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cliffs and seeing what he called “Indian Pictographs” 
painted on the walls of the rocks. He wondered if these 
would be of interest to us. Milt knew that I had a partic-
ular interest in rock art and he brought the letter to my 
attention. 

Southwestern Alberta generally, and the area surround-
ing Nanton specifically, is home to many of Alberta’s 
rock art sites. Knowing this, I wrote to the gentleman and 
informed him that it was quite likely that the site he had 
viewed as a child was one that we already had on record. 
I asked if he had any additional information about the 
site that would help confirm that it was previously re-

1. Introduction
Discovery of the Williams Coulee site (EcPl-16) is an 

inspiring story. In 1995, the late Milt Wright, then a staff 
archaeologist with the Archaeological Survey of Alberta, 
received a letter from a man living in Fort Saskatche-
wan, Alberta. In this letter the person explained that, as 
a child, he grew up in the Porcupine Hills west of the 
town of Nanton, Alberta. He and his friends played in the 
high bedrock cliffs characteristic of those hills. Specifi-
cally, he grew up and played on lands that bordered the 
sides of what is locally called Williams Coulee, a deeply 
entrenched east-west trending sandstone valley that cuts 
through the north-south trending Porcupine Hills (Fig-
ure 1). He remembered playing along the upper bedrock 
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corded. I was hoping that perhaps he had taken photographs 
before he moved away. Return mail brought a second letter 
with several pages of hand-drawn images. I was familiar 
enough with the recorded rock art sites of southwestern Al-
berta to recognize that the drawings sent to me were not 
from any known site. They illustrated classic round-bodied 
anthropomorphs called shield-bearing warriors (SBWs), as 
well as other strange but clearly human forms. There was no 
question that the images depicted classic Alberta rock art of 
Indigenous origin. There was also no doubt that I had never 
seen these images before, and that the youngster growing 
up in Williams Coulee had discovered a new and important 
rock art site.

Following a phone conversation between us, another let-
ter went back to the gentleman, this time with a copy of 
the 1:50,000 topographic map for the region he described. 
I had asked him to put a dot on the map as closely as he 
could to the location of the site. This can be a very tricky 
request to members of the public who often have no training 
in viewing thin, concentric lines on a map as representation 
of topography. A week or so later, return mail brought me a 
topographic map with an ink dot placed high on the coulee 
wall in a deep valley west of Nanton. I set out to investigate.

In the spring of 1995, I drove to the spot in Williams Cou-
lee approximately downslope from the dot the gentleman 
had placed for me on the topographic map and headed up 
a steep, ±45° rocky slope. To my amazement, I walked di-
rectly into the main portion of the Williams Coulee rock art 
site. From his home in Fort Saskatchewan, many years after 
his last visit to his childhood playground, the gentleman had 
pinpointed on a 1:50,000 scale topographic map the loca-
tion of the Williams Coulee site as accurately as any of us 
could have today with the most sophisticated GPS equip-
ment. This paper describes what I saw then as well as what 
I and others have seen in the many years since the original 
discovery of the site. 

2. The Williams Coulee site
EcPl-16 is located about 10 kilometres (km) west of Nan-

ton in southwestern Alberta (Figure 1). The exact location is 
not being revealed due to concern that over-visitation could 
lead to increased chances of damage to the fragile site. The 
rock art is found at two locations at the very top of the sand-
stone outcrop that forms one side of Williams Coulee. The 
two locations are about 100 metres (m) apart, and both are 
about 80 m in elevation above the valley floor. The easterly 
locale, Panel 1, is the more minor location with only a few 
very faint images placed on a fully exposed south-facing 
vertical face of bedrock. The westerly locale, Panel 2, is 

the major part of the site. It is tucked under an overhang-
ing shelf of bedrock that forms a small rockshelter (Figure 
2). The sheltered area measures about 6 m across, a maxi-
mum of 2.5 m deep, and about 2.5 m high at the opening 
and 2 m high against the back wall. The ceiling is roughly 
dome shaped. The art at Panel 2 is scattered across a slightly 
concave bedrock surface that is protected by overhanging 
roof. The images here might never see sunlight, and have 
no direct contact with rain or snow except possibly during 
extraordinary storms. Strong winds of the region, however, 
intrude into the shelter on a regular basis. Also, there is ev-
idence that water seeps through the ceiling and walls of the 
shelter, bringing with it white calcium carbonate, and blur-
ring some of the ochre images. The images within the shel-
ter at Panel 2 are generally in excellent condition; among 
the best preserved red ochre pictographs in Alberta. 

Rock art images at the exposed Panel 1 consist of at least 
three distinct anthropomorphic figures and several indis-
tinct marks located at about 1 m above ground. Directly 
above these, at about 2.5 m above ground, there is a group-
ing of at least 15 parallel, vertical finger lines. All are made 
with finger-painted red ochre. Rock art at Panel 2 within the 

Figure 1. Map plotting the approximate location of EcPl-16, the Wil-
liams Coulee site, west of Nanton, Alberta.
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rockshelter is found on the back wall extending from the 
ground surface to the ceiling and includes a few marks on 
the ceiling. Exiting the overhang to the east side, there are 
more images on the upper exposed bedrock surfaces, placed 
between about 1.5 to 2.5 m above ground. There are at least 
seven anthropomorphic figures inside the shelter as well as 
many finger lines, smudges, indistinct figures, a large open 
circle, and several small fully painted circles. Both red and 
black images are found within the shelter. Most of the art 
at Panel 2 is finger painted with red ochre, although a few 
fine lines – like feathers in headdresses – might have been 
painted with a brush. The red pictographs appear to be made 
with the typical red ochre characteristic of southwestern Al-
berta sites, and appears as a rusty orange-red colour. It was 
presumably made with hematite or ironstone that was likely 
heated and then crushed and mixed with a grease base. The 
black figures could have been made with manganese mixed 
with a grease base, or possibly with charcoal sticks.

A complete inventory of the rock art of Williams Coulee 
is complicated by the fact that new discoveries continue to 
be made, due largely to the application of new technologies, 

in particular, the colour enhancement program DStretch 
(Harmon 2015). My first examination of the site in 1995 did 
not have the benefit of these advances, hence a number of 
specific images and rock art locations were missed. Despite 
the application of DStretch at the site, it would be presump-
tuous to assume that all discoveries at Williams Coulee 
have now been made.  

3. Previous research
No report specifically devoted to the Williams Coulee site, 

EcPl-16, has previously appeared in print. However, the site 
has been mentioned in a number of published and unpub-
lished reports. The first published reference to the site was 
in the seminal textbook on Plains rock art by Keyser and 
Klassen (2001). A photograph of some of the key anthropo-
morphic figures, and a tracing of the same, along with two 
figure captions, appeared in the book Plains Indian Rock 
Art (Keyser and Klassen 2001:238-240). A few years later, 
Klassen (2003:170-171) published a comment and photo-
graph of some of the anthropomorphic figures. In 2012, a 
Ph.D. student from the University of Calgary conducted ar-

Figure 2. View west looking into the opening of the Williams Coulee rockshelter, EcPl-16. Red ochre pictographs are visible 
on the back wall of the shelter.
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chaeological surveys in the region west of the town of Nan-
ton and included the Williams Coulee site in her inventory. 
A brief report on the site and several photographs appeared 
in the permit report for this project (Amundsen-Meyer 
2014). Finally, more detail on the SBWs was published 
in the extensive review of that particular rock art motif by 
Keyser and Poetschat (2014). These authors (Keyser and 
Poetschat 2014:134-135) briefly describe individual SBWs 
from Williams Coulee, and mention the figures in a number 
of contexts elsewhere in their report. They also include one 
colour plate of some of the SBWs and a number of sketches 
made from photographs. The present report is the first to 
fully illustrate and describe all of the currently known rock 
art of Williams Coulee.

