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Rock Art in Isolation:
The Black Mountains and
Red Hills of Hudspeth County

Solveig A. Turpin

Twenty-six newly recorded rock art panels, five in the Black Mountains
and 21 in the Red Hills of Hudspeth County, display affinities with Jornada
Mogollon and Desert Archaic petroglyphs and pictographs. The identification
of Candelaria-style pictographs 80 kms north of the Rio Grande extends the .
range of this style well beyond its assumed point of origin in Chihuahua,
Mexico. The eastern periphery of the Jornada style is also expanded, albeit
only slightly. The jagged spires, lofty palisaded walls, and tumbled boulders of
these volcanic intrusions afford innumerable niches, crevices, and overhangs
suitable for the protection of painted art. The desolate landscape and scarcity
of potable water suggest that much of the art was ritually produced, probably
as part of the well-documented vision quest or search for spiritual identity that
was an inherent part of Native American religion.

Introduction

The Black Mountains and the Red Hills are volcanic intru-
sions (Bureau of Economic Geology 1995) that rise abruptly west
of the Salt Flats in Hudspeth County, between the Guadalupe
Mountains to the northeast, the Sierra. Diablo to the east, the Eagle
Mountains to the south, and the Huecos to the west (Figure 1).
Isolated by vast expanses of arid rangeland, these two prominent,
highly visible landmarks would serve admirably as way stations
for nomadic people moving between the larger mountain ranges.
Both also provide the ambience essential for the pursuit of spiri-
tual enlightenment—commonly called the vision quest—that was
an integral part of indigenous religion: isolation, elevation, and
dramatic contact between earth and sky.

Ten rock art sites containing 26 separate pictograph or
petroglyph panels were recorded during a recent reconnaissance
of these two geological isolates. At least two previously defined
rock art styles—the Candelaria pictographs of northern Chihua-
hua and the Jornada paintings of the Mogollon region—are clearly
identifiable. Some, if not all, of the pictographs display many
characteristics of ritual art produced as part of a quest for spiritual
identity (Schaafsma 1997; Whitley et al. 1999). On a more
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Figure 1. Map of study area.

practical level, they extend the range of the Jornada and Desert
Archaic rock art styles typical of the El Paso area and parts south
and west while demonstrating the use of these isolated oases in a
desolate landscape.

Description of Previously Defined Rock Art Styles

Desert Archaic is a broad term that subsumes local pictograph
and petroglyph styles that have been variously called Candelaria,
Diablo Dam, and Shumla. Their iconographic similarities and
shared themes suggest they “may be varied expressions of a single
art tradition or complex” (Schaafsma 1980:56), These art styles
are best known for their group hunting scenes, replete with moun-
tain goats, antelope, or deer being pursued by broad-shouldered
men wielding lances. Their projectiles are ovals that usually
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designate darts or spears so presumably their primary weapon was
the atlatl or spear thrower, a trait considered diagnostic of the
Archaic period. Projectile points are a focal point of their compo-
sition and are often appended to the human figures, replacing their
heads, hands, or feet. This emphasis led Sutherland and Steed
(1974) to designate the petroglyphs at Fort Hancock the Shumla
style after the barbed projectile points of the same name, assuming
a Late Archaic or Middle Archaic age (Bilbo and Sutherland
1986) based on dates assigned to the dart point type. Additional
radiocarbon dates from northern Mexico and the Lower Pecos
region now indicate that Shumla dart points may have been in use
from about 3,000 to 2,000 radiocarbon years ago, thus confirming
their placement in the Archaic period (see Turpin 1991:32-33).

