
Art in the form of engraved, carved, and
painted objects has been recovered from
archaeological sites on every continent

except Antarctica (e.g., Bednarik 1994; Conard
2009; d’Errico and Hensilwood 2007; d’Errico
et al. 2003; Dikov 1996; Gao et al. 2004; Hensil-
wood et al. 2002; Hensilwood et al. 2009; Outes
1916; Plonka 2003; Takayama 1968; Thomas
1983) and despite variability in form, manufac-
ture, and meaning, art artifacts represent a long
human tradition of symbolic expression.

Early art in North America dating to the Pale-
oindian period has traditionally been considered

to be very rare, particularly when compared to
Paleolithic archaeological records from the Old
World (Haynes 2002; Meltzer 1993, 2009:247;
Tankersley 2002). However, Paleoindian art in
North America may not be as rare as traditionally
thought as many objects may not be identified,
creating a problem of recognition and underre-
porting. While site formation processes and
preservation issues certainly play a role in the
limited recovery of early art objects, research on
incised stones from the Gault site demonstrates
that an expectation to find such artifacts plays a
principle role in their identification. Incised stones

EARLY ART IN NORTH AMERICA: 
CLOVIS AND LATER PALEOINDIAN INCISED ARTIFACTS FROM THE

GAULT SITE, TEXAS (41BL323)

Ashley K. Lemke, D. Clark Wernecke, and Michael B. Collins

Engraved and carved bone and stone artifacts capture our imaginations and are known worldwide from archaeological
contexts, but they are seemingly rare and oftentimes difficult to recognize. While preservation issues play a role in the limited
recovery of early art objects, research on incised stones and bone from the Gault site in Texas demonstrates that an
expectation to find such artifacts plays a key role in their identification and recovery. The presence of incised stones found
by collectors at Gault alerted archaeologists to the potential for finding early art in systematic excavations. To date, 11
incised stones and one engraved bone of Paleoindian age (13,000–9,000 calibrated years before present) have been
recovered and of these, the Clovis artifacts are among the earliest portable art objects from secure context in North America.
The presence of incised stone and bone at Gault led to the development of an examination protocol for identifying and
analyzing engraved and incised artifacts that can be applied to a wide variety of archaeological contexts. 

Hueso grabado y tallado tanto como artefactos de piedra capturan nuestra imaginación y son conocidos desde contextos
arqueológicos por todo el mundo, pero son aparentemente raro o escaso y muchas veces difícil a identificar. Mientras que los
problemas de preservación desempeñan un papel en la recuperación limitada de objetos de arte temprano, la investigación
sobre piedras y huesos grabados del sitio Gault, Texas demuestra que la expectativa de encontrar tales artefactos juega un
papel clave en su identificación y recuperación. La presencia de piedras grabadas encontradas por los coleccionistas en Gault
llamó la atención a los arqueólogos a la posibilidad de encontrar arte de los principios con excavaciones sistemáticas. Hasta
la fecha, once piedras grabadas y un hueso grabado de la época Paleoindio (13,000–9,000 años cal BP) han sido recuperados
y de éstos, los artefactos Clovis son los primeros objetos portátiles de arte de contexto seguro en América del Norte. La
presencia de piedras y huesos grabados en Gault resulta en el desarrollo de una sistema para identificar y analizar los
artefactos grabados que se pueden aplicar a una amplio surtido de contextos arqueológicos.

Ashley K. Lemke � Museum of Anthropology, University of Michigan, 1109 Geddes Ave, Ann Arbor, Michigan 48109
(aklemke@umich.edu)
D. Clark Wernecke and Michael B. Collins � Department of Anthropology, Texas State University, 266 Evans Liberal
Arts, 601 University Drive, San Marcos, Texas 78666 

American Antiquity 80(1), 2015, pp. 113–133
Copyright © 2015 by the Society for American Archaeology

DOI: 10.7183/0002-7316.79.4.113

113



114                                                                 AMERICAN ANTIQUITY                                         [Vol. 80, No. 1, 2015

from uncertain provenience at Gault informed ar-
chaeologists of the potential for finding engraved
artifacts during excavations. The combination of
the expectation to find such objects and the de-
velopment of an excavation and analysis protocol
has allowed for the systematic identification of
more than 100 stones with incised lines as well
as engraved bone.

