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o you think the fish petroglyph in Figure 1 might represent the one that got away? Or maybe 

walked away, since it seems to have four feet in addition to fins? 

      Numerous examples of fish are depicted on pottery of the Southwestôs ancient Mimbres cul-

ture (Figure 2). These are well illustrated in publications and the Mimbres Pottery Images Digital 

Database with Search (2013). However, no significant catalog or publication exists for the Southwestôs 

Jornada Mogollon culture (Figure 2) that was partly contemporaneous with the Mimbres. This report 

documents pisciform (fish-form) iconography and its distribution in the Jornada Mogollon area. It also 

summarizes ethnographic accounts of fish use and interpretation of fish iconography. A compendium of 

rock art pisciforms will facilitate further research on this rich body of neglected aquatic fauna.  

 Jornada Mogollon and Mimbres were regional variants of the 

larger Mogollon culture area that developed in the southern part of 

the U.S. Southwest and northwestern Mexico (Figure 2) during the 

Formative period (200 to 1450 CE).  
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Figure 1. Large fish petroglyph from archaeological site LA 30643 in Doña Ana County, New Mexico (Photo by Paul Bardwell) 
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 [Editorôs note: Figures 1 through 23 are integrated into the body of this article, Figures 24 through 67 are in Appendix A 

(page 15), and Figures 68 through 107 are in Appendix B (page 22). Some of the figures discussed and shown in the text also 

are included in the appendixes because the latter are intended to show all fish petroglyphs the author has documented in the 

Jornada Mogollon region that is shown in Figure 2. The references cited section begins after the appendixes on page 27.] 

 

Southwestern Formative Period Cultures 

 

 The Mogollon, Hohokam, and Ancestral Pueblo 

were three of the major Formative period cultures 

of the Southwest. Each apparently evolved in its 

own region out of earlier pan-southwestern Late 

Archaic-Early Agricultural culture, and as reliance 

on agriculture increased, people became more sed-

entary, and pithouse settlements and pottery be-

came common. Starting around 200 CE, the Mogo-

llon culture occupied the mountains and deserts of 

southern New Mexico, southeastern Arizona, far 

western Texas, northern Chihuahua, and northeast-

ern Sonora. Mogollon farmers mostly lived in 

small, scattered pithouse settlements until around 

550, when larger pithouse villages were estab-

lished. Above-ground pueblo-style architecture and 

new ceramic styles were introduced in some Mo-

gollon subareas around 1000. Much of the Mogo-

llon region was depopulated by the late 1200s but 

some large pueblo communities thrived into the 1400s in its Arizona and Chihuahua portions.  

 The Mimbres variant of the Mogollon was centered in and around the Mimbres River valley but ex-

tended into the upper Gila and upper San Francisco valleys of southwestern New Mexico. Some Mimbres 

pottery was distributed even farther ï eastward to the Rio Grande and westward into southeastern Arizo-

na. The Mimbres are known for their expertise in making exquisite decorated ceramics during the Classic 

Mimbres phase (1000-1130), about the same time pueblo-style architecture of up to 150 rooms grouped 

around open plazas became common. Most sites were located near areas suitable for maize agriculture, 

but smaller residential sites were situated in more upland regions. The Mimbres raised several crops be-

sides maize including beans, squash, and cotton, but also relied on gathered wild plants and hunting the 

wild game. Their funerary practice was primarily to bury the dead under the floors of houses, and many 

of the distinct black-on-white ceramics were interred with these burials. However, cremation burials also 

have been found in Mimbres settlements, mostly in plaza locations. 

 The Jornada Mogollon occupied the western tip of Texas and adjacent areas of southern New Mexico 

and northern Mexico (Figure 2). Some researchers have extended that boundary into eastern Arizona and 

into the eastern plains of southern New Mexico. The Jornada part of the name is derived from the Jornada 

del Muerto, a Spanish name for a dangerous segment of the main travel route from Mexico north to Santa 

Fe during the Spanish colonial period. Jornada Mogollon pithouse villages were established by about 200, 

and brown ware pottery prevailed. Like the Mimbres, the Jornada Mogollon ate the ñthree sistersò ï corn, 

beans, and squash ï but also relied heavily on gathered wild plants and hunting. Villages became larger 

and more complex when pithouses with square rooms, plastered floors, and consistent orientations and 

floor features appeared around 1150, and contiguous-room adobe habitations were added in the late 1200s 

or early 1300s. While the adobe buildings melted away leaving little evidence of this long-lasting culture 

variant, there is a significant quantity of well-executed rock art in the Jornada Mogollon region.  

