Wells Petroglyph Preserve

Tour # 2 – Venus Star

Docent Guidelines 1 ½ - 2 hours
DESCRIPTION

SIGN
#
1

•

Walk up road from the Preserve gate several hundred feet to the sign “Tour #2” Venus
Star” on the left.

•

Look up slope to your left and notice the 2 huge human footprints; these are likely
Archaic in time.

•

Talk about the Archaic period.

•

Look up-slope at a complex Ancestral Puebloan (Pueblo IV) panel with many elements
including a ceremonial human figure with a head dress (anthropomorph), what appears
to be a fully pecked war club, a turtle, long snakes and other figures.

•

Talk about the Ancestral Puebloan period.

•

The circle with internal spiral lines at the lower right is thought by researchers to be a
solar calendar as evidenced during the Spring and Fall Equinox. Notice the smaller
pointed boulder in front near the circle. At sunrise, this boulder casts a shadow across
the circle as shown in the diagram.

•

Ron Barber, a Los Alamos scientist, has done extensive studies on the Wells Preserve
of images that are computer modeled and found to coincide with the summer or winter
solstices or the spring or fall equinoxes.
You will notice that this steep slope is badly eroded; please do not go up the slope;
please use a telephoto lens for photos.

PHOTOS

Wells Petroglyph Preserve

Tour # 2 – Venus Star

Docent Guidelines 1 ½ - 2 hours
•

Walk up the road around the sharp turn to the left and continue up the road. At a
clearing in the trees on the right, you see the huge boulder on the slope across.

•

These mostly Historic images include an upside down anthropomorph on the left. It is
thought that upside-down humans may represent death. A small mammal, perhaps a
canine is at his side.

•

To the right is a very well made inscription “Delfino Chacon, March 17, 19__.”

•

At the lower portion of this huge panel are three quadrupeds. While all three have long
tails and two have a line extending from between the ears, we do not know what they
represent.

•

Ungulate forms often are depicted with cloven hooves or perhaps horns or antlers.

•

Near the top of the trail to the right is a large boulder with four snakes visible – note they
are arranged from the bottom edge of the boulder to the top.

•

2

Snakes, including one and two horned serpents, rattlesnakes and non-poisonous
snakes, are often depicted in petroglyphs as emerging from ground level, from cracks
and from natural holes. Researchers feel these images may represent signs of
emergence into the present world for the Ancestral Puebloans.
Continue up the road past the outhouse; see an arrow pointing to a trail on the left;
please use this trail descending down the arroyo and returning to the road.
• Walk to stand in front of the large boulder on your right. The images on this boulder
represent several time periods, Ancestral Pueblo or Pueblo IV, Historic and what is
called the American Period.
•

Explain that the term “graffiti” is now most appropriately used when it is destructive to
existing images.

•

Discuss the examples of the three time periods

•

The two horned serpent and the hand are Pueblo IV images as well as a possible
buffalo (on the left). The name “Gary” is older than the initials “MMV” but both are
historic. The more recent letters in the center “EE” are abraded and newer.
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4

•

Discuss repatination

•

Talk about mythological images including one and two horned serpents.

•

Look upslope past this large boulder and see a boulder balanced on the opposite slope
with a human foot print with medium to heavy repatination. This may represent a late
Archaic image.

•

You also see some lighter letters that were added in the American or Modern period.
Unfortunately, these letters are superimposed over the Archiac image.

•

Continue a few steps forward in this clearing and notice the left boulder in the cluster of
smaller boulders at your feet. Look closely at this flat rock and notice two heavily
repatinated serpents on the right side. A handprint and arc are also visible as well as
other images.

•

Even though these images are heavily repatinated, their darkened color is likely caused
by its position adjacent to an arroyo where the water and gravel flow may have
hastened the repatination process.

•

Now look at the large boulder behind the snakes. Depending on the light reflection, you
might want to go to the left side to see the images.

•

On the top of the rock to the right are a cluster of cupules that are totally repatinated.
Cupules represent one of the most common human made rock features in the world.
They may have been used for preparation of war paint from plants, grinding of plants
and seeds for ceremonial and other purposes by Native Americans that we have no way
of knowing about. Researchers feel the ground powered rock from a cupule may be
associated with ceremonial and perhaps fertility rituals.

•

Notice the totally repatinated one pole ladder on the right, a classic Archaic image.
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•

Stepping to the left side of the boulder, you will see a panel of Pueblo IV images
including a female ceremonial figure with a headdress that appears to be giving birth.