These artifacts come from Clovis to Early Ar-
chaic contexts, though many of the unprove-
nienced incised stones came from mixed context
and may also represent Middle Archaic to Late
Prehistoric time periods. While several stones ex-
cavated by collectors are widely known and are
believed to be Clovis in age, only those objects
recovered from systematic excavations are re-
ported here, including eleven incised stones and
one engraved bone from Paleoindian-aged con-
texts. Nine incised stones and one bone fragment
are from Clovis contexts, and two incised stones
are from later Folsom and Dalton occupations.
These Paleoindian aged engraved artifacts
(13,000–9,000 calibrated years before present)
are among the earliest art objects from secure
context in North America. While these objects
are important in and of themselves as examples
of a little known portable art tradition in Pale-
oindian North America, the examination protocol
that led to their discovery is just as significant
since it can be applied to a wide variety of ar-
chaeological contexts. 

Background: First Encounters
The Gault site is located in central Texas and has
occupations spanning older than Clovis to Late
Prehistoric periods. The site is large, approxi-
mately 16 hectares in size, with up to 3 meters of
cultural deposits in some areas. Situated on an
ecotone between two distinct  habitats— the Black
Prairie region of the Gulf Coastal Plain and the
Edwards  Plateau— Gault is in the valley of a small
stream fed by natural springs near an outcrop of
high-quality Edwards chert. These factors have
made it attractive to humans throughout the last
14,000 years (Collins 2002, 2007). 

Gault is named after one of the early landown-
ers, Henry Gault. In 1929, J. E. Pearce, the first
of chair of the Department of Anthropology at
the University of Texas came to investigate a

large burnt rock midden on Gault’s farm and con-
ducted the first archaeological excavations at the
site. Before professional archaeologists gained
access again and could continue systematic re-
search, Gault sold the property and new landown-
ers long condoned plundering and eventually op-
erated it as a pay-to-dig venue, where collectors
could pay the landowner a small fee to dig wher-
ever they wanted and keep everything they found.
After many decades of pay-to-dig collecting, in
1990 a collector named David Olmstead exca-
vated four small, incised limestone tablets asso-
ciated with Clovis artifacts, including a Clovis
projectile point made of Alibates chert that was
reported to be sandwiched between two of the
engraved stones.1 The unique nature of these ob-
jects led Olmstead via Peter A. Bostrom of the
Lithic Casting Laboratory to bring them to the
attention of Drs. Thomas Hester and Michael
Collins at the University of Texas at Austin. These
two conducted a test excavation in the area Olm-
stead had worked to confirm the presence of en-
graved stones with Clovis artifacts. These test
units encountered Clovis diagnostic tools and in-
cised stones and flakes (Collins et al. 1991). After
these finds, a careful search of the original Pearce
collection from his 1929 investigations found one
additional faintly incised stone that had been col-
lected during excavations but evidently not rec-
ognized as such. 

After the initial publication of engraved objects
from Gault (Collins et al. 1991) many avocational
archaeologists in Texas began to recognize incised
stones in their collections and brought them to
the attention of Gault analysts. These first en-
graved stone artifacts brought the presence of
early art to the attention of a larger community,
alerted archaeologists to the possibility of recov-
ering more art objects from in situ contexts, and
led to the development of a research protocol. 

Recovery and Analytical Methods
The research concerning incised stone and bone
from Gault has led to the development of a pro-
tocol for recovering and analyzing engraved ob-
jects during systematic excavations. Potential in-
cised or engraved artifacts (i.e. all bone fragments,
limestone tablets, cobbles, and chert flakes with
cortex, which appear to have incised or engraved



lines or patterns) go through a multi-tiered ex-
amination, beginning with the expectation to find
such objects during excavation. 