4. The rock art of Williams Coulee

4.1 EcPl-16, Panel 1
The fully-exposed easternmost panel was very faint when 

first recorded in 1995, although two of the ochre anthropo-
morphic figures (Figure 3a, b) were visible without colour 
enhancement and were photographed. Subsequent visits 
confirmed that a third anthropomorphic figure (Figure 3c) 
was present to the left of the two figures, and that a batch 
of finger marks were present about a metre above the previ-
ously recognized two figures. Visits by myself and others to 
the site since 1995 confirm that Panel 1 has become harder 
to locate, fainter, and the three lower anthropomorphic fig-
ures nearly invisible without the use of DStretch. 

4.1.1 Anthropomorphs   
At the right side of Panel 1, two anthropomorphs stand 

next to each other in static pose (Figure 4). On the right 
(Figure 4a) is an unusual looking figure with plantigrade 
feet splayed out in opposite directions, extremely long stick 
legs, a small, round central body core, a very long, thin 
neck topped by a strange looking head that has a small, cen-
tral core of red flanked by four diagonal lines – two short 
ear-like projections at the top of the head, and two longer, 
downward curving lines on each side of the head. These 
could be part of a headdress, feathers, a mask, or some com-
bination of these. The unusual body form and head shape of 
this figure could indicate it was intended to represent a the-
rianthrope rather than an anthropomorph. The long-legged 
creature looks bird-like, although another possibility is that 
the round central body core could depict a much smaller 
body shield than that of the other SBWs. If correct, this 
would have important implications regarding the age of the 
site, as discussed below. This figure is about 25 centimetres 
(cm) tall. Just to the right of this figure are some additional 
red marks (Figure 4) suggesting that there may have once 
been an additional figure present but it is not possible to 
provide additional definition.

Figure 3. Panel 1 at Williams Coulee, EcPl-16. Letters indicate figures 
discussed in text. DStretch algorithm: yxx_1.50_1.60_0.20.

Figure 4. Two figures painted at the right side of Panel 1, EcPl-16. 
DStretch algorithm: yxx_0.62_2.34_-0.18.

Immediately adjacent to the bird-like figure is a SBW 
(Figure 4b). This figure is also about 25 cm tall. The SBW 
has two plantigrade feet pointed left (away from the adja-
cent anthropomorph), short stick legs, a large oval shield 
lacking any internal design, no arms or weapons, a rela-
tively long stick neck topped with a head that is essentially 
identical to the one on the adjacent bird-like creature. The 
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unusual but identical head accoutrements strongly indicate 
these two images were made at the same time by the same 
artist. 

About 50 cm left (west) of the shield figure, subsequent 
use of DStretch allowed for the discovery of a third anthro-
pomorph (Figure 3c, 5). This faint figure has two feet but 
they are tipped forward, as if rocking, the left foot/leg junc-
tion being a continuous curve rather than a right-angle. The 
whole body tips forward about 55°. Short, curved, stick legs 
connect with the back edge of a solidly painted body with 
a dramatically distended belly, one very long straight arm 
stretches well past the body and seemingly holds an object 
consisting of a small round dot of red connected to a short 
diagonal line. This object is presumed to be a rattle. Above 
the arm, the body curves back to a short stick neck attached 
to which is a globular solid head with no detail and no ev-
idence of head gear. The rounded belly on this figure is of 
particular note and will be discussed below.

a single sheet of bedrock that is isolated by cracks above 
and below the marks, suggesting that the placement of the 
marks within this demarcated space was intentional. About 
15 marks are present although an exact count is hindered by 
a blurred array on the right hand side (Figure 6). As far as 
currently known, the anthropomorphs and the finger lines 
are the extent of rock art at the Panel 1 location.

Figure 5. Figure painted at the left side of Panel 1, EcPl-16. DStretch 
algorithm: yre.

4.1.2. Finger lines 
Also at Panel 1, about a metre higher than the three an-

thropomorphs, are a series of vertical finger marks placed 
on a protruding bedrock face (Figure 6). Clearly, each mark 
was made by a single finger soaked in ochre and drawn 
across the bedrock. The lines are straight and parallel, as 
would be expected from a single finger; and not by what are 
commonly called “finger swipes”, where a hand has been 
dipped in ochre and a group of fingers are dragged across 
the rock, which tends to produce converging and/or closely 
spaced lines as we see at Panel 2. All the marks are about 
15 cm long, evenly spaced about 5 cm apart, and traverse 

Figure 6. Individually painted lines located about 1 m above the three 
painted figures at Panel 1, EcPl-16. DStretch algorithm: ybr.

4.2 EcPl-16, Panel 2
Despite repeated searches of the 100 m between Panels 1 

and 2, there have, so far, been no additional discoveries of 
rock art. The main portion of Panel 2 lies under the bedrock 
overhang clustered against the back wall of the rockshelter 
(Figure 7). A few less distinct marks and smudges are found 
a few metres east of the main cluster at the exit of the shel-
ter. Rock art inside the shelter is generally very well pre-
served. As noted, there are limited deposits and streaks of 
salts on the ceiling and upper walls originating from water 
seepage through the overlying carbonate-rich soils. A few 
cliff swallows have managed to perch on edges of the back 
wall and have left whitish streaks of dung, some of which 
have directly impacted rock art. There is essentially no van-
dalism or graffiti. 

4.2.1 Anthropomorphs
Anthropomorphic figures are the primary motif located 

within the shelter. There are seven of them, five SBWs and 
two long stick figures (Figure 7). All the anthropomorphs 
are located on the upper third portion of the shelter wall, 
between 1.5 and 2 m above ground. Six of the seven fig-
ures are clearly engaged in close-quarters combat. One fig-
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ure stands alone. A prime issue to be addressed is whether 
or not these seven anthropomorphic figures tell one story 
of a large battle, or several individual stories of separate 
combat episodes. This will be discussed after the artwork 
is described.

Starting in the upper left of the shelter, there is a single 
SBW not paired with any other anthropomorph (Figures 7a, 
8). It has two thin stick legs but no apparent feet. The slight-
ly oblong shield is undecorated but has thickly painted outer 
edges where multiple layers of ochre were applied in cir-
cular fashion (this thickness itself possibly being a form of 
shield decoration). Several lines on the left side of the shield 
show the “skid marks” resulting from a finger drawn across 
the surface of the rock not loaded with enough paint to sol-
idly coat the rock. A weapon protrudes from the right side 

of the shield, it is a spike mace made from two intersect-
ing diagonal lines. Sitting atop the shield with no neck is a 
small open circle for a head with three attached lines: two 
nearly straight up, likely representing bison horns, and one 
projecting forward, which is also likely part of a bison horn 
headdress. There are several white stains of bird droppings 
that streak across the upper part of the figure. The figure in 
total is some 23 cm tall. It appears to be painted in isolation 
and is not interacting with any other figure. 

Directly below and to the right of this shield figure is a 
cluster of four stunning anthropomorphs (Figures 7b, c, 
d, e, 9). Two of these are opposing and combating SBWs, 
and two are opposing and combating solid-bodied figures. 
Whether or not all four figures are engaged in some commu-
nal action is unknown but will be discussed below. 

