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Colony near the town of Glenwood (Figure 1). The cir-
cumstances sounded extreme: Indigenous rock art im-
ages were said to have been systematically destroyed 
through the use of strong acids, a power washer, and 
a rock bore or drill hammer (Archaeology News Net-
work 2012). Furthermore, the claims for the dramatic 
obliteration of Indigenous art were given greater weight 
because they were being made by a member of an Al-
berta First Nations community. The RCMP were sent to 
investigate. The story exploded in the media, garnering 
television, radio, and print coverage on local, regional, 
and national levels. It was a major, multi-day story in 
the National Post, one of Canada’s national newspapers 
(https://nationalpost.com/news/canada/alberta-aborigi-
nal-rock-etchings-defaced-with-drill-power-washer-ac-
id). Comparisons to the Taliban destruction of Buddha 
statues were made. The press issued statements such as 

1. Introduction
A large, once tranquil, glacial erratic rock located near 

the town of Glenwood, Alberta, rocketed to its 15 min-
utes of fame in the autumn of 2012. Previously unrecord-
ed as any kind of archaeological site or historic resource, 
the Glenwood Erratic achieved national prominence 
overnight based on claims of severe and intentional de-
struction of Indigenous rock art images said to be located 
on the boulder. This paper traces that story, presents an 
alternate interpretation of the claim for vandalism, and 
reports on the discovery of new rock art at the Glenwood 
Erratic—not vandalized and not where it was originally 
claimed to have been. 

2. Background
In September of 2012, I was informed of vandalism 

of rock art on a glacial erratic located on a Hutterite 
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the rock was “covered with aboriginal carvings and imag-
es” and these had been “obliterated” (Archaeology News 
Network 2012). According to accounts, perpetrators, clear-
ly several of them, must have come under cover of darkness 
equipped with a large truck, a power generator, a pressure 
washer with at least a 100-litre water tank, containers of 
strong acid or other industrial chemicals, a power rock drill 
and bits, ladder, lights, and so forth (Archaeology News 
Network 2012). How all this was accomplished near a well-
used road close to a Hutterite colony headquarters was not 
explained. As this was a possible contravention of the Al-
berta Historical Resources Act, and as I was located nearby 
with an archaeology crew, I was asked to inspect the site 
and report. 

The claim for intentional vandalism of the Glenwood Er-
ratic was based entirely on purported rock art occurring on 
the top (up-facing) surface of the erratic (Figure 2). My crew 
thoroughly inspected the entire upper surface of the rock, 
including on hands and knees. This surface is essentially 
flat and roughly square in plan view. It was easily examined. 
No evidence of rock art on this surface was discovered. Fur-
thermore, there was no obvious evidence that ancient, faded 
petroglyphs or pictographs had ever been present. The top 

of the rock surface was extensively photographed. We did 
not have on-site access to the colour enhancement applica-
tion DStretch, which can aid significantly in recognition of 
red and other colour pigments (Harman 2015), however we 
did have DStretch on computers in our camp. Photographs 
of the upper rock surface were examined with DStretch and 
no evidence of red pigment was detected. We did note sev-
eral small, red stained areas of rock (Figure 3) that were 
evidence of oxidation likely caused by small fires, or pos-
sibly natural occurrences of iron in the Gog quartzite, of 
which the erratic is composed. The erratic is occasionally 
climbed by locals and by boulderers, and small fires may 
be lit on top. Claims of the use of acid on the rock surface 
likely stemmed from numerous black stained areas that we 
inspected (Figure 3). These were uniformly low areas of the 
rock that collected water and where dark lichen once lived 
and subsequently had died and eroded away. Dark patches 
of living lichen are also seen on the modern rock surface. 

There was indeed intentional damage inflicted on parts 
of the upper surface of the Glenwood Erratic. This dam-
age consisted of a number of ~3-centimetre diameter core 
holes drilled several centimetres into the surface of the rock 
(Figure 3). Following our inspection, subsequent research 

Figure 1. Location of the Glenwood Erratic rock art site (DiPi-42) in southwestern Alberta, on a Hutterite Colony south of the Waterton River, about 
8 km northeast of the town of Glenwood. Image source: Google Earth.



36

Brink / Archaeological Survey of Alberta Occasional Paper 38 (2018) 34–52

by Culture and Tourism staff confirmed that the Glenwood 
Erratic was one of several that had been studied by the ge-
ologist Lionel Jackson as part of his larger study of the so-
called Foothills Erratics Train (FET) (Stalker 1956; Jack-
son et al. 1997). Jackson’s research included taking core 
samples from select specimens of the Erratics Train, with 
Glenwood being one of them (identified as “Erratic B”). 
The scars from coring the rock are clearly visible, as were 

loose rock chips, and these were pictured in media reports 
from across Canada. However, we saw no evidence that the 
coring episode, conducted in the mid-1990s, caused damage 
to any Indigenous rock art. One possible incised alphabetic 
letter was noted on the top surface of the rock. What ap-
peared to be the letter “W” was seen on the up-facing sur-
face, but it was unclear if this was actual graffiti or simply 
natural grooves in the rock. 

As a result of our inspection, the RCMP issued a state-
ment that there was no evidence of a crime, the media soon 
lost interest, and the Glenwood story faded from public con-
sciousness. However, during our September 2012 inspec-
tion we walked the circumference of the erratic, inspecting 
all of the vertical faces from a ground-level perspective. 
In so doing we noted areas of rock that appeared to have 
red staining. This led to a fairly extensive photographic 
documentation of the sides of the erratic and subsequent 
DStretch analysis of these images. Close inspection of these 
images revealed faint though indisputable rock art in a num-
ber of places. Rock art at the Glenwood Erratic is of the 
tradition known as Vertical Series (Sundstrom 1984, 1987, 
2004; Keyser and Klassen 2001; Klassen 2003), one of the 
rarest and most poorly understood of all rock art traditions 
found on the Great Plains. Although it does not appear that 
any rock art was vandalized at the erratic, the attention di-
rected at the site led to the discovery of a new member of 
a rare rock art tradition, and an important addition to the 
Alberta site data file. 

Figure 2. View of the Glenwood Erratic boulder looking northeast. The south face is at the right, the broken, angular southwest face is at left.

Figure 3. Seen in the foreground are core-holes drilled in the Glenwood 
Erratic by Jackson et al. (1997) as part of a Foothills Erratics Train study. 
Dark stained rock around the core-holes are from black lichen that stained 
the rock. Wendy Unfreed inspects a red stain that could be natural iron 
content or discolouration from small fires lit by local climbers. 
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3. The site
The Glenwood Erratic is essentially a single massive 

boulder that is roughly square but with rounded corners, 
sheer sides, and a flat top. It has fairly smooth, easily-de-
fined south-, east-, and north-facing sides to the rock, but 
the west face is broken and angular with large rocks littering 
the ground. This is especially true of the southwest corner 
of the west face where the broken surfaces essentially form 
a fifth side to the boulder (Figure 2). The erratic ranges be-
tween 5 to 6 metres in height, and measures approximately 
7 metres on an east-west axis and 6 metres on a north-south 
axis. Though smaller than Okotoks and the Airdrie erratics, 
the huge boulder is certainly one of the largest erratics in 
the FET, possibly the third largest of all. The rock sits in the 
middle of a flat, ploughed field on the Riverside Hutterite 
Colony located approximately 8 kilometres northeast of the 
town of Glenwood and 3 kilometres due south of the colony 
buildings, which are situated on the south side of the Water-
ton River (Figure 1). Prior to 2012, it does not appear that 
any archaeologist had visited the Glenwood Erratic and no 
sites had been reported in the immediate area. 