Knowing that incised stones have been recov-
ered from Clovis strata at the site, excavators are
instructed to fully inspect each artifact for poten-
tial engraving. All artifacts are therefore mini-
mally handled and all sides are carefully in-
spected. Potential engraved artifacts are
piece-plotted in three dimensions, bagged indi-
vidually, left unwashed, and are transported for
further inspection and analysis under controlled
laboratory settings. While some incised patterns
are obvious when the artifact is excavated others
are more difficult to discern and are sent to the
laboratory for microscopic inspection to confirm
the presence of anthropogenic modifications. In
addition to careful excavation procedures, other
recovery methods and context play a large role
in recognizing engraved objects, particularly
given their small size. For example, six of the in-
cised stones from Gault were recovered during
sieving (100 percent water-screening with 1/4’’
mesh) (see Gingerich 2009 for a discussion of
sediment type and incised stone recovery).

Once in the laboratory, incised objects are mi-
croscopically analyzed with both low and high
magnification (up to 500x). Taphonomic
processes which may result in similar lines on
stone or bone objects are ruled out by microscopic

analysis; engraved lines are examined for pattern,
direction, morphology, and the existence of small,
embedded fragments of the engraving tool. Def-
inite patterns were easy to discern on many stones
and perpendicular and parallel lines as well as
the characteristics of the lines themselves, in-
cluding v-shaped cross sections, were used to es-
tablish them as intentional and culturally modified
as opposed to natural marks that are often u-
shaped or square in cross section (e.g., Bednarik
1998; d’Errico & Villa 1997; Greenfield 2006;
Nowell and d’Errico 2007; Shipman and Rose
1984). Abraders, which are used to dull the edges
of artifacts and grind platforms during flintknap-
ping are also found at the Gault site. The deep
grooves made from abrasion on these tools are
carefully examined and compared to incised lines.
Figure 1 compares images of lines on an abrader
and an incised stone from Gault. Multiple stria-
tions are visible within the channel of a deep
groove with a u-shaped cross-section on the
abrader, caused by the back and forth motion of
grinding. The incised stones do not have these
characteristics and the incisions are instead nar-
row, shallow, with v-shaped cross-sections, and
seem to be caused by applied force in one direc-
tion. Additional lines found on the abrader are
random and multi-directional and these are also
hypothesized to be the result of abrading or grind-
ing (see also Waters et al. 2011 Figure 25a). 
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Figure 1. A comparison of lines made on an abrader tool and incised lines on a portable art artifact: (a) a close up SLR
photograph of deep grooves on an abrader from Area 15 (Specimen No. 5869-26); (b) a microscopic (7x) photograph of
incised lines on an incised stone of unknown age from Area 8 (Specimen No. UM6559-13); multiple striations within the
deep groove on the abrader are caused by back and forth grinding motions, and are not considered intentional artistic
engravings compared to the incised stones. 



Associations with other artifacts also help to
confirm that these objects are culturally modified
as opposed to the result of undiscriminating tapho-
nomic processes. The engraved objects are anom-
alies associated with many other chert flakes,
bones, and limestone fragments that show no signs
of engraving. For example, the engraved bone is
the only Clovis specimen that is engraved with
perpendicular fine incisions. Very few Clovis
bones have cutmarks (n = 46/4461 or 1.0 percent),
which are wider, shallower, and average only 2.07
cuts per bone, and are only on the cortical surface
of bone fragments compared to the 27 lines on
both sides of the small engraved specimen. Other
types of surface modifications that may mimic
engraving such as root etching or gnawing are
even more rare, and cannot account for the en-
graved pattern. Similarly for incised stones, tapho-
nomic processes cannot account for the incised
lines, and engraving is not ubiquitous. Out of the
very large Paleoindian lithic assemblage (e.g., ap-
proximately 650,000 Clovis lithic specimens), a
small number of artifacts displayed possible en-
graved lines during excavation. Of these, approx-
imately 10 percent have been confirmed to be in-
cised art artifacts, with the others being classified
as abraders or objects that may have looked in-

cised in the field but no incised lines were con-
firmed during microscopic inspection. 

