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Water, Pitch, and Prehistoric Indexes: 
An Analysis of Cup and Channel Petroglyphs 

from the Arizona Strip

Michael L. Terlep

Drawing on Geographical Information System (GIS) techniques, archaeological landscape interpretations and 
theory, extensive fieldwork, and previous research, this paper provides insight into the cultural affiliation and 
socio-cultural function of cup and channel petroglyphs. The age, origin, and function of these enigmatic bedrock 
petroglyphs have fascinated archaeologists for decades. The petroglyph size, up to two meters long, and place-
ment at prominent points contributes to the intrigue of cup and channel glyphs. Previous hypotheses for the age 
and function of the petroglyphs include prehistoric navigational markers to water sources, solstice markers, and 
historic tar burners. This paper reviews previous work and argues that cup and channel petroglyphs are prehis-
toric indexes of important places, possibly used in water channeling ceremonies. It is further suggested that cup 
and channel glyphs date to early to mid Formative periods. 

Despite decades of interest and fascination from archaeologists and 

amateur observers, the ambiguous cup and channel glyphs remain 

poorly understood. Drawing on Geographical Information System (GIS) 

techniques, archaeological landscape interpretations and theory, extensive 

fieldwork, and previous research, I provide insight into the cultural affilia-

tion and socio-cultural function of cup and channel petroglyphs, and I pres-

ent inferences drawn from the spatial distribution and stylistic variability of 

cup and channel petroglyphs, a unique form of rock art found in the Arizona 

Strip region of the American Southwest (Figure 1).

The basic elements of a cup and channel glyph consist of a pecked 

circle or oval measuring 35 cm to 75 cm in diameter; a narrow line or chan-

nel, measuring 2 cm to 5 cm wide by 1 cm to 4 cm deep, that spans the 

interior of the circle; a wide exterior channel measuring 10 cm to 150 cm 

long by 6 cm to 10 cm wide and up to 6 cm deep, extending from the edge 

of the interior channel and circle; and one to four cupules measuring 3 cm 

to 12 cm in diameter by 2 cm to 10 cm deep (Ford et al. 2005; Terlep 2012). 

Cup and channel glyphs are most commonly found on horizontal sur-

faces with between 1° to 20° of slope. Patterns occur between the geologic 

placement of cup and channel glyphs indicating a selection for environmen-

tal settings and geologic formations. Geologic formations favored for cup 

and channel glyph production include the Shinarump sandstone member 

of the Chinle Formation; the Main Body, Tenny Canyon Tongue, Springdale, 
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and Lamb Point Tongue sandstone members of the 

Kayenta Formation; and the Harrisburg member of 

the Kaibab Formation. These formations often thinly 

cap older geologic layers providing a dynamic setting 

for cup and channel glyphs.

Cup and Channel Petroglyph Distribution

The distribution of cup and channel petroglyphs 

adds to the intrigue of this rock art. Although pos-

sibly ranging as far west as Clark County, Nevada, 

the apparent concentration of cup and channel petro-

glyphs extends from the Johnson Canyon drainages, 

east of Kanab, Utah; north to Orderville, Utah; south 

to Kanab Creek Canyon, Arizona; and west to Little 

Creek Mountains, Utah (Ford et al. 2005; Terlep 2012) 

(Figure 2). A single documented outlier cup and chan-

nel glyph, which conforms to the general character-

istics seen elsewhere, appears in House Rock Valley, 

Arizona, on the rim of a small tributary of the Marble 

Canyon portion of the Colorado River. The distribu-

tion covers a relatively small expanse of land approxi-

mately 80 km east-west by 37 km north-south, with 

the outlier glyph near Marble Canyon occurring 82 km 

southeast of Johnson Canyon. 

Similar types of bedrock basins and grooves 

appear elsewhere in the greater Southwest, includ-

ing sites in northeastern Arizona and southwestern 

Colorado (Cole 1992:103; Malville and Munson 1998; 

Terlep 2012). The presence of similar bedrock basins 

and grooves provides additional data for determin-

ing the age and possible cultural function of cup and 

channel petroglyphs.