•

Female figures are fairly common on Mesa Prieta but are far outnumbered by those of
male gender. Females are noted by hair whorls, an apparent vagina and occasionally
breasts. Birthing scenes are also fairly common and are noted by the previously
mentioned characteristics plus the passing of products of conception or of a small
human figure in or next to the abdomen.

•

A very heavily pecked war ax and other features are also on this side of the boulder.

Retrace steps back to dirt road. PLEASE STAY ON THE TRAIL, DO NOT CROSS THE
GRAVEL PLACED TO REDUCE EROSION. Turn left; step up the trail on the left, ascend
the slope.
• Stop at the large boulder on your left and study the dark surface a bit.
•

An image of a possible birthing scene is on the top of rock to the east. The figure has
hair whorls and a fetus or products of conception appear to be dropping over the edge
of the boulder. On the right is an infilled “comma or apostrophe” like figure that may
represent a sprouting seed – a symbol of fertility. Two small human figures are on
either side of the female figure; these possibly could represent fetuses or new-born
infants.

•

Also on the top of rock appear to be grinding slicks and cupules, all with heavy
repatination. Both are thought to be ceremonial.

•

Grinding slicks are frequent features found on Mesa Prieta. It may be that the act of
grinding the stone was sacred or of ceremonial importance. Their use may have been
for grinding grains and nuts for food substance much like better known metatés are
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used. Many grinding slicks were used for sharpening stone tools. Not all slicks are
horizontal.

6

7

•

War clubs are on this boulder as well as boulders nearby

•

Note the emphasis on fertility and war images in this cluster of boulders – a total of what
may be nine war clubs, two spear points, two spears, a possible birthing scene, two
possible fetuses and an apostrophe figure. In Pueblo IV rock images, these themes
seem to accompany each other.

•

You have entered a very significant complex on the Wells Preserve; most of the
boulders on this knoll on both sides of the driveway carry images of war, fertility and
hunting. The ceremonial aspects of this area are superb!
On the tall boulders to your left or north, note the spear and club figures and 2 possible
ungulates that seem to suggest this might be a hunting scene.

•
•

Look around this alcove for other images.

•

Now turn around and follow the trail and arrows up the hill to your right. This is a good
opportunity to look about the mesa and the valley and river below and imagine how it
was hundreds and even thousands of years ago.

•

Think about the geology of the area – an alluvial mesa towering 1000 feet above where
we are now standing, topped with hardened lava that emerged from fissures in the earth
just south of the Colorado border then cut over eons by the Rio Grande.

•

The area from the base of Mesa Prieta to the river is flat and fertile. Crops have been
grown here for over a thousand years. The landscape changes with history and with
culture.

•

Think about what you are learning from the petroglyphs and the people who made them
and how they might have affected the cultural landscape.
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•

On the smaller rectangular rock to your right, note the very dark, hard-to-see images.
Two serpents appear to share a common head; one is totally repatinated and difficult to
see, the other is somewhat lighter and might have been added at a later time period.

•

A cupule, some Archaic lines and some curious images that are thought to represent
female vulvas are also heavily repatinated.

•

This boulder fits in with others in this complex which seems to be an area of fertility.

•

Initials have been placed at a later time.

•

The boulder at the south side of this clearing has elements placed on several sides. A
plant form with a curved base may represent plants growing in an area that collects
moisture. This feature may represent maize or a corn stalk.

•

On the other side of the boulder note the darker Archaic images of joined diamonds and
an infilled disc.

•

Two Historic crosses were placed at a much later date; one is superimposed over an
arc.

•

This huge boulder is one of the most complex on the Wells Preserve. Dozens of
petroglyphs have been placed here over thousands of years, in many cases the more
recent superimposed over the older images.

•

Let your eyes adjust and begin to pick out the many images. Concentric circles and war
clubs are present. On the upper right, a spiral figure is affected by a two horned
serpent. A cluster of cupules can be seen as well as individual cupules.

•

Notches cut into the upper edge of the boulder are thought to possibly be an
archaeoastronomical feature; as the sun rises on dates of equinox, a ray of light
perforates through the notches bisecting the concentric circles below. Note the notches
at the tips of the two horned serpent.
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•

A female figure, serpents including one spanning the boulder top to bottom, circles and
dozens of other features are carved into the surface of this very prominent boulder.

•

81 separate elements or petroglyphs are on the boulder including five two horn
serpents, four snakes, six human foot prints, five human hand prints, 18 cupules are on
the boulder and many more.

•

Six Christian crosses were added during Historic times.

•

Can you imagine the task recorders undertook to document this magnificent boulder by
drawing and photographing the images?

•

Walk back out to the road and look at the boulders across from you.