Figure 7. The full back wall and partial ceiling of the rockshelter at Williams Coulee, Panel 2, EcPl-16. Letters indicate figures discussed in 
the text. DStretch algorithmz: lds.
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Of the two shield-bearers, the individual on the left (Fig-
ure 7b, 9) has two feet pointed towards his opponent, stick 
legs that intersect the bottom of the shield, a nearly round 
shield that has been decorated by filling in the bottom half 
with red paint, a lance-like weapon extending beyond the 
upper right corner of the shield pointed at the head of his 
opponent, no obvious neck but there is a space where a short 
one may have been present. The head is a small open circle, 
with two projecting rounded ears-like features on top, like-
ly representing a bear headdress. Immediately opposite this 
figure is another SBW (Figures 7c, 9) with two feet pointed 
away from the opponent, stick legs, a very round shield dec-
orated with two interior curved lines (“baseball style”) but 
no paint fill within the shield. There is a short neck, a small 
circle of red for a head, a single projection above the head, 
which could be part of a stand-up headdress but more likely 
is a top knot of hair, and a trailing set of feathers attached 
to the top knot. This figure points a weapon at his opponent, 
the identification of which is uncertain. It looks most like a 
lance that has broken in half. This would be a rare depiction 
in Biographic rock art, and it is possible that the weapon is a 
spike mace drawn at an unusual angle. Less likely, it’s pos-
sible  that what appears to be the broken end of the lance is 
actually part of the head component of the anthropomorph 
located between the two SBWs (Figure 7e). Both SBWs are 
about 18 cm tall. 

Immediately below the dueling SBWs are two more an-
thropomorphs who are also engaged in action, and may or 
may not have a relationship with the SBWs directly above. 
The two lower figures are extraordinary pictographs of un-

usual styles of humans (Figures 7d, e, 9). The anthropo-
morph on the left (Figure 7 d, 9) is long and tall but painted 
with a solid line of ochre that is several finger widths in 
thickness. Two feet are clearly depicted pointing away from 
the opposing figure to the right. Two short stick legs inter-
sect the thickly painted solid body. Near chest height the 
body is crossed by a horizontal line; identification of this is 
uncertain but it could indicate that the individual has been 
struck with a lance or an arrow. At shoulder height there are 
arms and a weapon. A short arm on the right side holds a 
drawn bow, a long curved arm on the left side sweeps to the 
top of the head where it appears to hold a top knot or other 
head gear. 

Directly opposite of this figure—but with the lower body 
of a SBW placed between them—is a similar tall anthropo-
morph which has a similar body thickness to the opposing 
figure (Figures 7e, 9). The bottom part is faint and no feet 
are apparent. Legs are again thin, stick-like and attach to a 
long body made of several finger thicknesses of solid red 
ochre. Near the shoulder area arms protrude from each side 
of the torso and curve upwards; no fingers are apparent. The 
arm on the left side, toward the other stick human, holds a 
long curved staff. The staff is 20 cm long and crosses one 
leg of the adjacent stick figure. The staff is likely a coup 
stick and the elongated figure on the right is striking (count-
ing coup) on the elongated figure on the left. The torso con-
tinues above the arms to a thinning of pigment that could be 
a neck but more likely seems a space that has lost pigment. 
Above that, the pigment thickens again slightly, possibly 
being a head or simply the top of the anthropomorphic fig-

Figure 8. Solitary shield-bearing warrior holding spike mace, at upper 
left part of rockshelter back wall, Panel 2, EcPl-16. DStretch algorithm: 
yew.

Figure 9. Group of four combating figures; two shield-bearing warriors 
with lances, and below them two elongated, unshielded combatants. Pan-
el 2, EcPl-16. DStretch algorithm: yew.
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ure that doesn’t have a neck or head. The similar style of the 
two tall, slim, solid body figures, and the fact that the staff 
held by one figure touches the leg of the other, countered by 
a drawn bow pointed at the staff-holding figure, indicates 
combat interaction between these individuals. Both these 
figures are about 20 cm tall. 

About 50 cm to the right (east) of this cluster of four an-
thropomorphs are two more shield figures engaged in com-
bat (Figures 7f, g, 10). The figure on the left (Figure 7f,  10) 
has two faint feet that clearly face his opponent, stick legs 
that attach to an oval decorated shield, with the top and bot-
tom thirds of the shield being marked off and fully painted 
red and the central third being empty. A pointed weapon ex-
tends from the shield and nearly touches—but not quite—
the shield of the opponent. A bison skull-shaped head sits 
atop the shield and has two upcurved horns protruding from 
the top, each with a dangling element, presumably feathers. 
There is a group of four or five parallel, vertical lines to the 
left side of the figure. They are most distinct at top but fade 
quickly with distance. These long, thin finger lines are un-
like the majority of the many other finger marks found at the 
site, as discussed below. Mixed with these lines, at the left 
shoulder of the shield, are a few other marks that suggest 
another element was once present, possibly a short left arm 
that may have been holding an object, like a spike mace. 
There has been some “bleeding” and smearing of this figure 

likely from water seepage through the sandstone bedrock. 
The lines to the left side of the SBW look to be contempora-
neous and I cannot detect a superimposition sequence. 

The paired combatant, another SBW, is 20 cm to the right 
(Figures 7g, 10). It has feet splayed in opposite directions, 
short legs that intersect an oval shield. The shield decora-
tion consists of three thick internal lines dividing the shield 
into four equal segments, all of them empty of paint. A long, 
thin, lance protrudes from high on the shoulder on the left 
side. Unlike the tip of the lance that nearly touches this fig-
ure, his lance is angled towards the head of his opponent, 
suggesting a failed combat attempt. A thick neck leads to 
a small, solid red head that has two projecting “ears” em-
anating from each side of the top of the head. These could 
be part of a headdress, or possibly a hair style. These two 
paired shield figures are the largest anthropomorphs at Wil-
liams Coulee, each about 30 cm tall.

4.2.2. Finger lines and swipes
There are at least a dozen groupings of finger lines and 

swipes at Panel 2, possibly more. Most of these differ from 
the finger lines described at Panel 1 in that the latter are 
separate, individual, carefully executed single lines, while 
the marks inside the shelter were made by groups of ochre-
soaked fingers either dragged or pressed against the rock 
surface. Almost all occur in groups of three, and all but one 
are oriented either horizontally or diagonally. Some of the 
finger lines in the shelter may have been made by pressing 
or swiping the adjacent fingers of a single hand, but there 
are no complete handprints at Williams Coulee. Finger lines 
are present on the back wall of the shelter as well as a few 
on the ceiling. 

One grouping of three sets of three finger lines is located 
underneath the two combating shield figures at the right side 
of the rockshelter wall (Figures 7h, 10). The three sets are 
evenly spaced about 10 cm apart, 10 cm below the dueling 
shield figures, and about 5 cm above a prominent horizontal 
crack in the bedrock wall. It appears that the three main 
fingers of a single hand were dragged or pressed across the 
rock. The lines are between 5-10 cm long. Although there is 
no evidence to indicate that this grouping of horizontal lines 
has any connection with the dueling shield figures above, 
there is something about the placement and proximity that 
suggests that they do; as if delimiting a boundary or under-
lining the action above. 