Previous Cup and Channel Petroglyph 
Research

Cup and channel petroglyphs constitute an area of 

rock art research that remains relatively obscure. The 

lack of research may stem from few officially docu-

mented petroglyph sites and only a handful of publi-

cations discussing Arizona Strip rock art. Despite the 

Figure 1. Examples of cup and channel petroglyphs from the Arizona Strip.
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lack of publications and documented sites, indepen-

dent researchers and residents of the Arizona Strip 

have taken up the task of providing descriptions and 

hypotheses for cup and channel glyphs, to varying 

degrees of detail. 

The most well-known publication on the bedrock 

petroglyphs of the Arizona Strip was presented by a 

group of avocational archaeologists during the Utah 

Rock Art Research Association’s 2004 symposium. 

The authors, consisting of Arizona Strip residents, 

discussed the basic petroglyph form, general site dis-

tribution, and proposed a handful of hypotheses for 

the cultural function of the rock art (Ford et al. 2005). 

The authors completed viewshed analysis, a GIS func-

tion that determines the uninterrupted line-of-sight 

from an observer point (petroglyph) to a given cell on 

a Digital Elevation Model (DEM), in order to evaluate 

possible connections between 20 sample petroglyphs 

with the surrounding environment (Ford et al. 2005; 

Terlep 2012:61). 

Unfortunately, eight of the sample glyphs “were 

broken, had fallen from the cliff, or were otherwise 

unreadable” (Ford et al. 2005:39). Despite these “bro-

ken” petroglyphs, the authors concluded that the rock 

art functioned as prehistoric navigational markers to 

water sources. Ford et al. (2005:41), who coined the 

popular term “waterglyphs” to support the naviga-

tion hypothesis, argued that the circle element of the 

glyphs represents the visible horizon, the cup indi-

cates the location of a spring on the landscape, and 

the channel points to a prominent landmark to help 

guide travelers on a 10 mile to 15 mile trek for water.

Other authors have also presented research and 

hypotheses for the function of cup and channel petro-

glyphs. Often observers attempt to draw archaeoas-

tronomical connections to the glyphs, such as align-

Figure 2. Regional Arizona Strip map showing the general area of cup and channel glyph distribution and sample 
petroglyphs.
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ments to the summer solstice or lunar phases (Ford 

et al. 2005:33; Mejia 2001:46). Still other researchers 

claim the petroglyphs are historic creations placed by 

early pioneers to the region (Ford et al. 2005:32–33). A 

recent volume on Arizona rock art states that cup and 

channel glyphs constitute historic implements for the 

extraction of pine resin (Malotki 2007:115). Although 

no reference appears to support the pine resin acces-

sion, the author likely arrives at this conclusion due 

to similar types of bedrock petroglyphs found in the 

eastern United States, known as circle and line or tar 

burner petroglyphs. 

Several authors claim that circle and line glyphs, 

which consist of a circle element and several drainage 

grooves (Figure 3), comprise a 19th century method 

of extracting pine resin by placing a metal pot filled 

with pine splints over the petroglyph. The method 

requires the construction of a small fire around the 

pot to produce pine resin that eventually drains from 

the groove (Charles 2010:75; Hockensmith 1996:100–

101). Unfortunately, no examples of recorded circle 

and line glyphs exist west of eastern Ohio (Hocken-

smith 1996:105).

Stylistic Analysis of Cup and Channel 
Petroglyphs

Stylistic variability offers a powerful tool for 

evaluating the socio-cultural functions of rock art, 

especially when interpreted in relation to spatial dis-

tribution. Do cup and channel petroglyphs have sty-

listic variability, and if so, does this variability have 

regional patterns with particular elements found in 

discrete spatial locations? As part of my research I 

collected photos, notes, and measurements on a total 

of 55 individual cup and channel petroglyphs found 

at 42 sites. My sample spans the general petroglyph 

distribution from Johnson Canyon, Orderville, and 

Little Creek Mountain in Utah; and Kanab Creek Can-

yon and Bitter Seeps Wash in Arizona; with the outlier 

glyph near Marble Canyon. 