Once the artifacts are confirmed to be en-
graved, they are photographed using Polynomial
Texture Mapping (PTM). The use of PTM has
been extremely helpful for documenting incised
patterns that can be difficult to detect even mi-
croscopically. PTM captures digital images of an
object surface under different lighting conditions
to obtain the most representative image possible
(Malzbender et al. 2001). Sixty-four high-resolu-
tion digital images are taken under the light of
strobes embedded in an upward spiral on a dome
over the object. As each picture is taken a single
strobe flashes, and when all the imagery is com-
plete, the software combines these images into a
composite. The PTM is not strictly a photographic
composite; instead it stores all the information
from all the images under the varying light con-
ditions in texels (texture pixels). This means that
the final product can be manipulated to change or
combine lighting conditions. Each compiled PTM
is used to examine and enhance various aspects
of the patterns. Figure 2 contrasts an incised stone
recovered from excavation contexts that had no
diagnostic artifacts at Gault, and is of unknown
age, photographed with a traditional digital camera
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Figure 2. Analyzing incised lines with the use of Polynomial Texture Mapping (PTM): (a) Gault engraved stone
(Specimen No. 1211-1) from excavation context lacking diagnostic artifacts, age unknown, photographed with an SLR
digital camera; (b) a PTM image of the same engraved stone.



on the left with a PTM image of the same incised
stone on the right (Wernecke et al. 2006). 

Incised Stones from Systematic Excavations
Systematic excavations at Gault (1991, 1998–
2002, 2007–2014) have targeted 15 areas, 10 of
which encountered intact Paleoindian deposits.
Investigations in Area 15 have focused on largely
intact Archaic, Paleoindian, and older layers and
produced an extensive and diverse array of lithic
artifacts, faunal remains, and features. Elsewhere
at the site most of the Archaic deposits were de-
stroyed by the decades of looting, although Pale-
oindian layers remain intact and have also been

systematically tested (Areas 3–5, 7–10, 12–13).
The earliest art objects at Gault from systematic
excavation include 11 stones and one engraved
bone from Paleoindian contexts from five areas
of the site (Figure 3).

The majority of these incised stones, six Clovis
and the Folsom specimen, are from the 64 square
meters of Areas 3 and 4 near the southwest edge
of the site (Table 1 a–c, f–h, and j). An infrared
stimulated luminescence (IRSL) sample dates the
Clovis occupation in Area 4 to 12,990 ± 830 B.P.
Clovis specimens c, g, and h were all recovered
from the same 1x1 meter unit within a 10 cen-
timeter level, which also had two diagnostic Clo-
vis blades. One Clovis stone and the incised bone
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Figure 3. Map of the Gault site with primary Paleoindian excavation areas indicated; official Gault site excavation area
designations are used. The incised stones reported here were excavated from areas 3, 4, 8, 10, and 15. 
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are from Area 8 (Table 1e), a 63-meter square in
the site’s center,2 with associated IRSL dates of
the Clovis occupation between 13,220 ± 740 and
12,920 ± 700 B.P. Another (Table 1d) is from
Area 10 also in the site’s center, and two, one
Clovis and the Dalton incised stone, (Table 1 i
and k) are from Area 15 in the northern portion
of the site. Five specimens (Table 1 a–b, and i–k)
are point-provenienced, and the others were re-
covered during screening. All were located in
strata that were temporally designated using as-
sociated infrared stimulated luminescence dates,
diagnostic materials, super-positioning and/or
combinations of those methods. 

Archaeological deposits at Gault vary widely
by excavation area in regard to geologic context
and ground water saturation. For example, in the
colluvial setting of Area 8, Clovis deposits are
only slightly above the water table and the impact
on bone and chemical degradation of engraved
stone surfaces has been severe. In the alluvial
fan setting of Areas 3 and 4 Clovis-age deposits
are well above the water table and impact has
been minimal, which may partially account for
the larger number of incised stones recovered
from these areas. Clovis-aged deposits in fluvial
settings of Areas 10 and 15 are higher than in
Area 8, but not as high as in Areas 3 and 4 so the
impact of ground water has been moderate. These
differences are reflected in the degree of solution
damage to engraved stones and overall bone
preservation. Additional contextual information,
including the associated artifacts with each in-
cised stone is listed in Table 1. Detailed strati-
graphic profiles and further descriptions of geo-
logical contexts for excavation areas at Gault can
be found in these additional sources (Collins
2007; Gilmer 2013; Hildebrand et al. 2007;
Lassen 2013:73–85; Waters et al. 2011).