The Glenwood Erratic is part of the Foothills Erratics 
Train, so named by Stalker (1956). This is a roughly linear 
string of quartzite boulders that trend northwest to southeast, 
beginning in the Athabasca River valley where it exits Jas-
per National Park, and terminating just south of the Alberta/
Montana border (Stalker 1956; Jackson et al. 1997). Like all 
rocks of the FET, the Glenwood Erratic is Gog Formation 
quartzite, which originated as a massive rockfall onto the 
Athabasca Glacier in the area of Mount Edith Cavell (Gadd 
1995). The payload of Gog quartzite travelled on top of the 
Athabasca Glacier as it moved out of the mountains and butt-
ed up against the immense continental glaciers to the east of 
the mountains. This collision deflected the Athabasca Gla-
cier south along the foothills. As the deflected valley glacier 
churned its way south towards the Montana border, parts of 
its rocky payload were dropped on the land forming a linear 
“train”. It is thought that this happened during the last glacial 
episode, the Late Wisconsin, probably sometime after 17,000 
years ago (Jackson et al. 1997). The net result was that there 
was a massive debris of fist-size to house-size rocks scat-
tered across southwestern Alberta waiting to greet the first 
Indigenous occupants of the province. These early residents 
recognized that the boulders—propped up on level prairies 
completely devoid of bedrock, and perched on the sides and 
tops of hills—were utterly foreign to all the natural elements 
of the surrounding landscape. Accordingly, many large boul-
ders of the Foothills Erratics Train were treated with special 
reverence by the Indigenous residents, as they still are today 
(Bosch 2000; B. First Rider, personal communication 2017). 

4. Rock art at the Glenwood Erratic
Most rock art observed at Glenwood was found on the 

vertical faces of the single, large erratic boulder. A few in-
stances were noted where red pigment was seen on hori-
zontal, down-facing surfaces, specifically, the bottoms of 
small overhanging ledges that protect other rock art on the 
vertical walls. All rock art is made from red pigment paint-
ed on the rock surfaces, presumably red ochre made from 
hematite with a base of animal fat. The paint was applied 
in a thick paste form, not as a liquid paint. The paintings 
are made with thick lines indicative of having been painted 
with fingers rather than with brushes. However, a few fine 
lines were noted that suggested use of a brush. No humanly 
created carvings or peckings were observed, and such are 
rare at Alberta erratics likely due to the hardness of the Gog 
Formation quartzite (7.0 on the Mohs scale). Note, how-
ever, that one of the Pine Coulee reservoir rock art sites, 
EaPk-214, consists of pecked human figures on a quartzite 
boulder from the FET (Fedirchuk 1991). 

Following discovery of pigment in 2012, I returned to 
the site in 2018 for more comprehensive recording. A com-
plete surface inspection, including the use of DStretch on 
all vertical surfaces of the Glenwood Erratic, led to the 
identification of seven panels of rock art at DiPi-42 (Fig-
ure 4). This number is not definitive. Identification of hu-
manly made markings at Glenwood is very challenging due 
to two factors. First, essentially all of the rock art at the 

Figure 4. Plot of the locations and numbers of identified rock art panels 
at DiPi-42.
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site is extremely faint. It can barely be seen with the naked 
eye, and has mostly been identified through the use of co-
lour enhancing software. The faintness is presumably due to 
weathering of the pigment over time. Second, Gog quartzite 
has a great amount of iron content, and when this iron is ex-
posed on the rock surface it oxidizes to a reddish-brown co-
lour. Under enhancement using DStretch, natural iron in the 
rock can look virtually identical to red ochre. In many cases 
the arrangement and distribution of iron stains is key to dis-
tinguishing it from humanly applied pigment; iron tends to 
form along cleavage planes and cracks in rock, producing 
linear and ordered patterns that contrast with the humanly 
applied pigment. However, there are a number of instances 
at Glenwood where it was extremely difficult to separate 
natural iron stains from red ochre, and another researcher 
might conclude that there are more or fewer panels of rock 
art than reported here. Henceforth, in this paper only photo-
graphs modified with DStretch are used. 

The rock art at the Glenwood Erratic is especially frus-
trating to identify and describe. As noted, the ochre is very 
faint. So much so that even with enhancement it is difficult 
to describe what is seen other than to note that traces of red 
pigment seem to be present. In several cases (noted below) 
traces of pigment appear to have once formed distinct im-
ages—that is, intentional shapes as opposed to areas where 
ochre has simply been smeared on the rock. Such apparent 
forms include simple short lines, circles, and boxes. But 
in the great majority of cases these shapes are barely dis-
cernable, leading to tentative identifications. The majority 
of ochre found at Glenwood can be described as “smears”. 
Hands covered in ochre were rubbed on parts of the erratic 
walls, leading to amorphous painted areas showing scat-
tered red colouring but lacking any definable shapes. The 
broad smearing of red ochre on glacial erratics by Indige-
nous artists is a common occurrence in Alberta and is seen 
at sites including Okotoks (EePm-3), Stavely (EaPk-61), 
and Airdrie (EhPl-2) (Keyser and Klassen 2001:161; Klas-
sen 2003:167; Brink 2014). 

Applied pigment is found on most sides of the Glenwood 
Erratic. The due-south-facing wall of the erratic is the only 
one lacking any pigment; an interesting omission given 
that rock art at the Okotoks and Airdrie erratics is confined 
almost exclusively to the south faces (Brink 2014, 2018). 
Rock art panels were numbered 1 through 7 beginning on 
the southeast corner of the erratic and continuing counter-
clockwise around the rock (Figure 4). Panel 1 is located on 
the southeast corner of the boulder; Panels 2 and 3 on the 
east face; Panel 4 on the northeast corner; Panel 5 on the 
north face; Panel 6 on the west face, and Panel 7 lies in the 
broken, angular transition between the west and south faces. 

