
Pictograph Caves State Park is located just southeast of Billings Montana 

The images are inside the largest of thee caves and contain over 1000 

painted images. 

Rock art falls into two categories, pictographs- images created by painting 

with either natural or traded pigments, and petroglyphs- images that are 

either incised with a another object such as a knife or awl, or pecked into the 

rock surface with another object. Pictograph caves contains pictographs, 

images painted onto the surface. Archeologists date this artwork using clues 

based on the imagery and based on interviews with tribal members. When 

viewing rock art it is read from the right to the left.   

Two terms used for dating are Protohistoric- before the introduction of 

horse and gun, and historic- after the Apsaalooke obtained both horses and 

guns.  

Most of images at Pictograph Caves State Park are ascribed to the 

Apsaalooke and are from both the protohistoric and historic time periods.  

The Apsaalooke call rock art baáhpawaalaatuua ‘where there is rock 

writing’. The Apsaalooke have two interpretations of rock art, some images 

were created by humans to portray biographic or historic events and other 

images were created by the souls of deceased human beings 

ahpaláaxawaalaatuua or ghosts who are thought to change these images to 

describe the future of the viewer or his or her group. The two categories are 

mot mutually exclusive. Because the viewer will not always know what he is 

looking at many Apsaalooke do not like to see or look at rock art, because it 

may have been created by ahpaláaxawaalaatuua.  

The handouts labeled Bear Imagery are protohistoric and show that the artist 

had bear power, meaning the individual gained guidance and help from the 

bear.  In rock art the bear is represented by the sort of buns seen on the top 

of the individuals head, representing the bears ears. In addition you will see 

a sort of tear drop eye in these images. The circle representing the body 

represents a shield used by warriors. One shield depicts a bear comeing from 

his den, while the others show rain, indicating the individual has above 

world powers, meaning they can control the weather. One shield bearer has 

no buns or hair, he has singed his hair so that the enemy may not grab him 

by the hair. 



The handouts showing weaponry and humans is historic the first image 

relates a story of an enemy forced into the trenches. The dashes represent 

people, and the guns are flint locks firing. This image can be attributed to 

sometime inbetween the early 1800s and 1870s, most likely sometime 

between the 1860s. The other image depicts someone surrounding the enemy 

on foot. This is shown by the dashes representing someone walking. The two 

enemies depicted may not be the only individuals involved, but are simlly 

the only participants depicted. The artist is showing that he approached the 

enemy’s entrenchment and touched them with his coup stick. This is 

considered a war honor by the Apsaalooke. This image was created with 

commercially traded red ochre and was probably painted in the 1860s or 

1870s. 



 

 

This is a protohistoric shield bearing image. The warrior has singed hair, to 

keep the enemy from grabbing him by the hair. His shield shows a bear 

coming out.  The individual has bear power; it is represented in the marks 

under his eyes.  

 



 

 

 

This protohistoric image portrays a shield bearing warrior. He has bear 

power as represented by the sort of hair buns or ears on the head. In addition 

he has above world powers; depicted by the slashes, or rain falling from the 

sky line on the shield. This mean the individual can control the weather.  

 

 



 

 

 

This image depicts a warrior with bear power as seen by the tear drop eyes 

and bear like feet. This individual is saying ‘I have bear power’. 

 

 



 

 

 

This image can still be seen at the Pictograph Caves State Park. The image 

represents someone entrenched. The rifles firing are flint locks; the dots 

represent the humans firing these weapons. The image was painted with 

traded red ocher, and dates to sometime between the 1800s and the 1870s, 

most likely around 1865. 

 

 



 

 

 

This image dates to around the 1860s or 1870s. It shows someone 

surrounding the enemy on foot. The dashes represent people walking in a 

circle, the additional dashes on the right show the direction they came from. 

The men inside the circle are the enemy, the image crossing over the dashes 

is someone’s coup stick reaching over to touch the enemy. The image was 

made in red ochre.  