Figure 10. Two combating shield-bearing warriors at right side of the 
rockshelter back wall, Panel 2, EcPl-16. Circular black pictograph above 
SBWs, more black smudging to left of circle. DStretch algorithm: yrd.
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Just above and left of the same two shield figures is a 
grouping of five more sets of finger lines (Figures 7i, 11). 
On a triangular shaped bedrock remnant there are three sets 
of smudged finger lines across the top and two more across 
the bottom. Again, all appear to be made by pressing or 
swiping three ochre soaked fingers across the rock; the size, 
shape and spacing of these is essentially identical to that of 
the sets of finger lines placed below the dueling SBWs. The 
orientation differs; all five in the second cluster are tipped at 
about a 45° angle. The lower left swipe is associated with a 
large ochre smudge of indistinct configuration, and the up-
per right swipe is associated with a black smudge, discussed 
below.

Two, possibly three, parallel, curved finger lines appear 
on the ceiling of the shelter just above the cluster of five 
discussed above (Figures 7j, 12). The short curving lines 
are about 8 cm long and look to be swiped finger lines rather 
than individually painted lines. Two lines are clear, there is 
faint evidence that a third line was present beneath the two 
in Figure 12. Even closer scrutiny of Figure 12 suggests 
there also could be a second set of three parallel finger lines 
immediately left and below the one mentioned above, al-
though these could be just an “echo” of the fingers that made 
the obvious marks, perhaps where the hand rested briefly on 
the rock. The only other marks on the ceiling of the shelter, 
so far noted, are about 25 cm away from the curved finger 
lines and are also seen in Figures 7j and 12. They consist of 
one prominent straight line about 20 cm long that appears to 
be flanked by two fainter lines of nearly equal length. These 
are very likely another set of either painted finger lines or a 
dragged grouping of fingers, continuing the site tradition of 
parallel finger lines presented in groups of three.

Another likely instance of a finger swipe grouping is lo-
cated near the top left of the shelter wall just right of the 
solitary SBW first described (Figures 7k, 13). This smudge 
is less distinct, but there seems no doubt that this is another 
group of three fingers swiped against the wall, in this in-
stance in a vertical orientation. The parallel marks are about 
10 cm long. 

Finally, as mentioned above, there are the finger lines im-
mediately left of the SBW who is in combat at the right side 
of the shelter wall (Figures 7f, 10). Although it seems clear 
that there are several long, faint, vertical finger lines parallel 
to the shield, the situation is confused by the presence of 
additional but indistinct marks at the shoulder/arm position 
of the shield figure. These marks could be part of another 
weapon or an arm holding a weapon. Regardless, there are 
certainly some vertical finger markings left of shield-bear-
ing warrior figure 7f. 

Figure 11. Finger lines in centre of back wall, “boomerang” at left, black 
smudge at upper right. Panel 2, EcPl-16. DStretch algorithm: lre.

Figure 12. Finger lines and smudges on ceiling of rockshelter at Panel 2, 
EcPl-16. DStretch algorithm: lre.

Figure 13. Central group of finger lines and additional group of three 
marks at upper left. Panel 2, EcPl-16. DStretch algorithm: lre.
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4.2.3 Smudges, lines and circles
Two amorphous red ochre smudge marks are noted on the 

shelter wall. One is in the centre of the back wall and con-
sists of a roughly rectangular block of red of no apparent 
pattern (Figures 7m, 10). While it is tempting to suggest 
that this is yet another set of finger lines, similar to those 
immediately below and above, no defining characteristics 
can be observed in support of this. Second, at the far left 
of the rockshelter wall, is an amorphous red ochre smudge 
(Figure 7n). It is about 15 cm long and is roughly the shape 
of a thick crescent. No guess is advanced as to what this 
figure might have once represented, but it does not look at 
all like other groupings of finger marks. 

Placed in the upper centre of the back wall is a single 
curved “boomerang-shaped”, thick red line (Figures 7l, 13). 
The line is several fingers in thickness and has “bleed” into 
the surrounding rock from moisture coming through the 
bedrock. The curved line is either 25 cm long or, possibly, 
about than twice that length. Close inspection of Figure 13 
shows the curved line seemingly ends before the break in 
the bedrock at the edge of the remnant block on which the 
five sets of finger lines are placed. However, the finger line 
grouping on the lower left of the remnant rock seem to have 
a curved line running diagonally through them and out the 
other side – possibly a continuation of the “boomerang” line 
to the left.

A single, large, red circle is found on the lower back wall 
of the shelter directly below all the artwork described above 
(Figures 7o, 14). It is about 70 cm in diameter and made with 
a 2 cm thick red line. It is remarkably close to a geometric 
circle and may have been made with the aid of a compass 
tool made of leather or other material. No markings are ob-
served within the empty circle. Noteworthy is that the circle 
is only about 90 percent (%) visible, the lower 10% disap-
pearing into the sandy sediments at the floor of the shelter. 
This indicates the degree of deposition that has occurred 
since the circle was drawn, which implies age. Burial of the 
circle also adds the exciting possibility that excavation of 
the floor sediments might reveal the remainder of the circle 
as well as tools or materials used in making the rock art. 

There are at least five small, solid red circles of paint at 
Williams Coulee. About 20 cm to the right side of the very 
large empty circle is a solid red circle of paint (Figures 7p, 
14). The circle is about 8 cm across and has no other dis-
tinguishing features associated with it. About 30 cm to the 

right of this small circle of paint is another faint circular 
remnant that may have once been another red circle. There 
are at least four more solid red circles at Williams Coulee 
(Figure 15). They are located at the eastern exit to the rock-
shelter, on a high flat panel of bedrock about 2.5 m above 
ground. All are similar to the single one described above – 
round dots of red ochre some 5-8 cm across, with no other 
apparent associations. 

Figure 14. Large circle of pigment and small red circular smudge on low-
er back wall of rockshelter, Panel 2, EcPl-16. DStretch algorithm: lre.

Figure 15. Four circular smudges of pigment found at the east entrance 
to the rockshelter, about 2.5 m above ground. Panel 2, EcPl-16. DStretch 
algorithm: lre.
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4.2.4 Black pictographs
There are several black pictographs at the top right corner 

of the rockshelter wall (Figures 7q, 10). The primary one is 
a circle of black. The very bottom is faded making the motif 
look like a horseshoe, but specks of black indicate that a 
full circle was once present. It is about 14 cm across and 
was finger painted, either with a charcoal slurry or with a 
manganese paste. There are no other features or appendag-
es to this circle to suggest that it was anything else – such 
as a shield figure – or anything other than a circle. Twenty 
centimetres left of the circle is a smudged area of black that 
superimposes one of the groups of red finger lines discussed 
above (Figure 10). The black smudge is amorphous, but 
there is some linearity to the marks suggesting there might 
have once been a handprint or swipe of fingers. About 15 
cm right of the black circle is another faint smudge of black. 
It has no definition other than to say there has clearly been 
some black pigment applied to the bedrock.

5. Discussion

5.1. Rock art traditions at Williams Coulee
The rock art of Williams Coulee fits comfortably within 

the definition of the Plains Biographic (PB) tradition, but it 
also includes elements most similar to the Plains Ceremoni-
al (PC) tradition. Like virtually all rock art sites, Williams 
Coulee also contains some unique or at least unusual ele-
ments. The PC and PB rock art traditions are two of the best 
known, best represented, and most written about styles of 
rock art on the Great Plains. They are also familiar to Alber-
ta rock art, albeit primarily at the expansive site of Writing-
on-Stone. Major discussions of both traditions are presented 
in Keyser (1977) and Keyser and Klassen (2001:191-256), 
and an excellent summary of the Alberta expression of these 
traditions is given by Klassen (2003:168-172). Only a brief 
review is presented here. 