4.1 Panel 1
Panel 1 at DiPi-42 is located at the southeast corner of 

the erratic and consists of a broad area of smeared ochre 
extending from about 1.0 metre to 2.5 metres above ground 
surface and about 2.0 metres across, left to right (Figure 5). 
It is fully exposed to the elements. Note that splotches of 
paint are scattered to the left, right, and bottom of Panel 1 
but that a horizontal bedding plane at the top forms a bound-
ary to the upper distribution of the paint. While much of the 
paint looks to have been simply spread by the palm of the 
hand over the rock, there are a few places where hints of 
drawn images can be detected. Figure 6 enlarges the lower 
portion of Figure 5. An arrow at the left side of Figure 6 
points to a rectangular “box-like” structure made with fine, 
straight lines. There are faint signs that a figure of some 
sort may have existed at the left side of this box. An arrow 
at the right side of Figure 6 points to a small, distinct trian-
gle measuring about 2 centimetres on the long axis. Some 
of the smearing at Panel 1 almost retains traces of finger 
swipes, such as at the far right of Figure 5, though no clear 

Figure 5. Panel 1 at DiPi-42 showing ochre smears on the southeast end 
of the erratic. Note reddish-purple iron stains underneath ochre at top left 
and lower right.
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hand prints or finger marks can be identified. Placement of 
the paint on this projecting end of the erratic is an inten-
tional positioning of colour on a protruding surface; a com-
mon occurrence at rock art glacial erratics in Alberta (Brink 
2014, 2018). 

4.2 Panel 2 
Panel 2 is located on the east face of the erratic, beginning 

about 2 metres north of the southeast corner and continu-
ing sporadically for another 2 metres. Traces of ochre are 
found from about 1 to 2 metres above ground. The panel 
has only faint traces of pigment, found on a rock surface 
that shows evidence of frequent spalling (Figure 7). Natu-
ral iron in the rock is apparent at this location, and closely 
mimics the appearance of ochre. However, there are several 
instances of red colour that indicate human application. In 
Figure 7, ochre is seen in several horizontal bands along the 
right side. The arrow at left points to a long, vertical line 
with a curved top and bottom, the latter curving back up in 
a U-shape to end with a flare of paint out to the right side, 
resembling a fishhook or a giant capital letter “G”. This is 
an unnatural configuration of red that is inconsistent with 

iron staining. An inverted “V” at the upper centre of Fig-
ure 7 is likewise unlike natural iron stains. The ochre colour 
of the “G” and “V” figures is different from that of the ad-
jacent iron and indicates that both smearing and painting of 
individual characters was done at this location but are now 
mostly indistinct. One is left with the currently unprovable 
impression that there were once a number of small, distinct 
figures painted at Panel 2. 

4.3 Panel 3 
Panel 3 has the most significant and most extensive rock 

art at site DiPi-42. Figure 8 shows all of Panel 3. It is locat-
ed on the east surface of the erratic, beginning about 1 me-
tre north of Panel 2, with rock art located between 0.5 to 
2 metres above ground, and horizontally over a distance of 
1.5 metres. The majority of the pigment is recessed from 
the main rock face, situated underneath a diagonally slop-
ing rock ledge. This protective ledge terminates at the upper 
left side of Figure 8, where it can be seen that water is free 
to run over the exposed ochre, depositing a brownish layer 
of sediment. I have identified five areas of Panel 3 (A–E), 
discussed in turn (Figure 8). 

Figure 6. Close up of lower portion of Panel 1, DiPi-42 showing rectangular “box” and possible figure at centre left, and triangle at far right centre. 
Scale bar = 10 cm.
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Panel 3A is the exposed, outside edge of the ledge that 
lies above most of the rock art at Panel 3. This rounded edge 
has been rubbed with red ochre over a distance of about 
70 centimetres (Figure 8). It appears to have been smeared 
with hands, consistent with the other applications at the site. 
There does not appear to be any pigment on the down-fac-
ing surface of the ledge at Panel 3. 

Panel 3B is the left edge of the panel, where it has been 
washed with water and covered with a mineral deposit (Fig-
ure 9). Deposition of a mineral wash over rock art placed 
on Gog quartzite has also been noted at the Okotoks Erratic 
(Brink 2014). Noteworthy at 3B is that erosion and spalling 
are evident along the left edge, where it appears that thick 
layers of ochre have been removed (see above and below 
the label “B” in Figure 8). It looks as though a substantive 
amount of ochre had once been present but has been trun-
cated by weathering and repeated spalling, and covered with 
mineral wash. Spalling is characteristic of most of Panel 3, 
especially seen as roughly circular detachments of rock, 
leaving behind areas devoid of ochre in the midst of the 

panel. We can only guess at what has been lost at Panel 3B, 
but it appears there were more discrete figures painted here, 
and it was not simply a smeared area. This is based on the 
fact that what appear to be lines of ochre (though lacking 
pattern) are visible through the mineral wash, which you 
would not get with smearing. Plus, immediately to the right 
of 3B are very distinct characters (Panel 3C), and likely 
more specific figures below (Panel 3D), further suggesting 
that formed shapes were also drawn at 3B.

Panel 3C consists of ochre stains tucked up under the di-
agonal ledge with some distinctive elements discernable 
(Figure 9). Just below the ledge are two painted figures that 
resemble English letters. Higher up is a “W”-like figure, 
with the left side more visible than the right (Figure 9). Just 
below and right of this is a figure resembling a capital let-
ter “A”. It is composed of two converging diagonal lines, 
drawn parallel to the ledge rock, with a thick “cap” across 
the top of the converged lines, and a red line connecting the 
two lines drawn midway along their length (Figure 9). The 
capital “A” is about 10 centimetres in largest dimension. 

Figure 7. Panel 2 at DiPi-42. Red lines across top, including inverted 
“V”, are natural iron. Red across the centre is believed to be ochre. Scale 
bar = 10 cm. 

Figure 8. Panel 3 at DiPi-42 showing the five lettered subdivisions of 
the Panel.
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Symbols similar to the English alphabet are common at Ver-
tical Series (VS) rock art sites and will be discussed below. 
Pigment located immediately below the two “letter”-like 
symbols shows no decipherable pattern and could be eroded 
specific figures or simply additional smearing. 

Part D of Panel 3 is below area 3C and consists of two 
roughly round figures (Figure 9). Both are faded, eroded, 
and damaged by pock marks from spalling. However, they 
may have originally been two similar figures, though this is 
entirely speculative. What can be said about the figures is 
that both certainly had round, solidly-painted central bod-
ies; there is enough pigment remaining to confirm this. The 
figure on the left appears more complete. It appears to have 
two thick, vertical lines extending several centimetres from 
the bottom of the round body. This image could be the re-
mains of an anthropomorph, with the thick lines extending 
from below the round body being legs. The overall shape is 
reminiscent of the common Plains motif known as a shield 
bearing warrior (Keyser 1977). If there was a head above 
the body it can no longer be discerned. No other features of 
a human body are apparent. That this figure may have been 

an anthropomorph is highly tenuous, and even more so for 
the round body to the right of it, which does not have a clear 
set of “legs”. What does seem clear is that the two round 
figures at Panel 3D, like the “alphabet letters” above them 
(Panel 3C), were originally specifically formed shapes and 
not simply broad smears of ochre. 

Panel 3E is the most significant rock art at the Glenwood 
Erratic. A vertical array of repetitive symbols is located on 
the east face of the boulder to the lower right side of Pan-
el 3, placed between 0.5 metres and 1.1 metres above sur-
face (Figures 9 and 10). The small red ochre images fit the 
classic definition of VS rock art from the northern Plains of 
North America: that is, vertically arranged lines of repetitive 
geometric symbols that in themselves have no obvious pic-
torial meaning but were part of a symbolic communication 
system (Connor and Connor 1971; Sundstrom 1987; Keyser 

Figure 9. Areas C and D (from Figure 11) at Panel 3, DiPi-42. Scale 
bar = 10 cm.