•

A number of probable war clubs are carefully executed and deeply pecked. One
resembles a dragonfly.

•

Walk a short way up the road and look at the right behind the juniper.

•

This figure is one of the most noteworthy on the Wells Petroglyph Preserve. Although
we do not know the meaning of the petroglyph, this unique and carefully executed
ceremonial image has been interpreted as a birthing scene, a celestial scene of the sun
and moon and other suggestions. Whatever this image depicts, it is extraordinary in its
detail.

•

Note the scattered and well defined peck marks around the image.
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Walk up the road noting petroglyphs as you pass. On right side of road are several
interesting elements that suggest modern emblems. One resembles an octopus, another the NM Zia figure.

14

•

Up high on the ridge to the right is a small cluster of elk including a bull, likely a cow and
calf.

•

Animals are common subjects used by the Ancestral Puebloans. Elk, deer, bear,
mountain lions and coyotes and foxes frequented and still live on the mesa.

15

Follow the road up to the arrow pointing right; please follow the trail markers to the
next complex.
• You will walk into an area surrounded by boulders with petroglyphs and trees. On the
right you will see various images including a possible church, lizard shapes and at least
one cupule.
•

16

Look around you at other images on nearby boulders.

Behind you on a small boulder is a well-made and stylized Historic equestrian. His hat
suggests he may be a priest.

Exit this cluster on the trail and walk around, following arrows into a cleared grove of
trees.
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18

•

Two bison figures can be seen, also a lizard, human hand and a spoked circle. One
bison is upside and may have a spear or arrow in its back; this possibly could indicate
the animal is dead.

•

Take your time to find the classic Archaic image of a one pole ladder toward the right
side of the panel.

Exit the cluster and cross the clearing noting various images on boulders in this area.
Please stay on the trail.
• Walk to the long low boulder overlooking the bowl to the north.
•

This interesting panel is topped with a serpent across the top of the boulder as well as
other Pueblo IV images on the top including hands, a two horned serpent and one of the
many flute players found on the Wells Petroglyph Preserve.

•

We believe the wording on the side reads: “Luis Man Enero 1893/7/9? “Enero” is
January in Spanish.

•

19

The oldest inscription found to date on the WPP is 1879. Most of the early Spanish
were unable to read or write so inscriptions are usually limited to initials, dates and
names.
Turn to your right and follow the arrows on the trail
• Walk to another large boulder overlooking the bowl to the north. This is a key rock that
represents three time periods.
•

Some of the Archaic images include the sandal and human hand prints.

•

Look closely at the heavily repatinated spall at the upper left. Underneath are five
sandal and/or human footprints that are very dark; over the prints are a human hand
print that is somewhat lighter as well as a bright Historic letter.

•

Pueblo IV features include a flute player, an upside down human ceremonial figure
(anthropomorph) with a head dress, more hand prints, a shield figure and others.
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•

Historic letters are also on the panel as well as a prominent and bright reversed “s”
shaped form at the lower left.

•

Look down into the bowl at the many huge boulders with prominent, mostly Pueblo IV
figures. A long, low boulder mid-slope has five figures: the second figure from the right
is an armadillo flute player (one of many animal flute players on Mesa Prieta and the
only ones known in New Mexico); one bow hunter is to the right and two figures on the
left with clubs. The last two figures have emphasized development of the leg muscling
that may represent leggings.

•

On another reddish boulder up the slope is an anthropomorph with two canine figures.

•

20

21

Flute players are marked with a stake with a flag attached; these are placed for use with
the annual Flute Player Tour each October.
• Other magnificent images you may see include rayed circles, shield figures and
serpents. These images are included in Tour # 3
Walk down the trail following the arrows. Turn to the right and walk down.
• Here are an animal flute player and a partial bird.
•

These two animals and others in this area seem to have a boat like shape suggesting a
repeated style of execution of birds and other figures.

•

In the same area, look to the left boulder and see a fainter boat-like shape form.

•
•

Walk back upslope and turn right before the tree and descend carefully into a
cluster of large boulders. Suggest one guest at a time.
An anatomically correct female can be seen just above the road, one of the few seen on
the mesa. This female figure is outlined by a large bear claw paw; two spears, a snake
and concentric spoked circle are also on the panel.

•

A partial, lightly pecked possible female human figure, can be seen at the lower left.

•

The rock above displays what may be a Spanish crest; two other similar images have
been found on Mesa Prieta.

•

This cluster fits with the theme on this ridge on both sides of the road of fertility, war and
hunting.
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23

•
•

Carefully walk back upslope, exiting to the left of the tree
This boulder has a large anthropomorph with one large hand up, the other down. He
has a feather head dress what appears to be a sash around his waist.