Very similar but smaller and more vivacious paintings in
northern Chihuahua were described by Green (1966) and Davis
(1977, 1980) who attributed them to a style he named Candelaria
after one of the mountain ranges where they were found. Davis
(1980:47) estimated that over a five-year period he had located
some 3,000 figures in five sites. Their concentration in a small
area in northern Chihuahua led him to propose that the style
served as a group identifier. Defining characteristics of this style
include: “wildly animated life forms™ (Davis 1980:43), primarily
humans, sheep, and deer; disproportionately long spears that
could be associated with males or protruding from animals and
men,; series of figures engaged in group activities; placement of
figures and scenes in inaccessible niches and depressions; and a
preference for red pigment. At the time of his definition, Davis
(1980:48) estimated that the paintings were made between the
inception of the Christian era and A.D. 1500 while Schaafsma
(1997:19) suggested an older time span between 2,000 and 4,000
years ago.

Schaafsma (1980:56, 1997), who originally called the Fort
Hancock petroglyphs the Diablo Dam style, thought that the
Candelaria paintings were part of the same tradition. Itis clearly
much easier to convey a sense of animation and vivacity in

- pictographs than petroglyphs where the medium is less malleable.

Thus, the confusing style names may in reality describe one
ideographic system, expressed in both petroglyphic and picto-
graphic form (Schaafsma 1980:56). Mendiola (1998) commented
that the Candelaria pictographs in Chihuahua were distinguished
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by delicacy of line and firmness of stroke but they lacked an arche-
ological context. If in fact the pictographs and petroglyphs are
related, some part of that context may be derived from studies
such as the current reconnaissance.

Schaafsma (1975) divides the Desert Mogollon Jornada rock
art style into two phases: western and eastern. Jornada rock art is
concentrated in southern New Mexico but the eastern phase
extends into West Texas, including the famous pictographs at
Hueco Tanks State Park and some of the sites described here.
Masks, horned rectilinear outlined anthropomorphs with large

staring “goggle” eyes, complex animal figures, stepped frets, and

circles surrounded by dots are listed as major characteristics of the

‘Eastern Jornada phase. The iconographic repertoire ' was expanded
to include outlined profiled costumed dancers and horned
serpents, as well as a number of geometric motifs, such as rain or
cloud altars. The Jornada style is assigned to the time period from
A.D. 1000 to 1450 (Bostwick 2001:424); the pottery styles noted
on the survey suggest that the Black Mountain/Red Hills sites fall
at the recent end of that spectrum, ca. A.D. 1250-1450.

A number of abstract geometric pictographs defy any attempt
to place them in a well-defined style. They are unlike the formal-
ized rectilinear designs that Schaafsma (1975:94) calls Desert
Abstracts but they do belong to the enigmatic tradition that bears
many names but is in essence ubiquitous among the desert
Archaic cultures of the American Southwest and northern
Mexico. The common denominators include the usual ladders,
circles, squares, zigzags, and lines whose meanings are open to
speculation and whose often isolated and obscure context implies
some sort of private ritual or record.

The Black Mountains

The Black Mountains are much larger than the Red Hills and
provide a more diverse resource base, in part because of a spring
that once flowed from the head of a short canyon on the south side
(Brune 1981). Although the spring is now reduced to a seep that
flows only during wet weather, the density of occupational debris
in the canyon and on the flats fronting it testify to its former appeal
to the prehistoric people who camped in the lee of the mountain.
In fact, our limited reconnaissance identified numerous campsites
in the southwestern sector of the mountains, including extensive
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concentrations of burned rock (commonly called middens)—of
both sedimentary and igneous rocks—several pottery types, and
projectile points ranging in age from the time of Christ to just prior
to Spanish contact. However, the sense is one of short-term, logis-
tically focused forays targeted toward specific resources or
embedded in seasonal rounds that emanated from the larger
mountain ranges visible in all directions.

The Black Mountains are a mixture of rock types dominated
by igneous formations that has eroded to create vertical columnar
palisades atop rocky slopes that are littered with enormous boul!-
ders. . The latter often abut or come to rest at angles that leave
small niches and overhangs that are sometimes large enough to
offer limited protection from the elements. The rock art is painted
in these crevices, nooks, and crannies, difficult to see and even
more difficult to photograph or copy.