Figure 10. Close up of Panel 3E at DiPi-42 showing two parallel, verti-
cally arranged rows of geometric symbols.
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and Klassen 2001). The images from Panel 3E will be pre-
sented and illustrated, and later discussed in terms of their 
context within the Northern Plains VS rock art tradition. 

The VS rock art at Panel 3E consists of two columns of 
vertically aligned symbols (Figure 10). The left column is 
about 35 centimetres long, the right 45 centimetres, with 
about 5 centimetres of space between the two columns. 
Each column has both single and paired symbols. Counting 
the number of symbols present is hampered by the obscure 
nature of several figures. At least 15 characters can be dis-
cerned, 5 in the left column and roughly 10 in the right. It 
is impossible to know what orientation had meaning to the 
original artist(s). Were the columns “read” top to bottom, 
bottom to top? Was meaning achieved from the horizontal 
placement of symbols in rows rather than columns? These 
questions are not likely answerable. 

All figures are very small, none more than a few centime-
tres long. Starting at the top left, the first symbol resembles 
a backwards capital “F” (Figure 10). It has a short vertical 
line with a hook to the left at the top and another in the mid-
dle of the vertical line. Below this is a symbol that can be 
interpreted in several ways. In one view it resembles a cap-
ital letter “J”. The letter is formed by a horizontal line at the 
top, a vertical line intersecting the horizontal line, and at the 
bottom of this, a left-skewed diagonal hook. A second pos-
sible interpretation of this motif is that there is a faint corre-
sponding diagonal hook at the bottom of the lower right side 
of the vertical line as well as on the left side, which would 
turn this into a down-pointing arrow with a slash off to the 
left side at the top. 

The next symbol down on the left is the most common 
motif at DiPi-42; small, paired triangular shapes (Fig-
ure 10). Though not extremely clear here, it appears that 
two triangles are placed next to each other and touching. 
The apex of the triangle to the right is pointed upward and 
shows a feature common to most of the other triangles—a 
small bar of ochre extending a centimetre beyond the apex 
of the triangle, like a “nipple”. This is the only triangle at 
the panel that points upward. The symbol touching this on 
the left is clearly another triangle, and though faint, seems 
to have the apex pointing downward and with a “nipple” at 
the end of the apex. Below the triangles is a gap of about 
8 centimetres and then a symbol resembling what seems 
more clearly described as a capital letter “J”. This has a 
curved horizontal line across the top of the vertical bar and 
quite a pronounced swoop to the hook at the bottom left 
side of the “J”. This figure shows no signs of a second hook 
off to the right side of the vertical line, as suggested for the 
second figure down in this column, making it less likely that 

the fourth figure in the column is a down-pointing arrow. 
Below the “J” is a squiggly, indistinct stain of ochre that 
very likely had a distinct shape at one time but this shape 
can no longer be determined. 

The right hand column of Panel 3E begins with a symbol 
directly across from the backwards “F” that on first inspec-
tion looks like a large letter “V” or possibly two “V”s or a 
“W”. However, on closer examination I suspect that this is 
another set of down-pointing triangles, but with the top line 
and the right side poorly preserved (Figure 10). If correctly 
interpreted, these are the largest of the paired triangles, and 
note that at least on the left side, the apex of the triangle 
has a distinct “nipple” extending beyond the triangle just as 
seen with the triangles located in the same column directly 
below. The next three symbols down on the right side col-
umn are more sets of paired triangles. All are fairly clear, 
small, touching at the top corners, apex pointing down, and 
(when clear enough to state) with “nipples” pointing down 
from the apex. Below the fourth set of triangles is what I 
think is yet another set of paired triangles, only less dis-
tinct. They are fainter, and both seem slightly less pointed 
than the triangles above. The one on the left is clearer, the 
right side less so. There is no sign of a “nipple” with either 
triangle.

Finally, at the bottom of the right hand column, and lack-
ing any corresponding figure in the left side column, is what 
appears to be a small oval of ochre. This oval is slightly 
taller than wide. It could be a single triangle, only with more 
rounded lines, not unlike the paired figures directly above. 
There is more ochre in the Panel 3E area. In Figure 10, dif-
fuse stains can be seen above the metre stick at the juncture 
of the overhanging ledge and the rock wall, and on the side 
wall of rock at the far lower right.

4.4 Panel 4 
At the very northeast corner of the erratic is a dished out 

hollow that projects out at the top and is concave below, 
similar to a half-shell (Figure 11). Panel 4 consists of ochre 
applied around the projecting upper edges as well as in the 
concave region below. Pigment is found from between 1 to 
2 metres above ground surface and over a horizontal span 
of about 1.25 metres. Ochre has been applied heavily to the 
two most prominent projections on the curved upper surface 
above the concavity, separated by about 20 centimetres (Fig-
ure 11). Inside the concavity there is more ochre that seems 
to have been smeared on. However, there also seem to be 
faint indications of once distinct figures. There are a few 
individual lines, occasionally connecting, but not forming 
anything readily identifiable. The arrow in Figure 11 points 
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to one such instance—a figure that could be described as 
a box, a ring, a “#” sign, or other symbol. My suspicion is 
that there were several formed figures once painted in the 
concavity, but greater resolution will be required to discern 
them. 

4.5 Panel 5
Panel 5 is on the relatively flat, north face of the erratic, 

roughly in the middle of the face. Rock art is found be-
tween about 1.5 and 2.25 metres above ground and span-
ning 1.25 metres across. The panel is reminiscent of Pan-
el 2 in that it consists of only faint markings on a relatively 
flat face where it appears that there were once a number of 
distinct figures drawn but now are largely obscure. Pan-
el 5 has an abundance of orange lichen, which shows as 
bright red under DStretch. Lichen covers ochre in a num-
ber of places, but elsewhere a fainter red can be detect-
ed as ochre, sometimes in places where lichen has now 
died. In Figure 12, arrows on the left side point to faint red 
stains interpreted as ochre. Both of these markings appear 
to have been drawn figures at one time, not smears. Some 
30 to 40 centimetres above and slightly right of the scale 

are several more figures, pointed to with arrows on the 
right side of the photograph (see Figure 12, insert). The 
lower arrow points to a symbol shaped like a capital letter 
“R”. A thin red line trails horizontally through this in both 
directions, however I’m not convinced this isn’t a natural 
iron stain. Other smudges of ochre surround the “R” fig-
ure. About 10 centimetres above the “R” is a clear zig-zag 
line, extending horizontally in each direction through a 
thicker smudge of ochre that looks somewhat star-shaped, 
but may just be extra ochre added to a projecting point of 
rock. The zig-zag line is at least 20 centimetres long but 
was incompletely captured by photography. The “R”-like 
symbol and the zig-zag line confirm that humanly applied 
ochre is definitely present, lending credence to the propo-
sition that the other faint traces on Panel 5 are also applied 
ochre. 