•

Also note the quadruped and a cross applied at a later time.

•

Turn right and follow the trail into another cluster of boulders and trees. On the left are
two bird images. The upper image was used as the logo for the Mesa Prieta Petroglyph
Project until recently.

•

Step to the right side and see a third, well executed winged bird. What kind of birds do
you think they are? Please do not go beyond the marked area.

•

Continue down the trail following arrows
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Step to the clearing over-looking the bowl to the north. This view provides another view of
images below us on Tour 3.
Point out several images at eye level.
Guests will see others.

25

•

Continue on the trail downslope
As you leave this cluster, follow the arrows around the corner to the left to see an
outlined human with accentuated thighs or leggings. A few human figures on the
Preserve display what may be leggings; these may be dance attire or protective
garments. Other features on this image suggest it might represent a Spaniard with what
appear to be buttons, a cross on the image’s right shoulder and possibly a beard. The
figure is also without arms; the image may be incomplete or armless.

•

Also notice the figure does not have a left foot. It is possible this figure represents a
Spanish soldier perhaps even Don Juan Onate. In 1599, Onate led a raid against
Acoma Pueblo killing over 800 tribal members. Of the few dozen Acoma men of fighting
age who were still alive after the battle, they were sentenced to have one foot cut off.
Could this image relate to that event – or to the 1680 Pueblo Revolt?

•

We have no way of knowing about the details on this image.

•

Look for the 3 Archaic foot prints near the top of the boulder and at the left of the
boulder and two other more lightly repatinated foot prints.
Follow the trail and arrows down the slope.
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28

•

As you turn left, notice the Native American equestrian with a feathered head dress on
your left. The image was made in Historic times as is verified by the subject matter.

•

We have no way of knowing if the maker of this image was an Ancestral Puebloan or
Spanish person.

•

Ahead of you is a beautifully executed star facing due south.

•

This could be a celestial star – whatever it is, it serves as a beacon overlooking the
valley. The four pointed star is thought to represent Venus, a symbol of war to the
Tewa people.

•

As you continue along in the Preserve, try to determine what the crosses you see
represent – a Christian cross with a longer vertical axis, an equilateral star common in
all time periods or a cross that may represent Venus.
As you continue down the trail, you will see two circles on a low boulder to the right; one
is nucleated with heavy repatination. On the left is cluster of circles, almost
representing a flower form.

•

•

29

•

On the back of this boulder is the very bright name “Angel” pecked during the Historic
period.
Stop at what is another very significant boulder.

•

Study the images, the repatination of the images and the curious designs on the
boulder. Most of the images are Archaic; note the line that follows the rock features
including the vertical crack and horizontal ridge. The vertical crack is worked on both
edges. A totally repatinated rectilinear/curvilinear meander crosses the middle of the
rock as well as elk tracks, bear tracks, and human footprints

•

Many of these features represent images that are not from the physical world and are
called by some researcher’s phosphene or entopic images that originate in the optic
nerve. These images may be experienced with the use of hallucinogens, in ecstatic
dance, or perhaps with head injuries, migraines and placement of eye pressure.

•

The one hand print and tracks are the only “real images”.

•

Ancestral Puebloan images include a possible rabbit, canine and plant form.
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END
OF
TOUR

•

The spur looking image is possibly a historic church.

•

These images are better seen using a shade.

•

The figure on the right might represent a Spanish carreta - a crudely constructed two
wheeled wagon pulled by oxen. Remains of these carts are found on the Jornada Del
Muerto – the historic trail leading from Mexico to Santa Fe.

•

Note how the pecking in the central figure follows the rim of the spall.

•

The image at the left appears to be unfinished. The carefully executed line continues
around the boulder to the left – what was intended?

•

Looking to the boulder to the left of the trail are some indiscreet images that also appear
to be unfinished. The lower image may have been intended to be completed as a flute
player – or other feature.

•

This concludes this tour on the Wells Petroglyph Preserve. A total of six docent led
tours are offered to guests on the Preserve.

•

•

For an emergency, dial 911. Give dispatcher the following directions:

•

•

Turn west off Highway 68 at the Lyden/La Canova turn off between mile markers
11 and 12. Proceed 2.2 miles on County Road 0057 continuing south around the
90 degree turn. The Wells Petroglyph Preserve is at a large turn-out on the left
side of the road. If the gate across the driveway is locked, inform the dispatcher
that the key to the gate is in a sock at the left end of the top gate bar.

END OF TOUR
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•

Proceed to the mailbox, go around the turn to the left and stop in the vicinity of
the outhouse.
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