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Interpretations of Petroglyphs
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Four prominent, widely-visited petroglyph sites
“There’s a lot of connection that people feel when they
were visited as part of this project: Moonﬂower Canyon,
come and visit these sites,” explained Bertram Tsavadawa,
Birthing Rock, Wall Street, and Poison Spider Mesa.
standing alongside a petroglyph panel in the shade of a
Due to 2021 vandalism of Birthing Rock and bolting
large cottonwood at Moonﬂower Canyon. Tsavadawa, a
of another petroglyph
Hopi guide, belongs to
panel near Moab by
the corn clan from the
a rock climber, this
village of Old Oraibi,
exhibit, conversation,
3rd Mesa in Arizona. He
and video project oﬀers
joined Don Montoya, a
a timely reminder of the
retired archeologist, and
importance of these sites
the Moab Museum to
to living communities.
interpret four prominent
“ We l c o m in g
petroglyph panels along
interpretations from
the Colorado River near
both archeologists and
Moab this summer in a
descendants of Ancestral
recorded conversation
Native Americans allows
coordinated
and
for a more complete and
sponsored by the Utah
accurate understanding
Humanities Council.
of rock imagery sites,”
Both
visitors
says Moab Museum
to Moab and locals
Curatorial & Collections
alike often ask about
the meanings behind Bertram Tsavadawa (left) and Don Montoya (right) observing the petroglyphs Manager Tara Beresh.
This project, which
prominent petroglyph at Moonﬂower Canyon near Moab. Their interpretations of four prominent
generated
a
panels, which often petroglyph panels can be found in a video, upcoming live program, and Moab h a s
video accessible via
include rock imagery Museum exhibit coordinated by the Utah Humanities Council. (Photo: Moab
Museum)
moabmuseum.org the
spanning thousands
Museum’s website, a temporary exhibit at the Museum,
of years and feature images from numerous distinct
and an upcoming online event on September 28th, was
cultures. The video generated from this conversation oﬀers
sponsored by the Utah Humanities Council as part of their
answers and explanations, as well as information about
Humanities in the Wild series of projects.
the importance of stewardship of these sites from both an
archeological and Indigenous perspective.
Montoya and Tsavadawa oﬀ ered complementary
interpretations, two lenses through which to view some
of Moab’s most iconic and frequently visited petroglyphs.
“From an archeological perspective, what we have is
imagery through time,” explained Montoya, gesturing
to speciﬁc petroglyphs on the Birthing Rock Panel. “The
earliest indications that we have are from what we call the
Archaic period. The Archaic imagery is evidenced by a lot
of curvature, a lot of abstract elements.”
“There’s always variations of understanding of how
sites [were] used by Ancestors,” added Tsavadawa at
another location, acknowledging that we don’t know the
meanings behind every rock imagery site, and that some
may hold special signiﬁcance that is speciﬁc and private
for Native descendants.
Petroglyphs at the Poison Spider panel on Potash Road are

stewardship, and more. For more information about
this project, including information about accessing the
live event, or scheduling a visit to the Moab Museum’s
exhibition, can be found at moabmuseum.org.

Discover the Moab Museum, where
we share stories about the geology
and human history of Moab and
southeastern Utah.
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among those recently interpreted in a Utah Humanities Council
video featuring Hopi guide Bertram Tsavadawa and archeologist
Don Montoya. (Photo: Nathaniel Clark)
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The September 28th online event, to be held on
Zoom and simulcast on Facebook Live, will feature a
live conversation between Tsavadawa, Montoya, and the
Utah Humanities Council facilitated by the Moab Museum
about this project, and oﬀer a chance for audience members
to contribute questions about petroglyph interpretations,
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