4.6 Panel 6 
Panel 6 is located on the west face of the erratic, with pig-

ment placed between about 1.5 to 2.5 metres above ground 
and horizontally over a distance of about 2 metres (Fig-
ure 13). The panel is located in a recessed area of rugged, 
broken rock that is sheltered by two separate overhangs, one 
protecting ochre on the north side (left in Figure 13) and 
another overhang protecting ochre on the south side. With-
in the recessed area on the west face, pigment was placed 
on two concave surfaces, to the left and right sides of Fig-
ure 13. Ochre is also seen on the narrow ceilings directly 
above both overhangs. There is an abundance of natural 
iron staining in the Panel 6 vicinity. This is especially true 
along the left side of Figure 13 and through the mid-central 
part of the photograph where some relatively straight lines 
of red colour suggest natural deposition rather than human-
ly applied pigment. Yet there is also clear humanly applied 
ochre, and some red colouring whose origin is uncertain. 
Most or all of the red colouring to the right side of Figure 
13 is applied red ochre. 

Arrows on the left of Figure 13 point to natural iron stains. 
Red colour above these are believed to be ochre smears. 
Likewise, there is ochre on the two down-facing ceilings in 
Figure 13, although individual lines in these locations sug-
gest that formed figures, rather than smeared ochre, may 
have been present. The smeared sections, like others at the 
site, were seemingly applied with a broad palm and without 
noticeable finger smears or streaks. Arrows to the right side 
of Figure 13 point to three instances of humanly applied 
pigment. The top two are large, oval patches of pigment 
located on similar-sized lobes of rock just under the ceil-
ing (Figure 14). These may have just been smeared areas, 
or may have once had a more specific form. The patch on 

Figure 11. Panel 4 located on the northeast corner of DiPi-42. Scale 
bar = 10 cm.
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Figure 12. Panel 5 at DiPi-42. Main photo shows the middle of the north face of the erratic. Arrows at left 
point to faint ochre marks. Arrows at right point to ochre enlarged in inset (above), capital “R” letter and 
above that, a zig zag line. Scale bar = 10 cm.

Figure 13. Panel 6 at DiPi-42. Smears of red ochre on west-facing wall of boulder. Note pigment on ceilings 
above both left and right sides. Arrows at left point to natural iron colour in the rock; arrows at right point to 
ochre figures discussed in text. Scale bar = 10 cm.
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the left appears to have one or several vertical lines placed 
above a circular blob of pigment with unpainted spaces of 
rock between the vertical extensions. It somewhat resem-
bles a giant handprint, though is way out of scale to be such. 
Nothing definitive about these two pigment splotches can 
be said except that they appear to be cultural and may have 
once been distinct shapes. Spalling of rock chunks has left 
divots lacking pigment. 

Finally, Panel 6 has one image that could be a represen-
tational figure. Located immediately below the two pig-
ment clusters seen in Figure 14 is a single ochre painting 
that bears resemblance to an anthropomorph (Figure 15). 
Paint cover is sparse and flaked in places, but this figure 
could be a vertically aligned human, with a head at the top 
(in the dark area of rock), a slightly rounded and solidly 
painted torso, with a waist and two slightly tapering solid 
legs. A nub of what may have been a left arm (seen from the 
viewer’s perspective) extends from the left shoulder, and 
alongside the right leg is a red mark that could have been 
something held in the right hand. An isolated dot of paint is 
placed where a right arm would have existed. This interpre-
tation is highly speculative. However, it is indisputable that 
this is a humanly produced figure consisting of a rounded 
solid body of ochre with two distinctly painted, vertically 
aligned lines of pigment. It is a more carefully, intentionally 
painted image and is clearly not part of general smearing of 
ochre.

Figure 14. Two oval painted areas at Panel 6 of DiPi-42. Note also lines of ochre on the ceiling above.

Figure 15. Possible anthropomorphic figure from Panel 6, DiPi-42. Scale 
bar = 10 cm.
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4.6 Panel 7
The final designated panel at DiPi-42 is composed of 

two adjacent parts located a few decimetres apart. They are 
found on a south-southwest-facing wall of the erratic, locat-
ed around a south corner of rock from Panel 6. The ochre 
is high at Panel 7, with the right hand (east) component be-
ing 3.0 metres above surface, and the left side (west) being 
some 2.8 metres above surface. The eastern part consists 
primarily of an intensely rubbed, pointed projection of rock 
that shines bright with red (Figure 16). This continues the 
tradition of preferential painting of projections of glacial 
erratics in Alberta. Just below this projection there is addi-
tional ochre smeared on a smaller nub of rock. There is also 
much iron stained rock on this portion of the erratic, close-
ly resembling red ochre, such that identification of cultural 
modification has been carefully evaluated.

About 20 centimetres below and 20 centimetres west of 
the ochre-rubbed projection is a short, narrow rock ledge 
that runs horizontally for about 60 centimetres and creates a 
protective overhang about 10 centimetres deep (Figure 17). 
Rock art is found on the outer lip of the overhang as well 

as tucked underneath the narrow ceiling. Running parallel 
along the exposed outer lip of the overhang is a slightly 
wavy horizontal line of ochre (Figure 17). It is about 40 cen-
timetres long, following almost all of the overhang lip. Per-
haps noteworthy is that to the west (left) side of this wavy 
line there is a thicker blob of ochre, rubbed on a very slight 
projection, not unlike the thicker splash of ochre that is seen 
on the left side of the zig-zag line in Panel 5 (see Figure 12). 

Underneath the overhang are a series of painted geometric 
symbols. Though again hard to see and describe clearly, there 
is no doubt these figures were once distinctly drawn designs, 
painted with fingers, and not smears of ochre (Figure 17). 
Left of centre (Figure 17A) are two figures that appear as 
elongated bodies of ochre painted on a slight diagonal. They 
are about 7 centimetres long and 3 centimetres wide. The 
upper body appears fully painted, the lower one may only 
be outlined, but the ochre may have weathered from the cen-
tral portion. Both appear to have one or two projecting lines 
extending to the right of the bodies, each a few centimetres 
long. Note that there may be a single down-pointing trian-
gle, with a trailing line attached at the right side, located 
immediately under the overhang (Figure 17B). 

The central figure under the overhang is the most complex 
individual image found at DiPi-42. It is a vertically aligned, 
geometric form consisting of a single 8-centimetre-long ver-
tical line crossed with a number of short horizontal stokes 
(Figure 17C). The short cross lines are between 3 centime-
tres and 1 centimetre long, the first occurring 1 centimetre 
above the bottom of the vertical line. Five horizontal lines 
clearly cross the vertical line, and likely a sixth, counting 
a very short stub of a line in the centre. The bottom two 
horizontal lines, and the short stub, cross the vertical line at 
right angles. The fourth line up, however, seems to have a 
slight upward curve to the left side of the vertical line, and 
on the right side may in fact curve completely around and 
re-cross the vertical line, although this is far from clear. If 
so, the fifth line up is not a separate cross line. At the top 
of the vertical line is a 5-centimetre-long line that angles 
downward to the right side, following the same angle as the 
fifth cross line directly below. 