In Alberta, PB rock art is primarily recorded in the Writ-
ing-on-Stone region; Williams Coulee is one of only a cou-
ple exceptions (Klassen 2003). The key attribute of PB rock 
art is that it depicts action; things happen, events unfold. 
Keyser et al. (2012:228) note that the common element of 
PB rock art is realism: the images “…show real people and 
things, rather than spirit beings and religious concepts, and 
document actual happenings, rather than iconic appeals to 
supernatural forces”. Most often humans, animals, and ob-
jects are mutually involved in complex narrative stories. As 
Klassen (2003:170) notes, PB “… is a form of narrative im-
agery, i.e., it portrays events, tells stories, and records his-

tory.” Accordingly, PB is sometimes also called narrative 
rock art. Most commonly, PB depicts individual combat or 
group battle scenes, horse raids or stealing, coup counting, 
and animal hunting. Characters are shown in active poses, 
objects are used in action scenes. Detail is replete and im-
portant in this tradition. Some scenes span a considerable 
physical distance on a rock face as events unfold over sto-
ry-telling time; horses move leaving tracks behind, bullets 
emerge from guns and move across rock faces striking ene-
mies, blood (occasionally added in red) spurts from wounds 
(Keyser and Klassen 2003; Klassen 2003; Keyser et at. 
2012, 2014). 

The authorship of PB rock art is usually clear. Since the 
images are story-telling, the narrator is easy to identify. In a 
combat or battle scene, the artist is the victor, the one who 
lived to recount the deed. Similarly, in a scene depicting 
horse stealing or coup counting, the artist is the one who 
is pictured accomplishing these honourable deeds. The act 
of painting or carving the events of the story is a way of 
bringing greater glory to yourself; of celebrating your ac-
complishments in a public forum. PB art was the special 
edition news of the day, shouting the accolades of the artist 
for all to see and remember. Much of this art is very late 
on the Northern Plains, much of from the Protohistoric and 
Historic periods of time (Keyser 1977; Keyser and Klassen 
2001:224-255). 

PC rock art is closely related. It is found over the same 
space, involves use of many of the same motifs, and was 
created by the same people. Southern Alberta is as far north 
as the tradition has been found, with several sites located 
both north and south of the Williams Coulee site (Klassen 
2003). The major differences between the two traditions are 
time and style of content. PC rock art is mostly, though not 
entirely, earlier than PB rock art and dates primarily to the 
Late Precontact Period. The prevalence of SBWs in the PC 
tradition assists with establishing approximate age, because 
this one motif is so common and has been intensively stud-
ied for its temporal range (Keyser and Poetschat 2014:79-
85). Most (but not all) PC rock art lacks horses, guns and 
other indicators of European contact. Importantly, PC rock 
art lacks the sense of action and narration that characterizes 
PB rock art. The former is almost universally static; there 
are no encounters between individuals, no battles, no horses 
stolen, no animals hunted, bullets don’t fly, blood doesn’t 
flow. Ceremonial rock art was not so much recounting his-
tory as it was an act of communication between the human 
artist and the spirit world. 
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5.2 The Shield-Bearing Warrior

The primary element available for analysis from the Wil-
liams Coulee site is anthropomorphs. No animals are de-
picted at Williams Coulee, a few items of material culture 
are shown, along with a few design elements (finger marks 
and circles). Of the ten anthropomorphs seen at Williams 
Coulee, six are SBWs. Accordingly, a few words about the 
motif are in order. 

SBWs are one of the most recognizable, best known, best 
reported motifs in all of Plains rock art. An entire techni-
cal volume now exists devoted to this one motif (Keyser 
and Poetschat 2014), and more than one thousand of them 
were recorded just at the two Montana sites of Bear Gulch 
and Atherton Canyon (Keyser et al. 2012). The motif de-
picts an individual standing behind a full-sized body shield. 
Body shields offered protection to the person holding it, 
and thus were a functional piece of material culture asso-
ciated with warfare. But in addition, body shields were an 
important piece of ritual equipment. They symbolically car-
ried the spiritual power of the owner into battle. As Klassen 
(1998:49) stated; “…the shield and its bearer are one and 
the same, a common entity manifesting the power of the 
spirit world.” In real life, and in rock art, shields were often 
painted with images of significance to the owner; images 
that imbued the shield with medicine power that protected 
their owners from harm during battle. The iconography of 
SBWs represent the powers of the spirit world invested in 
shields, the figures were then posed as if for a ‘cosmic’ au-
dience (Klassen 1998:49). 

In their comprehensive assessment, Keyser and Poetschat 
(2104) examined more than 600 SBWs. And in almost every 
assessed attribute, the Williams Coulee SBWs are a perfect 
fit with the norm. Two of the six SBWs are frontally posed, 
facing the viewer, which is the norm. The other four shield 
figures face each other in combat positions, where we view 
them as if standing in side profile, the next most common 
pose of SBWs (Keyser and Poetschat 2014:9). Most SBWs 
have plantigrade feet, stick legs that intersect the bottom of 
the shield, a round or oval shield, rarely arms that extend 
beyond the edges of the shield, and often weapons near the 
sides of the shield, the most common being lances, spike 
maces and coup sticks. Short necks are occasionally pres-
ent but small round heads typically sit atop the shields and 
elaborate head gear – headdresses and or hair styles – are 
common, especially bison horn headdresses, bears ears, and 
top-knots (Keyser and Poetschat 2014:9-16) – all attributes 
that describe the Williams Coulee SBWs. 

A little less than half of all SBWs examined by Keyser 
and Poetschat (2014:17) have heraldic designs painted or 
carved on them; Williams Coulee has two undecorated and 
four decorated shields. All four decorated shields at Wil-
liams Coulee are geometric in nature, which is five times 
more common than all other types of shield decoration 
(Keyser and Poetschat 2014:17). Most common geometric 
designs include shields divided in half, either vertically or 
horizontally, and parts of shields left “empty” of fill (Keyser 
and Poetschat 2014:17-18), as we see at Williams Coulee. 

About half (54%) of SBWs are front view static portray-
als, where figures are shown singly or in groups not inter-
acting or involved in a narrative storyline (Keyser and Po-
etschat 2014:22). Two of the six Williams Coulee SBWs 
fit this description; one of them (Figure 7a) posed with his 
weapon as if showing off his medicine power through rit-
ual display rather than actual use (Keyser and Poetschat 
2014:23). Conversely, about 45% of SBWs are posed in 
narrative compositions where some action is depicted or 
implied, although actual combat is not especially common 
(Keyser and Poetschat 2014:22). Williams Coulee deviates 
from the norm in this aspect; it is one of the few sites where 
multiple SBWs are seen in active combat, and also one that 
is clearly precontact in age (see below) (Keyser and Poet-
schat 2014:22-23). 