Incising of geometric parallel and perpendicu-
lar lines is found on limestone tablets, chert flakes
and cobbles, and bone representing clearly inten-
tional and patterned engraving behavior. The in-
cised stones are small, with average length, width,
thickness, and weight of 5.31 cm, 4.09 cm, 1.01
cm, and 24.25 grams respectively. Incised stones
are not found in any consistent context or features
across periods, but all the Clovis incised stones
and the engraved bone were closely associated
(within 5–10 centimeters) of one or more blades

(Table 1). One of these blades is modified with a
graver (Specimen No. 1181-14) and may have
been the tool used to incise the stone. Additional
unique spatial associations occur with the reported
incised stones sandwiching a Clovis point and the
three incised stones, which were recovered from
the same 10 cm level in Area 1. From Clovis con-
texts, two of the incised stones are on limestone
tablets (Table 1 f–g). The other seven Clovis spec-
imens have engravings on the cortex portion of
chert flakes. All of these incised stones have paired
parallel lines with the exception of one, which
has a single long line intersecting a triangle (Table
1c). While eight of the Clovis incised stones are
easily recognizable (Figures 4–6), the ninth spec-
imen (Table 1i) is severely weathered. The stone
was excavated most recently and is therefore not
pictured since a PTM image is not yet available.
An engraved bone recovered as three fragments,
two of which refit, from Clovis context in Area 8
displays several parallel and perpendicular lines
on both sides (Figure 7). This bone specimen is
mammalian and the cortical surface is preserved
due to high temperature burning. Due to diagene-
sis, bone collagen from this specimen for dating
is unavailable. 

The engraved stone from Folsom context is
also a chert flake with lines incised on the cortex
(Figure 8; Table 1j). The engraved stone associ-
ated with Dalton strata is the most patterned of
all the Paleoindian engraved artifacts, with paired
parallel lines crossing each other perpendicularly
and diagonally in a “herringbone” pattern (Figure
9; Table 1k). This engraving is also on the cortex
side of a chert flake. 

Discussion
As Rare as We Thought?
Formation processes and preservation certainly
play a role in the recovery of engraved objects.
Poor faunal preservation, particularly of the cor-
tical surface of bones, can obliterate or obscure
engraved patterns. Likewise, engraving on soft
cortex, limestone, and sandstone may not survive
due to exposure to adverse conditions. Faint lines
on chert cortex and small stones may be over-
looked particularly when complicated by the pres-
ence of a pedogenic calcium carbonate such as
that on many objects at the Gault site, (e.g., on
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the Dalton incised stone, Figure 9). Despite these
preservation issues, work at Gault demonstrates
that an expectation to find such objects, and the
careful excavation and analytical methods out-
lined above, are absolutely essential for their re-
covery. The expectation to do so is perhaps the
most critical aspect of this protocol.

The Gault engraved artifacts can help clarify
how we describe Paleoindian “art” and revise our
expectations for what may be found in early ar-
chaeological contexts in North America. The
Gault stones and bone display geometric, inten-
tional, and patterned engraving behavior that may
be decorative, ownership marks, or other symbols
(Haynes 2002:115), which we have classified
here as art. We define art broadly to include all

forms of symbolic expression, including inten-
tional engraving and carving behaviors. Such ob-
jects demonstrate a requirement for archaeologists
to walk a fine line between imagining we see
what is not there just because we expect to find
it, and being open to recognizing objects that may
fall outside our usual frame of reference. 

It may very well be that Early Paleoindian art
objects, particularly incised stones and engraved
bones, are not as rare as traditionally thought.
When viewed from a single site, incised stones
are rare, especially when compared in counts and
percentages to other artifacts that show no signs
of engraving such as at Gault. When placed in the
larger context of the Paleoindian period and other
forms of art, however, it is clear that these artifacts
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Figure 4. Incised stones from Clovis contexts, Table 1a–d.



are not as rare as often assumed. Reporting has
sometimes been lacking, as when individual finds
are relegated to the “misc. artifacts” section of a
monograph, or set aside for later analysis. For ex-
ample, one of the stones from Folsom levels at
Blackwater Draw has been called an edge grinder
or abrader but has evenly spaced parallel and per-
pendicular lines on it (Hester et al. 1972:103, Fig-
ure 93g) similar to the Gault specimens. In addi-
tion to this, there are many other examples of art
dating to the Paleoindian period in North America,
including petroglyphs of extinct Pleistocene fauna,
one case of painted bones (the painted skull at the
Cooper Bison Folsom site [Bement 1999]), nu-
merous items of personal adornment such as pen-
dants and beads, and other engraved bones, ivory,
and lithics. Examples from each of these cate-
gories are discussed below and an extensive list
of Paleoindian art is itemized in Table 2.