Directly right of the central design is a group of painted 
figures (Figure 17D), only the first of which can be readi-
ly identified. It is a small oval, some 4 centimetres tall and 
3 centimetres wide. To the right of this is a design that likely 
was a single figure, such as a box or hashtag, but can no 
longer be clearly discerned. Similarly, further right are four 
more ochre markings that could be simply finger marks, or 
they may have been part of specific designs. If finger marks, 
they are among the very few tentatively identified at DiPi-42.

Figure 16. Eastern component of Panel 7 at DiPi-42, with rock projec-
tion rubbed with ochre. Western component underneath overhang begins 
just below scale bar. Scale bar = 10 cm.
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5. Vertical Series rock art on the Northwestern Plains
Vertical Series (VS) rock art has been known for near-

ly four decades, and yet of all types of rock art from the 
Northern Plains it remains by far the most mysterious, enig-
matic, intriguing, and rare (Keyser and Klassen 2001:281; 
Greer and Greer 2004; Sundstrom 2004). Much of the early 
history and background on VS rock art has been present-
ed by Greer and Greer (2004), Keyser and Klassen (2001), 
and Sundstrom (1984, 1987, 2004) and will not be repeated 
here. It was once regarded as a Style of Northern Plains rock 
art; it was elevated to a Tradition by Keyser and Klassen 
(2001), and that designation is used here. 

Only a few dozen VS sites are known, mostly from Mon-
tana, some of them small sites with few images, some ques-
tionable as to their placement within the VS category (Greer 

and Greer 2004; Keyser et al. 2012). A few sites have been 
recorded in northern Wyoming and western South Dakota 
(Sundstrom 2004). The sample is achingly small. Klassen’s 
(2003) synthesis of Alberta rock art identified three likely 
VS sites in Alberta: the Okotoks Erratic (EePm-3), Carstairs 
Coulee (EjPm-6), and the possibility of a panel in the Writ-
ing-on-Stone region (DgOw-27). Since that date, a definite 
VS panel has been identified at the main rock art site at 
Writing-on-Stone, DgOv-2 (M. Turney, personal communi-
cation 2016), but has not yet been published. Brink (2018) 
identified two small, paired triangles at the Airdrie Erratic, 
an otherwise classic Foothills Abstract site, but I regard this 
as too minor an inclusion to warrant asserting that VS rock 
art is present at Airdrie. With the three sites identified by 
Klassen (2003), and the new Writing-on-Stone discovery, 
the addition of DiPi-42 brings the total to five VS rock art 
sites in Alberta.

Figure 17. Panel 7 at DiPi-42. Wavy ochre line above overhang, painted figures underneath. Inset at bottom attempts greater clarity of key design fig-
ures. Letters A–D point to motifs discussed in the text. Scale bar = 10 cm.
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There is no question that the rock art found on the Glen-
wood Erratic fits squarely and comfortably within the VS 
category, and conversely does not fit within any other de-
fined style for the Northern Plains. Vertical Series rock art 
is characterized by the use of repetitive geometric symbols, 
often, though not always, placed in columns and/or rows 
in both vertical and horizontal arrangements (Sundstrom 
1984, 1987, 2004; Keyser and Klassen 2001). Key to the 
identification of this tradition is that symbols are non-rep-
resentational in form; they are geometric shapes that do not 
directly depict people, places, or things. They are visual 
codes for specific ideas (Sundstrom 1987:3). A valuable 
clarification provided by Keyser and Klassen (2001:291) 
discusses the various components of “picture writing”, 
where “pictograms” are clear depictions of real things that 
exist in the real world, and “ideograms” are abstract im-
ages that bear no formal resemblance to what they mean 
to the population that can interpret them. For example, the 
pictogram of a woman’s outline used on bathroom doors 
uses an image that resembles the real object it is address-
ing, while the red octagon of a stop sign is an ideogram, 
a geometric shape that has come to mean stop only for 
those who have learned the rules of the symbolic system. 
Deducing the meaning of the geometric symbols typically 
requires inside cultural knowledge; it cannot be extrapo-
lated from simple observation of the shapes or from com-
parison with known Plains art forms such as ledger books, 
robe art, and winter counts. This means that the chances of 
understanding what was being communicated by rows of 
geometric symbols are slim indeed, though not hopeless. 
Vertical Series rock art is unique on the Northern Plains, 
possibly in North America, as an Indigenous development 
of a means of symbolic communication that was almost 
totally symbolic and abstract in nature, not relying on pic-
torial linkages between the featured designs and the objects 
(and ideas) represented (Keyser and Klassen 2001; Klassen 
2003; Sundstrom 2004). 

Nothing in rock art is ever absolutely clear, and this is es-
pecially true of VS imagery. Sundstrom (1984, 1987, 2004) 
has written the most on VS rock art, and she argues that 
indeed some of the apparent geometric symbols do repre-
sent real-world entities (or have evolved from pictograms of 
them), such as stars, moons, and meat drying racks, and this 
seems likely to be correct for symbols such as “+” marks, 
circles, and certain style boxes. But Sundstrom and all oth-
er rock art researchers acknowledge that the great majority 
of symbols found in VS rock art do not have any apparent 
corollary in a tradition of pictogram artwork, and are best 
regarded as a rudimentary ideographic writing system com-
posed of geometric symbols that were likely shared among 
those familiar with the rules (syntax) of the “language” 

(Sundstrom 1984, 1987, 2004). It seems likely that the sym-
bols used in widely dispersed VS sites were not idiosyncrat-
ic inventions known only to the artist, but rather part of a 
shared vocabulary that could be interpreted by at least a seg-
ment of the relevant society, such as ceremonial leaders or 
religious specialists. With sites found in western South Da-
kota and a thousand kilometres away in southern Alberta, 
it seems unlikely that a single tribal group was responsible 
for all VS rock art. The distance between sites and the simi-
larity of many shared symbols begs several questions: were 
inter-tribal specialists able to “read” the geometric symbols 
across the Northern Plains; were the meanings of specific 
symbols unique to different tribal groups; were various trib-
al groups aware of the existence of similar styles of sym-
bolic communication being employed by their neighbours? 
We are a long way from answering these and similar vexing 
questions about VS rock art. But even the discovery of a 
single—albeit relatively small—new site in Alberta adds to 
our interpretive powers. 

