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Grapevine Canyon, the location of over 700 examples of rockart and3rock-
shelters, drains part of the east slope of the Newberry Mountaina, §}ark«Ceunty;. -
Nevada.. The Canyon widens below a permanent spring and, at the mouth, opens into a
broad alluvial valley, at an elevation of 2,480 feet, with a creosote-bursage
community as sparse vegetation.

Over 700 rock carvings decorate the dike of fine—grained granite porphyry at
the mouth of Grapevine Canyon. These petroglyphs extend over 100 meters up the
canyon and are seen on both sides of the canyon walls. Design elements can be seen
all the way up the rocky cliffs and are known to extend below the present ground
surface. Petroglyphs have been pecked through the patina of hydrous iron and
mangsnese oxidea. Some elements have been retouched; others are superimposed over
previously existing designs. ' ‘ 5 -

A variety of geometric and naturalistic designs occur on the horizontal and
vertical faces of these large granite boulders. Design elements include rectangular
gridirons, meanders, mazes, diamonds, sun disks, Great Basin curvilinears and
rectilinears, spoked wheels, concentric circles, and mountain sheep. According to
Steward (1929:148), Grapevine Canyon had the greatest representation of the
rectilinear style of petroglyphs of all sites known to Steward to that time.

At least three caves in the Canyon exhibit evidence of extended prehistoric
occupation and are located among boulders on both sides of the canyon between the
mouth and the spring. These small rockshelters have fire-blackened ceilings,
defined areas of midden, and associated sherd scatters. Another cave, also
inhabited prehistorically, is about 200 yards east of the mouth of the canyon within
a granite outcrop in the alluvial valley. This shelter was designated Grapevine
Cave and has been excavated by Maxon (1970). 1In addition, three sherd scatters of
unrecorded types have been noted by various recorders. These were near at least two
possible shelter depressions. ‘ : :

The Grapevine Canyon Petroglyph Site has been recorded in several field and
literature gurveys. Steward, in his synthesis of knowledge of petroglyphs in the
wegtern states (1929) and in the United States as a whole (1936), may have been the
first anthropologist to publish a description of the site. From Steward's accounts,
it seems that a Professor Blackwelder (Stanford University) carried out the first
archeological research at the site, including excavations along the base of the
carved cliffs to expose petroglyphs that had been buried under alluvial deposits.

Other archeologists, either independently or as part of organized surveys, have
recorded the caves and petroglyphs at the Grapevine Canyon Petroglyph Site
(Schroeder and Baldwin 1946, 1948; Tuthill 1949; Moen 1968; Brooks 1973; and Todd,
Wilson, Patterson, and Mair 1977). Teague (National Park Service) had provided
thorough information on the site as the most recent records of the site. As a
result of his 1982 survey, a detailed description of the petroglyphs, notes on the
caves, an accurate sketch map, and an evaluation of site condition has been made.

Two hundred yards east of the petroglyphs is the already excavated Grapevine
Cave. From James Maxon's excavations of this cave in 1970, we can infer something
about the chronological framework of the petroglyphs. Based on the ceramic typology
and on ethnographic accounts, he was able to determine that the cave had been used
intermittently for quite a long time (A.D. 900-A.D. 1150). Although the Amacava
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The Grapevig anyon Pétroglyphs occur’

encounter the creosote-bursage community. Var sistence alt atives provided
by this elevational difference and the general topographic features of the area may
have contributed to the frequent use of this area. Water sources within the canyon
were an important attraction to desert travelers.

The number and variety of rock art elements demonstrate that Grapevine Canyon
Petroglyphs were an important locus prehistorically. “
displays 43 panels of petroglyphs, with 538 el nted, while 30 panels,
with 218 elements, ﬂ Although a variety
of both naturalistic and geometric designs are represented, rectilinear designs are

most common. "On the basis of the complexity and frequency of these (rectilinear)
symbols, it (Grapevine Canyon) must be regarded as the center and possibly the point
of origin of the style” (Steward 1929:148).

The number and nature of the elements also suggest that the site was visited
frequently, reflecting repeated long-term interest in the locality. The over 750
elements, placed on many visible faces of the boulders, support this interpretation
as do the many carvinga that are superimposed over earlier, less distinct designs.
In addition, a number of elements have been retouched to "update” their message,
after desert varpish obscured the earlier designs.

The Grapevine Canyon Petroglyphs represent one example in which petroglyphs
have been dated geologically. The base of some cliffs displaying the petroglyphs
are buried with a deposit of over 22 feet of soil. Past excavations have revealed
that the petroglyphs extend to a depth ‘of 20 feet below present ground surface.
"Steward inferred that.a gradual, rather than torrential, accumulation of the allu-
vial deposits was responsible for the burial, because a mixture of sand and fine
gravels was stratified into thin, even beds (1929). Therefore, dates of some
petroglyphs can be roughly correlated with the age of the deposit.” In additionm,
many of the granite surfaces have exfoliated since the time of incised designs.
Patination and superposition of design elements also indicate relative antiquity to
some panels of rock art.

Maxon's excavations of *yield a relative date for cave occupa-—
tion, based on earliest ceramics of the region- (AD 900) but the cultural deposits

were stratigraphically higher than those masking nearby rock art.
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(ancestral Mohave) and later historic Mohave had inhabited this particular cave,
early Shoshonean speakers and the Palute also utilized this area. Due to the
stratigraphic position of cave deposits, relative to some of the petroglyphs that

are buried by alluvial deposits, Maxon believes that the petroglyphs : - e
o nug che werInET o . are of an

even older date than is The site area has attracted some relic
collectors. Tuthill (1949) reported some removal of petroglyphs from the site.
However, some granite surfaces with designs have exfoliated and may appear to be
vandalism. Other archeologists have reported pothunting in one or more of- the
caves. Teague's visit to the site in 1982 verified minimal damage to the site has

occurred.
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Further excavations at the cave sites could provide more precise chronological
data on the occupants of the caves and the creators of the petroglyphs. By systema-—
tically recording the carved designs found in Grapevine Canyon, comparisons could be
made with elements recorded at other petroglyph sites. The clarity and number of
petroglyphs at this site should be helpful in determining cultural affiliations
through stylistic analyses. The nature of the petroglyphs should also enhance the
value of the carvings for symbolic and astronomic interpretation. On a broad scale,
a survey of the area surrounding the site would provide information on the density
and duration of use of the area, on the spectrum of specialized activity sites, and
on the variety and distribution of other shelters, open sites, and petroglyphs.
Additional investigations should demonstrate the role played by Grapevine Canyon
Petroglyphs in the religious and trading systems and the aboriginal social organiza-
tion of the surrounding area.
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