Table 2 builds on previous inventories of Pa-
leoindian art objects (e.g., Gingerich 2009; Hol-

liday and Killick 2013; Potter 2005) and is meant
to be an inclusive list of all potential art artifacts
from the Paleoindian time period in North and
Central America, using the broad definition of
art provided at the beginning of this discussion.
While we, among others, may question the va-
lidity of individual objects and several entries
may not be universally accepted, (e.g., petro-
glyphs due to a lack of accurate absolute dating
methods, but see Benson et al. 2013), discredited
cases such as the Holly Oak Pendant (Griffin et
al. 1988) and the Barnes site incised “tusk,” which
was found to be travertine from Late Archaic
context (Todd Surovell, personal communication
2014), have not been included.
Petroglyphs and Pictographs 
Petroglyphs include depictions of extinct fauna
such as Columbian mammoths and bison at the
Upper Sand Island rock art site in Utah (Malotki
and Wallace 2011), others of extinct pro-
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Figure 5. Incised stones from Clovis contexts, Table 1e–h.



boscideans known from the Colorado Plateau
(Agenbroad and Hesse 2004), geometric designs
in the Winnemucca basin in Nevada (Benson et
al. 2013), and carved abstracts in the Northern
Great Basin (Middleton et al. 2014). While reli-
able absolute dating methods are lacking for
pecked petroglyphs, archaeological sites with

mammoth remains, as well as mammoth dung in
the area near rock art sites in Utah, have radio-
carbon assays from the Early Paleoindian period
(Agenbroad and Mead 1989; Malotki and Wallace
2011:150). Benson et al. (2013) report absolute
assays and ancient lake levels to date the creation
of the Winnemucca petroglyphs to between
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Figure 6. Illustrations of the incised stones from Clovis contexts, Table 1a–h.

Figure 7. Engraved bone from Clovis context; Specimen No. 2520 (N1021, E985, Level 5, Z 95.19–95.09) recovered dur-
ing water-screening with 1/4’’ mesh, from the same 10 cm arbitrary level as an endscraper, notched blade, and three tem-
porally diagnostic Clovis blades.



14,800 ± 200 and 10,300 ± 100 radiocarbon years
before present (herefater B.P.).
Ornamentation
Over one hundred items of personal adornment,
including pendants and beads have been recovered
from Paleoindian contexts (see Table 1 in Holliday
and Killick 2013; Table 1 in Potter 2005). These
objects are made from a variety of materials in-
cluding shell, bone, stone, hematite, and calcium
carbonate, and come from many well-known Clo-
vis and Folsom sites such as Blackwater Draw,
Lindenmeier, Mockingbird Gap, and Wilson-
Leonard (Bousman et al. 2002; Hester et al.

1972:166; Holliday and Killick 2013; Roberts
1940: Figure 97; Wilmsen and Roberts 1979:133).
In addition to beads and pendants this category
also includes several bone discs such as those
with periphery incisions in Folsom contexts at
Blackwater Draw (Hester et al. 1972:135, Figure
99), and others from Lindenmeier (Wilmsen and
Roberts 1979:132, Figure 128), the Agate Basin
Site (Frison and Standford 1982:172), and the
Bulter site (Bradley et al. 2010:133, Figure 5.6).
Incised Stones
In addition to the Gault specimens outlined here
and the possible Folsom incised stone at Black-
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Figure 8. Incised stone from Folsom context, Table 1j.



water Draw, other Paleoindian incised stone arti-
facts include a chert flake with incised cortex
from Wilson-Leonard (Collins 1998), incised
stones from Barton Gulch (Davis et al. 2009), a
greenstone cobble with engraved lines from the
Sugarloaf site (Gramly 1998:62, Figure 18), a
cobble with a ladder-like design from the West
Athens Hill site (Ritchie and Funk 1973:27–30;
see also Funk 2004:52–53 for discussion of au-
thenticity), and a Clovis engraved quartzite pebble
from Shawnee-Minisink (Gingerich 2009).