6. Discussion
Depending on the accuracy of the interpretations of ochre 

found on the Glenwood Erratic, several aspects of the imag-
ery found at DiPi-42 may not conform with the designation 
of a classic VS rock art site. First, a number of panels at 
DiPi-42 are said to be the result of broad smearing of ochre 
over the rock face. This is seen faintly in several small ar-
eas, but is most distinctly seen at Panels 1 and 4 (see Fig-
ures 5 and 11) where there can be little doubt that smearing 
of ochre produced the broadly diffuse distribution of red 
pigment we see today. Widespread smearing of pigment on 
a rock surface is a characteristic of the Foothills Abstract 
Tradition of rock art on the Northern Plains, not of the VS 
Tradition (Keyser and Klassen 2001; Klassen 2003). Yet 
smearing is not unknown at other VS sites. It is especially 
common at the Okotoks Erratic, where substantive areas 
of the boulder surfaces have been smeared with ochre de-
spite the site having many of the hallmarks of a “classic” 
VS rock art site (Keyser and Klassen 2001; Klassen 2003; 
Brink 2014, 2017). Smearing does not appear to be present 
at the other major Alberta VS site, Carstairs Coulee (Brink 
2017), and is rare or absent from Montana and South Da-
kota VS sites (Greer and Greer 2004; Sundstrom 2004). It 
is possible that several traditions of making rock art trans-
pired at sites like Okotoks and Glenwood; it is also possible 
that we have not yet recognized that ochre smearing may 
be a fully legitimate component of at least some VS sites, 
especially those in Alberta. Keyser and Klassen (2001:291) 
note that Alberta VS sites “display several unique designs 
and show distinct variations in the way some designs are 
arranged”. 
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A second way that DiPi-42 may not fit the classic defini-
tion of a VS site is that there may be present at the site, rep-
resentational images—as opposed to geometrics—that de-
pict real-world things in pictogram form. Several have been 
suggested at Glenwood, none in my opinion are beyond 
doubt. Panel 3 has several round-body figures that could 
have once been anthropomorphs (see Figure 9). Panel 6 has 
the round-bodied figure with two protruding “legs”, also 
a possible anthropomorph (see Figure 15). Beyond these, 
however, no other images at DiPi-42 bespeak of depicted 
objects, although admittedly most of the non-smeared draw-
ings are so faint as to stifle clear description. Many “lines” 
have been noted for which no organizing detail can be 
provided. Several ovals are present, possibly representing 
“moons”. Keyser et al. (2012:73) argue that what had long 
been described as a series of rectilinear lines and “boxes” at 
a site in Atherton Canyon, Montana, is in fact an anthropo-
morph. As noted above, Sundstrom (1987:16) believes that 
some South Dakota VS sites have representational objects 
depicted, such as meat-drying racks. Alberta sites have a 
few definite depictions of real-world objects. Okotoks has 
at least two certain (tiny) thunderbirds, many hand prints, 
one unquestionable bear claw, and almost certainly one or 
several anthropomorphs (Keyser and Klassen 2001; Brink 
2014, 2017). Carstairs Coulee has several convincing bird 
motifs and one or several depictions of human hands or bear 
claws (Brink 2017). So, as with smearing being present at 
VS sites, the presence of some representational art at VS 
sites means either that we redefine the tradition to include 
a broader range of elements, or we accept that sites have 
experienced multiple instances of rock art expression as en-
acted, presumably, by different cultural groups likely over 
a broader period of time. Given that major boulders of the 
Foothills Erratics Train have been a prominent feature on the 
landscape to every Indigenous group that has ever occupied 
Alberta, it is entirely reasonable to believe that some erratics 
have been revisited for centuries, if not millennia, with suc-
cessive groups contributing rock art relevant to their culture. 

These instances aside, the majority of the designs found at 
DiPi-42 are fully in keeping with what has been defined as 
“classic” VS rock art. This is seen most clearly at Panels 3C 
and 3E. Panel 3C has several symbols that strongly resem-
ble letters from the English alphabet (“W” and “A”, see Fig-
ure 9). For reasons unknown, letter-like geometric designs 
are among the single most common design elements found 
at VS rock art sites across the Northern Plains. They are 
often not in the correct orientation as English letters (back-
wards, flipped on sides, upside down), and they seldom are 
exact replicas of the English versions, yet they are close 
enough formally that researchers have used the alphabet 
analogy to describe designs found over thousands of square 

kilometres. Most commonly seen are the “letters” I, H, L, 
U, C, E, T, and variations of these are known from sites 
in South Dakota, Montana, Wyoming, and Alberta (Sund-
strom1987; Keyser and Klassen 2001:285; Greer and Greer 
2004; Brink 2017). Noteworthy, virtually every known ex-
ample in rock art is a capital letter, none are lower case. 
Panel 3C at DiPi-42 adds the forms “A” and “W” to this list. 
Panel 3E adds what has been described as a capital “J” and 
a backward capital “F” as well as another “W” or possibly 
two “V”s or two triangles. Symbols closely resembling the 
“A”, “W”, and capital “J”s in several alternate orientations 
are clearly seen at Carstairs Coulee (Brink 2017). 

In terms of the founding definition of the style, Panel 3E 
is the most classic of the VS art. It presents the textbook ex-
ample of vertically arranged, multiple columns of repeated 
geometric symbols (see Figure 10). Identifiable motifs are 
limited to paired triangles, letter-like symbols, and a single 
circle or oval at the bottom. Triangles are most common, the 
number present depending on how many obscure symbols 
are accepted as triangles, from a minimum of eight to a maxi-
mum of 13. Nearly all triangles are very small, no more than 
a few centimetres on a side, always paired or in clusters, and 
typically equilateral and down-pointing. Triangles are also 
among the single most common design elements recorded 
at Plains VS sites (Sundstrom 1984, 1987; Keyser and Klas-
sen 2001:285). Sundstrom (1984:Figure 3) illustrates a site 
from South Dakota that has over 100 small (<5 centimetres) 
triangles, nearly all down-pointing, clustered together, of-
ten with edges touching. She even refers to this pattern as 
the “triangular Vertical Series” (Sundstrom 1984:70). None 
of them have the downward extending projection (“nip-
ple”) seen on the Glenwood triangles. However, Sundstrom 
(2004:Figure 14.7 #10) illustrates a triangle style from the 
Black Hills that has a similar downward projection. Al-
though faintly depicted, a reassessment of the Airdrie Errat-
ic noted two small, paired triangles (Brink 2018). The rings 
or ovals seen at Panels 3E and 7D, DiPi-42, are common 
to the majority of VS sites from across the Plains. They are 
often interpreted as “moons” or as the time represented by a 
moon (Sundstrom 2004:174). Triangles, on the other hand, 
have no suggested meaning. 

