December 2016
Artifact of the Month: Moose Creek Bluff Rock Pictographs
While constructing flood control for the Chena River in 1940, the United States Army Corps of Engineers
noticed pictographs on a rock bluff near Moose Creek, approximately 14 miles south of Fairbanks,
Alaska. The Corps notified University of Alaska Fairbanks archaeologist Louis Giddings, who spent the
remainder of the summer documenting the bluff (Giddings 1941). Giddings cored the trees growing in
front of the cliff and estimated that the pictographs were more than 60 years old (see the UAMN October
2015 Artifact of the Month post for more information on tree-ring dating). However, the growth of lichen
and the weathered state of the paintings suggested they were likely much older. After the Corps
destroyed the bluff for use as a quarry, they allowed Giddings to search through the debris. The two
sections of the rock face shown below were the only pictographs that Giddings managed to relocate.

Moose Creek Bluff rock paintings, photo credit to Cassidy Phillips. © All rights reserved.

Moose Creek Bluff rock pictographs, photo credit to Cassidy Phillips. © All rights reserved.
Faint human figures are visible in the surviving pictographs. The figures were painted with red ochre, a
naturally-occurring iron oxide mineral pigment. Giddings’ drawings of the undisturbed cliff face (around 50
feet long and 20 feet high) recorded human figures ranging from four inches to two feet high in a variety
of attitudes: marching, standing, and sitting. In one case, five figures sat in a dugout-style canoe typically
seen in Southeastern Alaska (birch-bark canoes are more common in interior Alaska). Ethnographic
interviews conducted by UAF anthropologist Elizabeth Andrews and linguist James Kari link the Moose
Creek pictographs to traditional Salcha Athabascan stories involving the legendary giant Yaachox, or Big
Sky (Andrews 1975, Gutoski 2011).
See the Alaska Native Language center website (https://www.uaf.edu/anlc/) for more information on
Alaska Native languages, place names, and traditional stories.
Thanks to Martin Gutoski and Joshua Reuther for the reference materials.
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Sketches of Moose Creek Bluff pictographs by Giddings (Giddings 1941).