Variability from the basic cup and channel petro-

glyph form, described previously, occurs throughout 

the sample area. The number of circles or quarter cir-

cles constitutes the most distinctive type of variability 

(Figure 4). Several cup and channel glyphs in the sam-

ple include up to two additional quarter circles radiat-

ing from the main circle element, two complete circles, 

or an interior and exterior circle element. The length 

of the exterior channel also varies from almost non-

existent to over a meter long. In at least two examples 

an isolated channel element appears near the complete 

cup and channel glyph. 

Variation of cupules include up to four cups 

found inside and outside of the circular element. 

Natural features are often incorporated into the 

petroglyph design with the natural contours of the 

rock forming a portion of the circle or cupules. 

Despite the striking variations, cup and channel 

petroglyphs follow a similar design of a circle, nar-

row interior groove, wide exterior groove, and at 

least one cup. Furthermore, the variability occurs 

Figure 3.  Image of a circle and line petroglyph/tar 
burner from South Carolina. Image courtesy of 
Tommy Charles.

Figure 4.  Example of cup and channel petroglyph varia-
tion. Petroglyphs may have multiple quarter circles, 
complete circles, and cupules. The length of the chan-
nel elements also vary.
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throughout the sample area with no particular type 

of variation confined to single spatial location.

Landscape Analysis of Cup and Channel 
Petroglyphs

One approach to evaluating cup and channel 

glyphs is through the lens of landscape archaeology. 

Landscape archaeology looks for relationships and 

cultural meaning between archaeological sites and the 

surrounding environment (Chapman 2006:11). Simply 

stated, landscape archaeology is the study of place 

(Branton 2009). 

An analysis of the landscape setting and features 

surrounding cup and channel glyphs provides data for 

determining the age of the petroglyphs. Petroglyphs 

within the sample appear at prominent points over-

looking the confluence of drainages, perennial and 

seasonal streams, floodplains, and wide-open grass-

lands. Petroglyphs found perched above confluences 

and floodplains in the Vermillion Cliffs, surrounding 

Kanab, Utah, and Colorado City, Arizona, mark excel-

lent locations for floodwater and sub-irrigation farm-

ing. 

Evidence from the Kanab area and across the 

southwest indicates that sub-irrigation—reliance 

on high water tables and floodwater farming that 

requires the inundation of cultivated flood plains—

constituted the favored methods of Basketmaker II 

cultivation (McFadden 2011; Robins 1997:104–105; 

Zweifel et al. 2006:309). In contrast, locations along 

the low knolls near perennial or seasonal streams 

offer conditions suitable for Pueblo style dry land 

farming, which requires adequate precipitation and 

suitable soil types (Spangler 2007). In addition, all 

sample petroglyphs are found within the arable strip 

of land from the low knolls and Shinarump Cliffs 

near Fredonia, Arizona, to the base of the White 

Cliffs, north of Kanab, Utah. This narrow strip of 

land was the favored farming location by the prehis-

toric agricultural populations of the region. 

The patterns found between the petroglyphs and 

the environmental settings indicate a connection with 

Preformative and Formative period agricultural tech-

niques. Such patterns suggest that cup and channel 

petroglyphs date some time after the advent of agri-

culture around the first century A.D., but prior to the 

settlement of the region by Euro-Americans.

Three common patterns emerge when viewing 

the orientation of cup and channel glyphs in relation 

to the surrounding landscape features. In all sample 

petroglyphs the channel element extends to, or slopes 

toward a natural basin, crack or space between two 

rock outcroppings, or to the edge of a rock surface 

with a small ledge or level surface below (Figure 5). 