5.3 Analysis of scenes: Panel 1
The three human figures at Panel 1 are all of distinctly dif-

ferent form, and although all are located within one metre of 
each other there is no clear interaction between them. (The 
following notes refer to alphabetic labelled figures in Figure 
3.) The two figures on the right (a and b), given the similar-
ity of their unusual head style, were almost certainly made 
at the same time by the same artist. Neither figure has arms, 
carries a weapon, or has any other attachments other than a 
unique head form. This strange head shape could be many 
things; the uprights could be animal ears or horns (part of 
a headdress), the down-diagonal marks could be dangling 
feathers. The bizarre heads could indicate therianthrope 
creatures – part animal part human. The equally unusual 
body shape of (a), with its long skinny legs and small, round 
central body lends credence to the idea of this figure being 
a therianthrope. It is bird-like in a number of respects. Both 
these figures are in static pose facing the viewer. 

The frontal, static pose of figures (a) and (b) of Panel 1, 
with no evidence of action between them, suggest a ceremo-
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nial rather than narrative purpose. However, the feet suggest 
something is happening. Below we will see that feet seem 
to be an important clue to interactions between anthropo-
morphs at Panel 2. The feet of the SBW (b) are turned away 
from the strange looking bird-like figure (a) whose feet, in 
turn, point in opposite directions. Given that the strange and 
identical head gear informs us that these two images were 
drawn at the same time, the difference in foot orientation 
strongly suggests that there is in fact some action taking 
place between these figures. The SBW has been intention-
ally drawn to illustrate an individual who is moving away 
from the adjacent figure; perhaps defeated or fleeing from 
an enemy. On the other hand, the splayed feet of the bird-
like figure could be the static pose of the victor, or just a 
pose of supplication to the spirit world. We don’t know the 
relationship between these two figures, but the fact that they 
were drawn at the same time by the same artist and that the 
SBW is clearly moving away from the other figure suggests 
that there is a story here somewhere. 

The third figure on Panel 1 (c) is seen in profile, as would 
be necessary to show the distended belly. Another possibil-
ity is that this painting depicts a SBW seen in profile dis-
playing half of a shield. The figure is leaning forward on 
a curved leg and foot, suggesting movement. If the object 
being held in the outstretched arm is indeed a rattle, this 
plus the posture suggests a person dancing. Rattles are held 
in the hands of a therianthrope pictograph found in the Pine 
Coulee region of Alberta (Klassen 2003:175) located only a 
few kilometres to the southeast. The Williams Coulee figure 
is interpreted as a pregnant woman, a rare motif in Plains 
rock art (L. Sundstrom, personal communication 2021). 
Sundstrom (2004:38, Figure 5.14) illustrates a convincing 
pregnant woman petroglyph from the Black Hills (see also 
Sundstrom 2008). The style of the figure with the distended 
belly looks strikingly different from the other two located 
50 cm to the right. It is also noticeably fainter, and was not 
observed on my first several visits to the site, but only seen 
after I came armed with DStretch. It seems likely that the 
“pregnant woman” motif was not made at the same time as 
the other two figures and is probably older. 

5.4 Analysis of scenes: Panel 2
The rock art scene inside the rockshelter is busy with fig-

ures and action and hence much more complicated. It is a 
classic panel of PB tradition rock art, with recounting of 
historic events being the driving force of the panel. The first 
issue, with seven anthropomorphs present, is discerning if a 
single story is being told, or if there are several separate nar-
rative events depicted. There are a number of possibilities 
and no firm answer. (The following notes refer to alphabet-
ic labelled figures in Figure 7.) Six of the seven anthropo-

morphs are directly engaged in combat. The exception is a 
lone SBW (a) seen in the upper left of the back wall. This 
thick-outlined shield figure holds a spike mace and wears 
a bison horn headdress, both accoutrements are among the 
most common found in association with SBWs (Keyser and 
Poetschat 2014:10-13). The lone SBW could be observing, 
witnessing, or presiding over the combat events of the other 
six anthropomorphs. Or it may simply be a separate figure 
unassociated with the combat scenes. If feet were present 
they might inform as to whether or not this individual was 
moving towards or away from the action, but they are not 
visible. The overall impression, however – based on simi-
larity of such factors as ocher colour, size, shape, style of 
execution, and degree of weathering – is that the lone SBW 
(a) is part of the total composition of figures spread across 
the back wall of the shelter. 

The remaining six anthropomorphs are all depicted in 
pairs engaged in one-on-one combat. These could be depic-
tions of three different battles, unrelated to each other and 
painted over a period of time. Or this could be a rendering 
of one single, larger combat event. There is no definitive 
answer. There is not a single instance of superposition be-
tween any of the figures that might shed light on the histor-
ical sequence of painting. Only the coup staff of (e) crosses 
the leg of (d) but it is clear that this is part of the interaction 
between two contemporary figures. Once again, however, a 
number of factors suggest that all or most of the back wall 
of the shelter presents a single composition. As with the 
lone SBW (a), the six combat figures exhibit similar ochre 
colour, size, style of execution, and degree of weathering. 
Only shape differs markedly, as seen between the two long, 
linear figures (d, e) and the round bodies of the remaining 
four SBWs (b, c, f, g). This may be instructive. The five 
SBWs are of classic PB form and composition, with many 
similar (nearly identical) examples found across the North-
ern Plains including: size, shape and heraldry of shields; 
weaponry; head, hair and headdress depiction; juxtaposition 
and posturing of the combatants, and so forth (see Keyser 
and Poetschat 2014:7-28). The two elongated figures are of 
unusual form in any Plains tradition, especially due to the 
solid red thickness of the bodies – more than the common 
single finger width but less than a full body size. 

The preponderance of evidence (and intuition) suggests 
that all the human forms at Panel 2 were made at about the 
same time, likely by the same people, although possibly by 
several artists. Possible exceptions are the two elongated 
figures (d, e), which, based on no other criteria than dif-
fering shape, may belong to a separate narrative recording 
event. Overall, it appears that a large battle event was re-
corded rather than separate occurrences of combat. 
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5.5 The feet reveal
Generally, most SBWs on the Northern Plains have feet, 

and they typically point in the same direction, or occasion-
ally splayed in opposite directions (Keyser and Poetschat 
2014:11). These authors further state that there seems to be 
no preference for feet pointing left or right from a frontally 
posed shield body. However, the rendering of feet at Panel 
2 is considered insightful as to the fate of the various com-
batants. For the SBWs (c, d) the feet of the figure on the 
left point towards his opponent and the feet of the figure on 
the right point away. The interpretation that the approaching 
figure (c) must be the victor over the retreating figure (d) is 
strengthened by the fact that the lance of (c) points directly 
at (d) while the latter’s lance is snapped in half. 

For the two elongated figures, (e) has no visible feet, but 
(d) is clearly moving away from his opponent. Feet posi-
tioning alone suggests that (d) is retreating from battle and 
that (e) is the victor. This is reinforced by other attributes 
of the scene. Figure (e) is holding a long, curved coup staff 
the end of which crosses one leg of the opposite figure, so 
coup has been counted on (d). Figure (d) has a drawn bow 
pointed at his opponent but no arrow is depicted nor has one 
been loosed, and (e) shows no sign of a wound. In contrast, 
(d) has a horizonal line through his body that could be part 
of a delivered weapon, possibly an arrow or lance shaft, al-
though we see no evidence that (e) delivered such a weap-
on. All evidence indicates that figure (e) has counted coup 
and triumphed over his advisory (d). Keyser and Poetschat 
(2014:94) raise the possibility that these two figures may 
be combatants who have laid down their shields in order to 
engage in hand to hand combat. 

