. On this a line is scratched from the
center of the spiral down to the left sdge of the first inside
ring of the concentric circle Fig. 17a). UOne of the a¥ternoon
angles of the shadow on Summer Solstice cuts through the centear
of the upper spiral and touches the right edge of the inside
ring on the concentric circle, thus making the exaci opposi te
alignment of the scratched line (Fig. 17b). This is an
extremely unique and important alignment, demonpstrating that a
center—to—-a-non—center alignament was important. RMows the
Recessed and Black Circle panels are considered to be more
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One thing that must be realized is that froe all over, sach
panel 1z the result of different individoeals, sach taking
advantage of the format of rock surface and the differing
mavements of shadow which create different forms of light
between the extrens times of the year. Some individuals
created the simplest interactions, knowing that their
production would sufficiently mark a specific period of time
for them. It takes us years of ohservation to become familiar
with the peculiarities of shadow movement at a2 site. Some asay
be fantastic, while some seem so menial as to be guestionable,
except for the fact that shadows differ enough from period to
period that it is possible to mark seasonal movement. 1 am now
of the opinicn that they looked for the most unigue situaticns
for shadow movesment, but settled for different grades of
impressiveness, depending on what features were available in
their ars=a. How sophisticated the interaction would be not only
depends on the imagination, experience and background of the
sun—watcher, but on the chance finding of & mors unique Light
and shadow formation which would orcur at the proper Tise.

Those who have been skeptical of selar sites and wWho
challenge whether i1ight movement across glyphs can be
significant are admitting their unfamiliarity with this
phenomenan and ignorance of the evidence. ©Others only guestion
rhose sites which are not as convincing. ®What is needed to
satisfy the skeptic is more of the spsctacular, unguastionable
interactions like FPhil Leonard suggests. Since these are rareg
we need =nough observations throughout the year to document the
differences in shadow forms on less convincing panels. It must
be stressed that the ancient sun—-watchers never created these
panels to convince us that they were astute astronomers. They
likely only had a desire to mark time and continue mythical
traditions. These glvphs and the contexts in which they oocar
are important aspects of the artist™s intent which will helip us
determine an important part of their social bshavior now
lacking in the archasological record. The pracision of our
efforts to ohserve and record will make this part of their
behavior angd the amount of time they spent with [hese concerns
moyr e understandable.

The important fart is that downgraders of solar interacting
sites have a more difficult time disproving sites as
coincidental. Even though enthusiastic observations carry the
risk of exaggeration, only those who take the chance will ever
gain a romplete understanding. Only those with enthusiasm
toward rock art will sver make such discoveriss. ANy
advancement in learning comes from Filling needs and voids in
what we think we know. To completely understand any culture we
need to know how they were involved in observing seasonal
changes and soclar movement. It is easy to say "khy should they
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have active panels {f they had horizonal observations?”, but if
we do not look, how can we find out?

We see this need in the study of rock art and are supplving
cases which will provide svidence to try the validity of
whether they did er did not use rock srt as active solar
observation posts and that will hopefully help us understand to
what degreg. In doing this we are trying €o maintain as
unbi assd an attitude zs ow prisary cultural programsing wiill
allow. By taking this type of an investigartion Mald wmay, we
will not provide sufficient answers. Oniy an intensive
investigation will provide the evidence o give any
satisfactory conclusion.
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