Despite variation between the directional azimuths 

and stylistic design of the glyphs, the position toward 

one of the three types of features remains consistent 

for all sample petroglyphs. No channel element extends 

to a steep vertical drop, such as a large cliff face. The pat-

terning among the channel positions indicates a similar 

function for all cup and channel petroglyphs. 

Determining Temporal Affiliation of Cup 
and Channel Petroglyphs

Methods and techniques for dating petroglyphs 

continue to develop with the assistance of similar sci-

entific fields contributing valuable new insights. For 

example, Flagstaff geologists have determined the 

weathering rate of dissolution pits on Grand Canyon 

carbonate surfaces (limestone). According to Hereford 

et al. (1998:140–141) dissolution pits, which occur 

through weakly acidic rainfall and the metabolic activ-

ity of blue-green algae, weather at an average rate of 

2.4 mm/1000 years in some Grand Canyon limestones. 

Although not common, cup and channel petroglyphs do 

appear on Kaibab limestone, such as the outlier glyph 

near Marble Canyon. Since manufacturing of petro-

glyphs cuts through old rock surfaces, the formation 

of dissolution pits in the elements of a cup and chan-

nel glyph must have developed after the petroglyph’s 

creation. Therefore, measurements of pit depths in the 

rock art can provide a relative age for the petroglyph. 

Unfortunately, few dissolution pits appear in the 

exterior channel element of the Marble Canyon petro-

glyph. Prehistoric abrading and the accumulation of 

water over countless years may hinder the formation 

of dissolution pits in the wide exterior channel. Nev-

ertheless, dissolution pits, although few, do appear 

inside the groove of the circle element. I was able to 

obtain six pit measurements from the circle element 

with a mean depth of 1.59 mm with a 95 percent confi-

dence of .89 mm to 2.29 mm deep (Figure 6). Using the 
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weathering rate proposed by Hereford et al. (1998) of 

2.4 mm/1000 years, the mean age of the Marble Can-

yon glyph is approximately 500 BP (A.D. 1450) or older. 

A date of A.D. 1450 places the petroglyph within 

the Paiute or Pueblo IV period. Considering the dif-

ficulty of measuring the pits in the tight petroglyph 

elements and the single sampled petroglyph, further 

research is needed to determine the average depth 

of dissolution pits found in cup and channel petro-

glyphs on Kaibab limestone. Nevertheless, the date of 

500+ years does indicate the petroglyph was created 

prior to the arrival of Euro-Americans on the Arizona 

Strip. 

An analysis of archaeological features found near 

cup and channel glyphs can also assist in an age deter-

mination. Although no archaeological sites appear in 

direct association, many cup and channel glyphs are 

found within 500 m of surface structures, sub-surface 

structures, artifact scatters, and rock art panels. Seven 

cup and channel petroglyphs appear perched above or 

near Formative (Pueblo I–Pueblo II) period habitation 

sites. Alternatively, cup and channel glyphs occur near 

Figure 5.  Examples of the drainage patterns found at all sample cup and channel petroglyphs. Image A shows three cup 
and channel glyphs draining into the crevice between rock outcroppings. Image B shows a cup and channel glyph slop-
ing toward the crevice between two rock outcroppings. Image C shows three petroglyphs draining into a large natural 
basin. Image D shows a petroglyph draining toward a small level surface.

Figure 6.  Image shows the dissolution pits found at the 
Marble Canyon cup and channel glyph. Measured pits 
appear inside the circle groove.
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Basketmaker II shelters including Cave Du Pont and an 

excavated ossuary site near Kanab. 

At least three known Archaic or Southern Paiute 

sites are also within 800 meters of sample cup and 

channel petroglyphs. While site association does not 

provide an absolute date, the majority of cup and 

channel petroglyphs are found near Formative period 

sites further indicating a connection with agricultural 

societies. The more extensive architecture of Puebloan 

habitations may also obscure evidence of earlier use at 

the sites, such as Basketmaker II and Archaic habita-

tions. 