All of these incised stones have geometric pat-
terns, usually including groups of lines either
next to each other or overlapping. In terms of
manufacture, many of the chert incised stones
from Gault appear to have been engraved and
then subsequently knapped which helps account
for their small size and fragmented designs. This
behavior is also found elsewhere outside of North
America (e.g., Mesolithic Sweden, Althin 1950;
Neolithic South India, Brumm et al. 2006; and
Mesolithic Europe, Plonka 2003). These exam-
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Figure 9. Incised stone from Dalton context, Table 1k.



ples stand in contrast to the Paleoarchaic (9410
± 140 through 9340 ± 120 B.P.) incised stones
from Barton Gulch, Montana, where engraved
lines overlap flake scars indicating that the tablets
were first shaped with marginal percussion flak-
ing before the designs were incised (Davis et al.
2009:43). The manufacturing process of these in-
cised stones remains to be studied in detail in-
cluding which implements were used to make
the incisions. Experiments by Gingerich (2009)
to replicate the type of marks on the Shawnee-
Minisink incised cobble suggest that they were
not the result of hammerstone strikes or other
flintknapping behavior and are instead intention-
ally made lines using flakes. 
Engraved/Carved Bone or Ivory
Engraved and carved bone and ivory is also found
from several sites dating to the Paleoindian period.
Examples include many decorated bone pieces,
such as the engraved Folsom bone beads and discs
from Lindenmeier (Wilmsen and Roberts
1979:132–133), an incised turtle carapace and in-
cised bird bone bead from Lubbock Lake dating
to 8600 B.P. (Holliday 1987:23; Johnson
1987:110), and one case of a Pleistocene-aged in-
cised mammoth tusk (Mandryk et al. 2005). Along
with petroglyphs, engraved ivory is the only other
art category where representational depictions are
reportedly found. Examples include the carving
of a mammoth on a mineralized mammoth bone
from Vero Beach (Purdy 2010; Purdy et al. 2011),
although it is highly likely that the engraving may
be a forgery (Purdy et al. 2011:2912). 

Other artifacts, including the bone shaft wrench
from the Murray Springs Clovis site and some
beveled bone or ivory points known from other
Early Paleoindian assemblages, are listed in Table
2. These artifacts are the best example of objects
that are hard to categorize as strictly “utilitarian”
or “artistic” and were mostly likely both. While
many of the ivory rods are crisscrossed with
 grooves— presumably to roughen the surface to
increase friction with the adjoining, opposing
bevel to strengthen the tool and make it more ef-
fective (Haynes 1982:390)— other engravings are
distinctive patterns such as the zigzag design on
both sides of an ivory rod from the Aucilla River
in Florida (Haynes 1982:390, Figure 10), or the
zipper-like designs on the ivory rods from the

Clovis East Wenatchee cache (Gramly 1993). 
Use of Red Ochre 
In addition to engraved bone where some modi-
fications may be more “utilitarian” as opposed
to “artistic” the same holds true for the use of
ochre in the Paleoindian period (see discussion
in Speth et al. 2013:116–117). There are diverse
uses of ochre present in worldwide ethnographic
and archaeological accounts, including engrav-
ings, pigments, use as hide tanner, adhesive in-
gredient/mastic, medicine, lubricant, and as a
vegetable and wood preservative (Audouin and
Plisson 1982; Flood 1995; Henshilwood et al.
2002; Kamwendo 2009; Lombard 2007; Roper
1991; Velo 1984; Watts 2002)

While the use of ochre is not a diagnostic Pa-
leoindian trait, it is found fairly consistently from
a wide variety of contexts throughout the period
including burials (e.g., Anzick, Gordon Creek,
Browns Valley, Upward Sun River Site, and Horn
Shelter), on animals bones (e.g., Sheaman), in
caches (e.g., Fenn and Simon), and numerous do-
mestic contexts (Bulter 1963:23; Frison 1989:28,
1990:102; Frison and Stanford 1982:144–145;
Lahren and Bonnichsen 1974:148; Potter et al.
2011; Roper 1991:294, Table 1; Stanford and
Jodry 1988:22). There is also at least one inci-
dence of ochre being actively mined by Paleoin-
dian peoples in Wyoming (Frison 1988:95;
Stafford et al. 2003).