Two pictograph sites, one with four panels, were recorded in
the southwestern quadrant of the mountains, within a few hundred
meters of the erstwhile spring. One is clearly akin to the Jornada
Mogollon pictographs and petroglyphs so abundant to the south
and west (Sutherland 1996:Map 1); the other is more closely
aligned to the generalized Desert Archaic tradition.

Cerro Negro, 41HZ584

Cerro Negro is a cleft in the pared or perpendicular high wall,
facing south over the plain on the southern perimeter of the moun-
tain. The largest pictograph is painted on the exterior face of the
bluff where time and exposure have taken their toll (Figure 2).
The figure is locally known as the Tall Man but the remnant paint
is too faint for accurate copying. However, inside the niche that
penetrates the rock face immediately east of this elongated figure,
other red paintings are still clearly discernible. Three motifs stand
out from the generic geometric designs in their clear affinity to
specific figures at Hueco Tanks, Fort Hancock or Alamo Canyon,
Alamo Mountain, Three Rivers, and other Jornada Mogollon rock
art sites.

The first of these is a solid reddish orange triangular body with
square head and round vacant eyes, commonly called goggled-
eyed (Crotty 1990:149) or Tlaloc (Schaafsma 1980; Sutherland
1998) (Figure 2a). Sutherland (1996) in particular makes a case
for a direct connection with Tlaloc, the Mesoamerican rain and
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fertility deity whose image is dominated by large circular eyes.
Crotty (1990:149) argues that their restricted distribution and
iconographic dissimilarities from either kachina or Mesoamerican
rain deities render the comparison inappropriate. The relevant
point here is that this particular Cerro Negro pictograph is a very
simple rendition of a typical Jornada Mogollon figure, thus
providing it a cultural affiliation and a rough temporal range.
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Immediately adjacent to the goggled-eyed figure, a phallic,
possibly hump-backed man appears to be communing with a
crack in the rock that runs diagonally in front of his hands and
penis (see Figure 2a). Superficially, he is reminiscent of
Kokopelli in that his hands are placed as though holding a fiute but
his triangular hump is lighter red than the rest of the figure and
may have been an afterthought or later modification. Thus, the
resemblance to Kokopelli, the well-known hump-backed fertility
figure, may go beyond the artist’s original intent. Two similar
figures—one with bird-like facial features and another wearing a
mask—were painted in outline in two separate alcoves at Hueco
Tanks (Kirkland and Newcomb 1967:Plates 136, 144). Newcomb
identified them as kachina dancers, in part because other outlined
figures are clearly wearing elaborate costumes, but the Cerro
Negro figure is obviously naked. Although executed in a different
medium, the Cerro Negro painting is identical to a much smaller
petroglyph at Alamo Canyon where an ithyphallic man assumes
the same position immediately adjacent to a similar crack in the
rock (Texas Historical Commission, National Register files).
That this character appears in two media suggests that he was a
specific figure or icon known to his viewers through oral tradition.

The third Eastern Jornada motif (Schaafsma 1975:Figure 86)
is a mask, constructed of solid blocks of red pigment and hidden in
the farthest recess of the niche (Figure 2b). These so-called solid
masks abound at Hueco Tanks where Kirkland (Kirkland and
Newcomb 1967:197) thought they were far more competently
painted than the outline masks. He described the paint as thin
liquid that soaked into the rock like dye, each block distinct, and
the design composed with considerable artistic ability. So it is
with the mask at Cerro Negro.

Sutherland (1996:56) describes solid masks as “those
comprising facial design arrangements of solid rectangles, trian-
gles, stair steps, and many other geometric shapes.” She considers
them more sacred than the outline masks, in part because of the
tendency to place them in secluded locations, certainly a criterion
that applies to the Cerro Negro mask. The blank or negative space
used to indicate eyes was then analogous to the staring orbs of the
Tlaloc or goggled-eyed figures. Parker (cited in Sutherland
1996:56) suggested that the solid masks were metaphors for the
three-tiered universe of sky, earth, and underworld, thus reflecting