In the third dueling pair, figure (f) has feet pointing to-
wards his opponent (g) while the latter has feet pointed 
in opposite directions. As mentioned for a Panel 1 figure, 
splayed feet could be an indication of a combatant that has 
been killed. That is, the figure can’t move in either direction 
and thus must be dead. Clearly, many SBWs have splayed 
feet and are not meant to be interpreted as dead. But these 
are mostly in static pose, not in active combat, and not por-
trayed immediately next to an armed opponent (Keyser and 
Poetschat 2014:11-23). Both SBWs (f, g) have weapons 
pointed at each other, the only appearance of an advantage 
in battle being that the lance of (f) points directly into the 
body of the opponent while the lance of (g) angles near the 
top of the opposite head, perhaps suggesting a miss. The in-
terpretation of this scene is that the shield figure on the left 
is the victor and that the vanquished figure at right may have 
been killed in battle rather than simply driven off. 

6. Comparisons
A full comparison of the rock art at Williams Coulee to 

that of the Northern Plains is beyond the scope of this paper. 
However, a few regional comparisons are readily apparent. 

To the north in Alberta, there are several small SBW fig-
ures along the outer edge of the front of a small rockshelter 
at the Crossfield Coulee site (EiP19), and at least two SBW 
on the face of rock that formed the cliff of the Madden Buf-
falo Jump (EiPn-1). Both sites are about 40 km north of Cal-
gary and as such are the northernmost expressions of this 
motif. A stunning, solitary, red ochre shield figure (EhPo-
78) stands on a southeast-facing bedrock wall in the town 
of Cochrane, west of Calgary, about 100 km northwest of 
Williams Coulee (Figure 16a). An oval shield covers nearly 
the entire warrior, and is decorated with at least ten verti-
cal, parallel red lines that fill the interior of the shield. A 
small round head sits above the shield and the figure carries 
a raised spike mace in a bent arm. A nearly identically dec-
orated shield figure from the Bear Gulch site in Montana is 
illustrated by Keyser et al. (2012:Figure 2.24 e). 

Several adjacent sites at the Pine Coulee locale (EbPk-6, 
44) feature SBWs. These are only about 13 km southeast of 
the Williams Coulee site, and are the nearest and most com-
parable sites. At least four SBWs are present at Pine Coulee, 
in two groups of two. One group features two extremely 
plain SBWs (Figure 16b), with plantigrade feet all pointing 
in the same direction, stick legs, simple round undecorated 
shields, no arms or weapons, and small round partial heads 
each with a feather attached. Interestingly, immediately 
next to these two SBWs is a single stick figure anthropo-
morph with a rather thickly painted body, somewhat like 
the two unshielded combat figures at Panel 2 (Figures 7d, e, 
9 ). However, the Pine Coulee stick figure lacks a weapon 
and shows no signs of interaction with the two shield figures 
other than feet pointed toward them. 

Also at Pine Coulee is another paired set of SBWs (Figure 
16c), these being considerably more elaborate that the pre-
vious set. One figure has a nearly rectangular shield with no 
decoration, the other has an oval shield with a V design that 
could be a bison skull and above this a thick line connect-
ing to the neck. One has a small round head perched on the 
shield, the other head has a “rabbit-eared” appearance that 
could be a bison skull headdress, similar to several at Wil-
liams Coulee. Both figures hold long, decorated staffs. Key-
ser and Poetschat (2014:136) state these are spike maces. It 
seems more likely that these are highly decorated ceremoni-
al coup staffs. Both are adorned with feathers and possibly 
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other material flags. There is no evidence of action between 
the figures, however the feet of the individual on the right 
are pointed towards the SBW on the left whose feet in turn 
are pointed away from the character next to him. In this case 
it does not appear that the two have been in combat. Rather, 
the single SBW at Cochrane and the four at Pine Coulee all 
appear to be part of the Ceremonial tradition of Plains rock 
art. All appear posed as if the warriors are displaying them-
selves to the universe. There is no indication of a storyline, 
or the unfolding of narrative events. This is similar to two of 
the six SBWs at Williams Coulee. 

Further away, some 200 km to the southeast near the 
Alberta/Montana border, is the massive site of Writing-
on-Stone. Over 150 individual rock art sites have been re-
corded in the region surrounding the provincial park (Brink 
2018), one of the largest concentrations on the Great Plains. 
There are dozens and dozens of SBWs in the Writing-on-
Stone region, virtually all of them chronicled in the Keyser 
and Poetschat report (2014). As would be expected, with 
so many of these motifs present at Writing-on-Stone there 
are many that share similarities with the Williams Coulee 
SBW figures, including combat scenes between SBWs 
and combat scenes that include SBWs and non-shielded 
combatants. Every nuance of the Williams Coulee figures 
– from feet and leg style, to shield form and decoration, 
to weapon (or not) accoutrement, to arms and head form, 
hairstyle, headdresses, ceremonial or combat position, and 
so on – are fully represented in other figures documented 
at Writing-on-Stone (Keyser and Poetschat 2014:137-157). 
This is especially true of what these authors name the Verdi-
gris style of SBW (Keyser and Poetschat 2014:54-64). This 
is a specific style of the SBW motif named after a major 
drainage channel located to the west of Writing-on-Stone 
provincial park where a great many SBWs have been re-
corded. Especially common in the Verdigris style SBWs are 

shields that are either empty of decoration or have simple 
geometric designs, and the figures are typically shown with 
lances or spike maces, either engaged in combat, or posed 
as if ready for battle (Keyser and Poetschat 2014:54-64). 
Many are strikingly similar to those depicted at Williams 
Coulee and Pine Coulee, and there is little doubt that there 
is a cultural connection between these works of art. 

Aside from the SBWs, the other anthropomorphs at Wil-
liams Coulee are more difficult to compare due to their un-
usual form. The long-legged bird-like creature (a) and the 
“pregnant woman” (c) at Panel 1 are unusual, at least in Al-
berta rock art (Figures 3-5). As mentioned, the former may 
be a therianthrope. I know of nothing strongly similar to 
either figure. Likewise, the two un-shielded combat figures 
on Panel 2 (d, e) are unusual in Alberta rock art (Figures 
7, 9). Both have heavily elongated bodies that are thin but 
not “stick” figures in the sense that they are several finger 
widths of solid red pigment. Both are associated with sweep-
ing curved lines: one with the very long, curved coup staff; 
the other with an upward looping arm and a fully pulled 
bow. In Alberta, there are some other examples of solidly 
painted, elongated body anthropomorphs that are part of the 
Columbia Plateau tradition (Keyser and Klassen 2001:94-
104; Klassen 2003). But the un-shielded figures at Williams 
Coulee are integrated into a classic Plains battle scene that 
negates them being part of another tradition. There are fig-
ures roughly similar to these two elongated anthropomorphs 
but nothing I have seen that is strikingly similar. 