The direct association of similar cup and chan-

nel glyph motifs with datable rock art styles offers 

another avenue for dating. A small alcove site east of 

Fredonia, Arizona, known locally as the “Clamshell,” 

exhibits a 12 cm long by 7 cm wide miniature cup and 

channel petroglyph. The miniature glyph appears as 

an exact replica of the larger examples with a narrow 

interior groove, circle, two cupules, and wide exterior 

groove (Figure 7). Dozens of pecked and a few paint-

ed spirals, anthropomorphs, possible bear claws, and 

other abstract depictions surround the miniature cup 

and channel glyph on several horizontal boulders. A 

series of cupules connected by short grooves also 

appear near the miniature cup and channel glyph. 

The miniature cup and channel glyph exhibits pati-

nation consistent with the other petroglyphs at the 

site. 

Many of the rock art depictions are seen else-

where in the Southwest and likely date to the Pueblo 

II period and possibly as early as the Basketmaker II 

period (Terlep 2012:67–69). Therefore, the cup and 

channel glyph design was present in the Arizona 

Strip by the Pueblo II period (A.D. 950–1150). The 

miniature cup and channel glyph may represent a 

Pueblo II design in itself, a reproduction by Pueblo 

II populations of an earlier petroglyph design, or the 

replica may date prior to the accumulation of addi-

tional rock art at the Clamshell site.

Pine Pitch and Navigation

As discussed previously, two of the most popu-

lar hypotheses for the socio-cultural function of cup 

and channel glyphs relate to the historic production 

of pine pitch and possible prehistoric navigational 

capabilities. Several lines of evidence must exist to 

support these claims of cultural function and age. 

The following section briefly reviews the current evi-

dence for each hypothesis. 

Malotki’s (2007) assertion that cup and channel 

petroglyphs are tools for pitch production likely comes 

Figure 7.  Images show the petroglyphs found at the 
Clamshell site. Image A is the 12 cm long cup and chan-
nel petroglyph replica. Image B exhibits a sample of 
the other petroglyph designs found at the site. Image C 
shows the location of the replica cup and channel glyph 
in relation to other rock art at the site.
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from the similarities with bedrock petroglyphs found in 

the eastern United States. Evidence supporting the pitch 

hypothesis in circle and line petroglyphs comes from 

mid-nineteenth century oral and written accounts, pitch 

residue, and possible steel tool manufacturing marks 

(Charles 2010:73–75). Charles (2004:269; 2010:96–98) 

argues that while many circle and line petroglyphs 

were used for the historic production of pitch, the 

design was borrowed from Native American rock art. 

Unlike circle and line petroglyphs, however, no known 

evidence for pitch production using bedrock tools ex-

ists in the Arizona Strip. 

Despite limited use by exploring parties, such as 

the Dominguez–Escalante expedition of 1776 and the 

John Wesley Powell expeditions of 1869 and 1871-1873, 

the Arizona Strip region remained relatively vacant of 

Euro-Americans until the arrival of Church of Latter Day 

Saints (LDS) pioneers in the 1860s. The LDS church in 

Salt Lake City promoted the expansion of Mormon set-

tlements and was aware of the activities of the Arizona 

Strip pioneers, especially with the advent of better com-

munication technologies and with the construction of 

railroads and telegraph lines throughout the state (Mal-

ach 1974:5; Wilson 1941). Therefore, it is unlikely that 

the use of a unique technology could exist in a develop-

ing region without broader recognition, oral histories, 

and written documentation. 

According to Ford et al. (2005:40) the prehistoric 

“waterglyphs” point the direction to water sources 

found 10 miles to 15 miles away. For the water navi-

gational hypothesis to be plausible prominent land-

marks and the location of water sources must appear 

in the field-of-view from a petroglyph site. The petro-

glyph channel or circle elements must align or “point” 

to the prominent landmark. The authors use GIS view-

shed analysis to argue that a spring appears in the 

glyph’s line-of-sight 5 miles to 10 miles away in nine 

out of 20 “waterglyphs.” Ford et al. (2005:34) further 

argue that the petroglyphs are “bi-directional” with 

both the channel and circle indicating a path, similar 

to a trail marker. 