While a utilitarian function for Paleoindian
use of ochre on bone and stone points as grease
or mastic has been proposed to make hunting
weapons more durable and effective (Bradley et
al. 2010:119–120; Tankersley 2002; see also Zip-
kin and Brooks 2011 for similar experimental re-
sults), ochre also occurs on grinding stones, per-
haps indicating pigment processing for more
artistic endeavors (Roper 1991:295). Since there
are no Paleoindian examples of engraved ochre
(such as the well-known Middle Stone Age ex-
amples from Blombos Cave [d’Errico et al. 2012;
Hensilwood et al. 2009]) no use of ochre is listed
in Table 2, but this is a potentially fruitful area of
inquiry. 

This inventory of Paleoindian art demonstrates
that portable art objects, pictographs, and items
of personal adornment may be much more com-
mon than traditionally assumed in the Paleoindian
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Americas,3 especially in early periods such as
Clovis and Folsom. Importantly, examples of all
of these categories of objects occur before 10,000
B.P. (Table 2). Even with early clues, such as
those reported by Jackson (1938) and Hester et
al. (1972), the idea of incised portable art in the
Americas has not been widely embraced. The
Gault incised stones and engraved bone and other
objects from systematic excavations demonstrate
the importance of recovering these objects in situ
since associations between art objects, diagnostic
artifacts, absolute dates, and other lines of evi-
dence provide the best data for understanding the
antiquity and all aspects of artistic behavior. Early
art in the Americas should not be surprising, as
we are unequivocally dealing with modern hu-
mans and complex cultures. These artifacts are
useful for understanding the more socially salient
aspects of hunter-gatherer lifeways including the
exchange of information, social mobility, cultural
transmission, and signaling (e.g., Stiner et al.
2013; Whallon 2006), all of which are important
avenues for future research in the Paleoindian
Americas.

Conclusion
While well-known from other parts of the world,
early art can still be considered rare in North
America if viewed as counts and percentages in
comparison to other lithic and faunal materials,
but is not as rare as traditionally thought in the
larger context. These objects constitute additional
classes of material culture in the Paleoindian pe-
riod often presumed not to exist, and we believe
this is partly due to the careful excavation, han-
dling, and expectations necessary to find these
objects. The Gault engraved stones and bone are
a few examples among a growing inventory of
portable art and personal adornment items in the
Americas, and their discovery can be placed in
the global context of engraved artifacts dating
back as far as 100,000 years ago (d’Errico et al.
2012). The documentation of these objects allows
for more detailed discussions of the creation,
maintenance, and use of engraved art across the
globe and enhances our understanding of shared
patterns of symbolic behavior over vast amounts
of time and space. 
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Notes
1. These engraved stones are two limestone tablets, the

larger stone found underneath a Clovis point is incised with a
checkerboard-like pattern with pairs of vertical lines down
the entire surface of the artifact, which are crossed by shorter
pairs of horizontal lines; it is 14.2 cm long and 3.8 cm wide.
The Clovis projectile point is made of Alibates Chert from
Texas, was heavily resharpened, and is 5.7 cm long and was
laying on top of the larger incised stone. Another incised stone
was reportedly found on top of the Clovis point, making a
“sandwich” around the projectile. This smaller incised stone
has geometric patterns of intersecting lines on both sides and
is 10.1 cm long and 3.1 cm wide. All three of these artifacts
are currently held in a private collection.

2. See also Waters et al. 2011 Figure 25 for two additional
artifacts recovered from Area 8. Artifact 25a is a Clovis blade
core that appears to have functioned as an abrader, and 25b is
a potential incised cortical flake.

3. While South America is beyond the geographic scope
of this paper, examples of early artwork are known and should
be added to broader inventories in the future (e.g., Montero
and Fernandez 1996; Neves et al. 2012; Yacobaccio et al.
2008).
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