The individually drawn finger lines at the top of Panel 1 
(Figure 6) are similar to many “tally marks” found across 
the Northern Plains. These may indeed be related to count-
ing of some sort, or they may be something totally unrelated 
to keeping count. The repetitive motif of three finger lines 
at Panel 2 located above and below SBWs (Figure 7h, i, 

Figure 16. Comparative SBWs from other Alberta rock art sites. Left (a) solitary SBW with spike mace at Cochrane, EhPo-78; centre (b) two plain 
SBWs and solid painted body of anthropomorph at Pine Coulee (EbPk-44); right (c) also at Pine Coulee (EbPk-6), two shield figures holding decorated 
staffs. Centre photograph (b) courtesy of Terry Quinn. DStretch used on all. Multiple Dstretch algorythms.
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j) are not what researchers would call tally marks. These 
are intentional pressing or swiping of fingers charged with 
ochre to create parallel marks in specific locations. Simi-
lar parallel finger lines and swipes are common in Alberta 
rock art and are seen at the Bluff Mountain site (DjPo-194) 
(Klassen 2003:167), at the Okotoks Erratic (Brink 2014), at 
the Airdrie Erratic (Brink 2019), and in places throughout 
the Writing-on-Stone region (Keyser 1977). In many cases, 
finger swipes and smears are associated with the Foothills 
Abstract rock art Tradition (Klassen 2003:166-168). Yet at 
Williams Coulee it seems clear that these marks are part 
of the composition of the combat scenes, and thus part of 
the Biographic Tradition. At Panel 2 of Williams Coulee 
the sets of parallel finger lines do not seem like any form 
of counting or cleaning of fingers, but rather intended to 
demarcate or isolate a space, or to accentuate the figures 
located in that space. They seem to be part of the narrative 
composition. 

Black pictographs are not especially common but are cer-
tainly known from Alberta and from the Northern Plains. 
The nearby site of Pine Coulee has one painting of an insect 
or lizard-like figure all in black. A black V-neck anthropo-
morph is also present at the same site. There were reports 
from the 1950s of two black shield figures at Pine Coulee 
but these have not been relocated in recent times (Keyser 
and Poetschat 2014:136). The black circle at Williams Cou-
lee shows no evidence that it was ever a shield figure. Black 
pictographs are known from the Writing-on-Stone region, 
including many at the site of Rattlesnake Cave (Keyser et 
al. 2014). The solid circles of red paint at Williams Coulee 
are not unlike others seen in the province, including at the 
site of DgOw-109, a small rock shelter along the Milk River 
where three round splotches of red pigment were recorded 
near the shelter mouth (Brink 2018). 

7. Age 
The age of the rock art at Williams Coulee is unknown, 

but there is every reason to believe that all the artwork 
is Precontact. There is nothing in the imagery to suggest 
post-contact times, such as horses, guns or metal-tipped 
weapons. The iconic motif of the SBW is known to occur in 
both Precontact times and the Historic Period, with nearly 
all evidence of Precontact SBWs associated with the Late 
part of that Period (Keyser and Poetschat 2014:79-87; Klas-
sen 1998:47). The consensus is that full size body shields 
were effective in traditional combat, capable of deflecting 
arrows and not too bulky for pedestrian warriors to carry 
into battle (Keyser and Poetschat 2014:107, 112; Klassen 
1998:47). But, with the introduction of horses and guns, 

full body shields were ineffective at stopping bullets and 
impractical on a galloping horse (Keyser and Poetschat 
2014:107). The classic SBW motif faded (although did not 
disappear) from the Northern Plains rock art repertoire in 
Protohistoric and Historic period times (Keyser and Klas-
sen 2001:207-208; Keyser and Poetschat 2014:79-86; Klas-
sen 2003:169). In post-contact times, shields became much 
smaller, something carried on a single arm into battle. If the 
bird-like figure seen in Figure 4a is in fact holding a small 
round shield in front of his body, this would imply that the 
age of the artwork is post-contact. Nothing else at the site 
supports this possibility and I believe that the unusual body 
shape of the bird-like figure was of meaning to the artist and 
will likely remain elusive to us. 

The extreme weathering of Panel 1 may not indicate great-
er age, since this panel is south-facing and fully exposed. 
Likewise, the relatively good condition of images at Panel 
2 does not argue for a younger age, as these images are al-
most fully protected. At the moment there is no convincing 
evidence for saying that Panels 1 and 2 are contemporary; 
or if they are not, which is older and which is younger. The 
depiction of a bow at Panel 2 limits the age of the art to 
the Late Precontact Period, about the last 1800 years (Peck 
2011). The absence of European items gives an upper limit 
of about A.D. 1700. Within this range, the similarity of the 
shields to those seen at the predominately Late Precontact 
sites at Writing-on-Stone suggest that Williams Coulee is 
likewise relatively late in time, perhaps dating in the range 
of A.D. 1500. This is consistent with an age estimate for 
the SBWs at Williams Coulee put forth by Keyser and Po-
etschat (2014:78, 101), who regard Williams Coulee as one 
of the earliest examples of a Precontact Period portrayal of 
actual group combat between enemy forces. 

 8. Conclusion 
The discovery of the Williams Coulee rock art site in 1995 

made a significant new addition to the rock art inventory for 
Alberta. Most of the rock art images have been protected by 
a bedrock overhang and are in excellent condition. There is 
no graffiti present, and there are no urgent threats of immi-
nent damage from erosion. With the number of characters 
present, the variety of anthropomorphs, the action depict-
ed, the material culture on display, Williams Coulee is one 
of the most extensive and significant sites located outside 
of the Writing-on-Stone region. In recent years, a parcel of 
land that includes the two panel locations and some sur-
rounding buffer lands were purchased by the government 
of Alberta, hopefully ensuring the long-term protection of 
the site. 
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The Williams Coulee site offers one of the most vivid, 
compelling, and most complete views of Biographical rock 
art outside of Writing-on-Stone. Multiple one-on-one bat-
tles are in progress, coup is counted, people enter and leave 
the scene, victors and losers are depicted, weapons flourish 
some of which are broken in combat, shields declare sa-
cred heraldry, elaborate headdresses and/or hairstyles pro-
vide individual identity and exhibit medicine powers of the 
combatants. Eight of the ten anthropomorphs at Williams 
Coulee have either highly visual and complex headdresses 
or else distinct hairstyles. But in addition to the battles, Wil-
liams Coulee offers immensely interesting characters that 
may be part of the Ceremonial tradition. The three figures 
at Panel 1 are not engaged in any obvious action or inter-
action, nor do they carry weapons. They may be personal 
expressions between the artist(s) and the spirit world. Fig-
ures (a) and (b) at Panel 1 feature highly unusual head gear 
that could invoke animal powers, while figure (c) might be a 
depiction of a pregnant woman – a highly unusual motif for 
the Northern Plains. And at Panel 2, figure (a) can certain-
ly be seen in a Ceremonial light; standing stoic and alone, 
brandishing a menacing weapon, topped with a powerful 
headdress, displaying all his medicine power to a cosmic 
audience. Finally, the central elements of Panel 2 seem to be 
intentionally set-off, or bracketed, by multiple sets of three 
finger lines placed above and below the primary figures, as 
if framing a picture. 

The top edge of Williams Coulee features several kilo-
metres of high, sheer sandstone bedrock walls. Although 
I and several colleagues have made partial searches over 
the years, a thorough investigation of the exposed bedrock 
walls has not been conducted. The original letter from the 
Fort Saskatchewan man who reported the site made men-
tion of other possible figures located within a small shelter 
located perhaps a kilometre away from EcPl-16. Given his 
accuracy with the first discovery, this report needs to be ac-
tively investigated. Addition of the Williams Coulee site, 
west of Nanton, firms up the reputation of this region of 
southwestern Alberta as one of the centres of rock art in the 
province. Dismissing the overwhelming Writing-on-Stone 
sites, the region from just south of Calgary to the Crowsnest 
pass, and spanning a 25 km wide east-west swath that cov-
ers the Porcupine Hills and Eastern Slopes, about one third 
of all rock art in Alberta is found in this corridor. New, as 
yet unreported sites, are certain to exist in this still sparsely 
settled and rugged region. 
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