During the course of my own research I used GIS 

viewshed and least-cost path analyses to test the water 

navigational hypothesis. The results show that springs 

or seeps are rarely visible within the viewshed from a 

cup and channel petroglyph site. In the examples in 

which a spring does appear in the field-of-view, the loca-

tion of the spring does not correspond with the direc-

tion the petroglyph channel is “pointing.” The channel 

and circle elements only align with a prominent land-

mark in a fraction of the petroglyphs (Figure 8). Further-

more, springs found in the field-of-view or least-cost 

path appear several miles away, whereas numerous 

springs, streams, and seeps occur less than 100 meters 

from petroglyph sites. In fact, a common connection 

between all cup and channel glyphs relates to the 

petroglyph’s location near water sources, possibly 

indicating a connection with semi-sedentary or sed-

entary societies and agriculture. 

Several other factors indicate that cup and channel 

petroglyphs did not function as markers for navigation. 

First, cup and channel glyph sites often have two or 

more petroglyphs with the channel elements draining 

into the same crevice or basin. Next, cup and channel 

glyphs are found in clusters separated by 50 m to 200 

m (Figure 9). All petroglyphs in the clusters have differ-

ent directional orientations. A handful of sample petro-

Figure 8.  Image shows the wide field-of-view from a cup 
and channel glyph with no prominent landmarks to 
base navigation.
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glyphs, furthermore, occur with large degrees of slope 

positioning the channel downward toward ground level. 

Finally, the lack of cup and channel petroglyphs 

outside the region suggests the cultural meaning of the 

petroglyph was local to the people of the Arizona Strip. 

Foreign travelers would be unfamiliar with the glyphs 

and the intended navigational function. A study com-

pleted by Sognnes (1998:157) suggests rock art found 

on horizontal surfaces was “meant to be seen only by 

people familiar with the local topography.” People 

familiar with the region would also already know 

the location of water sources and other natural fea-

tures.

Discussion and Conclusion

Determining the exact age and socio-cultural func-

tion of the enigmatic bedrock petroglyphs of the Arizo-

na Strip may always remain out of the grasp of modern 

researchers. Yet, despite the difficulty of accuracy in 

determinations, some hypotheses and conclusions are 

possible. With continuing research and the addition of 

distribution and stylistic data, our understanding of 

cup and channel petroglyphs will become sounder. 

Current evidence, including environmental set-

ting, dissolution pit depth, association of archaeologi-

cal sites, and the presence of the miniature glyph at 

the Clamshell site, suggest cup and channel petro-

glyphs date after the adoption of maize agriculture 

during the Basketmaker II period around the first 

century AD. The Clamshell site further indicates that 

cup and channel glyphs are present in the archaeo-

logical record by the Pueblo II period from A.D. 950 

to A.D. 1150. As discussed in detail in another paper 

(Terlep 2012) regional archaeological site distribu-

tion also lends support to a Prefomative or Formative 

date. Our understanding of the temporal affiliation of 

cup and channel glyphs will continue to develop with 

additional distribution data and the advancement in 

dating techniques. 

Although cup and channel glyphs are unique to 

the Arizona Strip, similar bedrock petroglyphs do 

appear elsewhere in the Southwest. Evaluating simi-

lar bedrock petroglyphs provides valuable data on 

the age and function of cup and channel glyphs. Cole 

(1992) discusses a similar bedrock petroglyph found 

near the late Pueblo III to Pueblo IV Homol’ovi II ruin 

located in Homol’ovi State Park, north of Winslow, 

Arizona. The petroglyph, which consists of a narrow 

circle element, three interior cupules forming a line, 

and a long exterior groove, appears on a sloped boul-

der at the edge of the mesa. The orientation of the 

cupules, circle, and placement on the rock surface 

give the appearance of a katsina figure (Figure 10). 