The zig-zag red line at Panel 5 (see Figure 12) is some-
what unusual at VS sites, in that the majority of figures tend 
to employ straight lines drawn at right angles (see Sund-
strom 2004:Figure 14.7). However, wavy lines are known, 
such as from the Black Hills (Sundstrom 1984:Figure 84), 
and an especially similar wavy line is seen at Little Sheep 
Creek in Montana (Greer and Greer 2004). The capital let-
ter “R” at Panel 5 adds a new member of the alphabet to 
Alberta VS rock art. 
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The final non-representational geometric figures from 
DiPi-42 are seen at Panel 7. From a line of designs below 
the slight overhang, the only readily identified element is 
an oval or ring (see Figure 17D). These are among the most 
common motifs seen in all VS sites, and as noted, may de-
note moons or months. There are variations on these, how-
ever, such as at Carstairs Coulee where many red circles 
have a thick “tab” of paint attached to the bottom ring of 
the circle (Brink 2017). It seems unlikely that these too are 
moons. Several other lines at Panel 7, as well as symbols 
too obscure to describe, may simply be finger swipes. The 
central, complex image under the overhang is the most in-
triguing (see Figure 17C). The single vertical line crossed 
by several horizontal lines is unlike anything else found at 
Glenwood. No meaning for this design comes to mind, al-
though some similarity to generic feathered staffs of North-
ern Plains rock art is noted (Keyser 1977). Lines in various 
orientations with crossed lines (at right angles or diagonal) 
are not uncommon in VS rock art. Sundstrom (1987:7–10) 
illustrates several sites from Wyoming that have “feath-
ered”-like lines as well as several “lattice-like” complex-
es of vertical and horizontal lines. The site of Little Sheep 
Creek in Montana (Greer and Greer 2004) has a straight 
vertical line crossed with about a dozen short, horizontal 
lines, similar to Glenwood in some respects, except that the 
cross lines at Little Sheep Creek are at right angles to the 
vertical line, not tipped at a downward angle as are the top 
cross lines at Glenwood. The Alberta site of Mystic Cave 
(EcPm-1), a typical Foothills Abstract site, has several 
feathered staffs that look similar only in that the very top 
slash of pigment angles sharply down to the right side, as 
at Glenwood. The meaning of the complex line feature at 
Panel 7 is unknown. 

The age of VS rock art is particularly hard to estimate. 
Most rock art has recognizable images that can assist in age 
determination: bows, arrows, lances, shields, guns, horses. 
Vertical Series rock art lacks these, offering only intrinsi-
cally obscure, timeless, geometric symbols. Sundstrom’s 
(1984, 1987) early work with VS led her to believe it was all 
very late; Protohistoric, even Historic in time. The next ma-
jor treatment of the subject came from Keyser and Klassen 
(2001) who largely agreed that VS rock art was of recent 
creation. Working only with Montana sites, Greer and Greer 
(2004) disagreed. Using such factors as degree of weath-
ering, type of paint, super-positioning of later art work, 
build-up of mineral layers, and seriation analysis, they ar-
gue that VS was much older, possibly dating to Middle Ar-
chaic times and certainly as old as Late Archaic (Greer and 
Greer 2004). This puts the art at between 4,000 and 2,000 
years old. More recent work at the single VS site at Ather-
ton Canyon, Montana, (Keyser et al. 2012:215) has led the 

researchers to postulate that one panel could well date to 
the later Archaic Period, perhaps 2,400 years before pres-
ent. Candidly stating what most archaeologists would like 
to say, but don’t have the nerve to, the authors simply assert 
“it looks old” (Keyser et al. 2012:215). 

Rock art at DiPi-42 is of unknown age. Nowhere at the 
site is ochre well preserved, as might be expected if the 
paintings dated to very late Precontact or Contact times. In 
many places ochre is severely weathered and is barely per-
ceptible, especially on fully exposed vertical walls. A num-
ber of panels at DiPi-42 are partially protected and ochre 
is somewhat better preserved. In several places, such as 
Panel 3B (Figure 9), considerable mineral deposit has built 
up over top of ochre, suggesting some antiquity. In short, 
there is nothing at Glenwood to suggest the images are rel-
atively recent, as in dating to the last century or two, and 
there is some evidence that the images have been in place 
for a protracted period of time. To hazard a guess, I suspect 
an age between 500 to 1,000 years is reasonable to account 
for the weathering and mineral deposition seen at the site. 
It is likewise impossible to assess how long or short a time 
span transpired during which rock art was made at DiPi-42. 
Undoubtedly, multiple visits to the site were made by Indig-
enous artists. But whether this spanned years, decades, or 
centuries is currently unknown. 

7. Conclusion
The Glenwood Erratic, DiPi-42, turned out not to be a 

badly vandalized rock art site. Damage to the quartzite er-
ratic was done by way of extracting rock cores for use in 
radiometric dating. This occurred only on the top of the er-
ratic where a dedicated search failed to reveal any indica-
tion of Indigenous pictographs or petroglyphs. Other claims 
for physical damage to the rock were explained through 
natural processes. Accordingly, accusations of intentional 
site disturbance were dismissed. However, inspection of the 
erratic revealed traces of red pigment suspected to be Indig-
enous rock art, all located on the vertical sides of the rock. 
Through photographic enhancement using DStretch, these 
suspicions were confirmed and the site has been designated 
DiPi-42. 

Rock art at Glenwood is faint, not currently abundant, and 
very difficult to precisely describe. Even using DStretch, 
traces of red pigment are only faintly visible and difficult 
to quantify. In many cases it can only be said that “there 
appears to be something present” at a specific location, but 
description of what that is remains vague. The situation is 
exacerbated by an abundance of natural iron in the erratic 
that often shows up as nearly identical to red ochre when 



51

Brink / Archaeological Survey of Alberta Occasional Paper 38 (2018) 34–52

DStretch is employed. Weathering of the erratic has caused 
an abundance of spalling of surface chunks of quartzite, and 
flowing water has deposited mineral layers occasionally 
overtop of ochre. DiPi-42 is a rock art site that is very frus-
trating to describe, let alone interpret, because of erosion 
and deposition patterns. The age of the imagery is unknown, 
but does not appear to be recent and is likely at least centu-
ries old. 

Humanly made images include symbols best described 
as similar to letters of the English alphabet including “W”, 
“A”, backward “F”, “J”, “R”, and possibly “O”, unless this 
represents a ring or circle. Several areas of the rock were 
smeared with ochre, apparently using palms of the hand. 
Hand prints are absent, and finger marks are rare or absent. 
Several projections of rock were rubbed with ochre. Trian-
gles are most common at DiPi-42, with at least eight and 
possibly 13 being observed. They are almost uniformly very 
small in size, down-pointing, paired at the upper corner 
angle, and have a short “nipple” projection that extends a 
centimeter beyond the apex. Several figures could be box-
es, squares, circles, or hashtags but are too faint to discern. 
The most complex symbol is a single vertical line crossed 
with multiple horizontal lines, including one or two at the 
top that angle diagonally downward. A clear zig-zag line 
is noted, as is a slightly wavy line. At least three red ochre 
occurrences are distinctly round in shape, two with possi-
ble “legs” protruding from the bottom of the round surface, 
raising the prospect that these are anthropomorphs. These 
are the only designs at the site that could be considered rep-
resentational figures. 

Despite the vagaries of imagery at DiPi-42, the site clear-
ly fits what has been defined as the Vertical Series rock art 
tradition. In particular, the vertically aligned, paired col-
umns of geometric symbols at Panel 3E are textbook rock 
art from VS sites. Most importantly, these establish the use 
of a written form of symbolic communication at DiPi-42, 
an event of considerable significance in Precontact Plains 
society. Given the scarcity of these sites, not just in Alberta 
but from across the Northern Plains, identification of any 
new VS site is an important event. Hopefully, further ad-
vances in pigment detection and colour enhancement will 
shed additional light on some of the frustratingly obscure 
designs at DiPi-42. 
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