Cole (1992:103) argues that the bedrock glyph likely 

traps water and channels it into a crevice between 

two boulders. Cole posits that the attachment of a 

Figure 9.  Map shows a cluster of cup and channel 
petroglyphs (on the left side of the image). The petro-
glyphs are found 200 m apart with various directional 
orientations.

Figure 10.  Image shows a bedrock petroglyph at 
Homol’ovi State Park, Winslow, Arizona. The petroglyph 
appears similar to cup and channel petroglyphs in 
design and placement. Note the similarities between the 
bedrock glyph on the right to the katsina petroglyph 
with the outstretched leg on the left side of the image.
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mask depiction with a water channel symbolized 

well-documented relationships between ceremonial 

katsinas and rain.

Cole’s hypothesis may help to explain the socio-

cultural function of cup and channel glyphs. Cup 

and channel petroglyphs have a consistent depth, are 

found oriented toward basins, crevices, or shallow 

ledges, and appear at the edge of prominent points. I 

submit that cup and channel petroglyphs functioned 

as ceremonial shrines used in a water–related prayer 

ceremony. Water, either poured into the glyph directly 

or during a rainstorm, flows through the circle ele-

ment, narrow interior channel, and eventually drains 

from the exterior channel. Water draining into natu-

ral basins or over ledges, where a small container may 

rest, can be collected for ceremonial purposes. Water 

flowing through crevices was likely symbolic, perhaps 

in relation to the physical manifestation of a tradition-

al story. Several authors argue that bedrock cupules in 

Southwestern sites may have been filled with sand to 

support prayer feathers or ceremonial paraphernalia 

(Malville and Munson 1998:22; Schaafsma 1980:96–98). 

The cupules of cup and channel petroglyphs may have 

functioned in a similar fashion on the Arizona Strip.

Regardless of any physical function of the petro-

glyphs, cup and channel glyphs undoubtedly index 

places of importance. The placement of the petro-

glyphs at prominent locations on the landscape with 

wide viewsheds may indicate places of power (Stoffle 

and Zedeño 2001:144). Likewise, cup and channel 

glyphs may have been a form of inter-group commu-

nication associated with farmland or ceremonial loca-

tions. Stylistic variability was most likely the product 

of individual families creating and using the petro-

glyphs. 

Clustering of petroglyphs would mark locations 

of community gatherings. Variability with the posi-

tion of the glyphs, such as the vertical cup and chan-

nel glyph in Figure 11, further demonstrate the index-

ical properties of the petroglyphs. 

At least two cup and channel petroglyphs demon-

strate evidence of deliberate destruction of portions of 

the rock art (Figure 12). The social motivation for the 

prehistoric defacement of the rock art panels remains 

unknown. Yet, the patterns of defacement between the 

two sites support the importance of place hypothesis.

Despite similar bedrock petroglyphs in the south-

west, cup and channel glyphs appear uniquely concen-

trated and pronounced in the Arizona Strip. In fact, cup 

and channel glyphs seem to represent one of the domi-

nant rock art styles found across the northern Arizona 

Figure 11.  Image shows a vertical cup and channel 
glyph. The small, intact hoodoo on the right side of the 
image suggests the boulder did not break away from 
the near by mesa.

Figure 12.  Images show two examples of fragmented 
cup and channel petroglyphs. Both petroglyphs exhibit 
similar breakage patterns, yet are located at opposite 
ends of the sample area.
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Strip. The analysis of cup and channel petroglyphs, 

therefore, can contribute valuable information about 

the prehistoric populations of the region. Further data 

can also assist in archaeologists’ understanding of the 

relationship between the populations of the Arizona 

Strip and the prehistory of the Colorado Plateau.
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