 The Hohokam was a complex Formative culture centered in south-central Arizona, although Hoho-

kam artifacts are not uncommon southward into Mexico and eastward almost to New Mexico. By the time 

Hohokam culture developed, predecessors of the Hohokam had developed irrigation canal systems (dur-

ing the Early Agricultural period), so the Hohokam eventually became renowned as master irrigators, 

Figure 2. Major Formative period cultures of the Greater Southwest 

(Map by Allen Dart; Mogollon, Hohokam, and Ancestral Pueblo 

areas after Doyel [1993]; Mimbres area after Shafer [2003]; 

Jornada Mogollon area after Lehmer [1948]) 



Old Pueblo Archaeology Page 3 December 2020 Published in 2021                         

 

primarily in the Salt and Gila River valleys. During the first several centuries of the Hohokam era, from 

about 400 or 500 to the 1200s, the main Hohokam domicile was a ñhouse-in-pitò in which the wooden-

post-framed walls of the houses were set at the edges of the floors inside relatively shallow house pits. 

From about 800 to 1100, many of the pithouse settlements included community structures interpreted as 

ritually focused ballcourts. After 1200, above-ground, pueblo-style dwellings were added, often associ-

ated with platform mounds that probably were used for ceremonial purposes. The Hohokam created dis-

tinctive red-on-buff pottery, and their skilled artisans created carved shell ornaments and stone objects 

(especially stone bowls and palettes) as part of a distinct iconographic inventory. Their main burial prac-

tice was cremation until the late 1200s, when inhumation burials also became common. The Hohokam 

culture collapsed by 1450, leading to near-abandonment of southern Arizona. 

 The Ancestral Pueblo culture occupied the portion of the Southwest north of the Mogollon and Hoho-

kam areas, including the Four Corners region of northeastern Arizona, southeastern Utah, southwestern 

Colorado, northwestern New Mexico, and New Mexicoôs northern and central Rio Grande valley (Figure 

2). Like the other southwestern Formative cultures, the Ancestral Pueblo lived in a range of residence 

types including small and large pithouses, and various sizes of pueblos, including cliffdwelling ones. 

Their habitation sites included partly underground ceremonial structures called kivas. This culture is 

best known for its large Mesa Verde cliffdwellings and the spectacular Chaco Canyon pueblos and 

Great Kivas. The various Ancestral Pueblo groups produced amazing assemblages of complex and 

beautifully decorated black-on-white, polychrome, and glaze-painted pottery as well as a very large 

array of rock art styles. 

 

A Fish Story is Born 

 

 So what started me on this ñfish story?ò As part of my research I try to notice patterns in rock image-

ry. In the early spring of 2020 I was sent some photographs of fish pictographs in the San Andres Moun-

tains at archaeological site LA 72165, and started researching my files for other images of pisciforms. 

I already had anticipated using such information for the distribution of fish petroglyphs in rock art while 

working as a volunteer for the Bureau of Land Management in southern New Mexico with the Archaeo-

logical Society of New Mexicoôs Rock Art Councilôs Doña Ana Rock Art Recording Team. Several rock 

art sites in Doña Ana County on the Organ Mountains Desert Peaks National Monument have fish petro-

glyphs (Berrier 2019a; Pick 1999; McNew and Loendorf 1997; McNew 1997). I thought that a paper on 

fish petroglyphs and pictographs would also be a good reference for those site reports. But it wasnôt until 

I heard Dr. Patricia Gilman speak on a webinar on May 9, 2020, for the Amerind Museum that the re-

search really took off. 

 Gilmanôs presentation ñAn Overview of Mimbres Archaeologyò mentioned possible interpretations of 

some iconography of the fish figures as part of the Popol Vuh origin story recorded for the Maya culture 

(Gilman and others 2014). During an on-line question-and-answer period, I inquired if anyone had done 

any comparison of fish designs in Mimbres ceram-

ics with the fish designs in rock art. She indicated 

that she hadnôt, and so I offered to work on one. 

Thus, this project was born.  

 For this research, I define the fish rock art cat-

egory as having a relatively fish-shaped body ac-

companied by an eye, a tail, and fins like the ñclas-

sicò fish in Figure 1 (at LA 30643 in Doña Ana 

County, New Mexico), which is 1.98 meters (6.5 

feet) long. Figure 3 is a tracing of another fish im-

age at that same site that shows all the distinguish-

ing features. Figure 4 is an example of a fish pic-

tograph found a along the Gila River in New 

Mexico. 
Figure 3. Tracing from photo of a fish showing distinguishing 

features: eye, gill covering, tail, and fins 
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Literature Search:  Background,  

Ethnography, and Interpretations 

 

      First letôs look at the historic ñfish lore.ò Al-

though I found ethnographic data about fish, I did 

not find as large an amount as you might find re-

searching more frequently depicted iconography, 

like the mountain lion. Authors have suggested 

that although people often lived near bodies of 

water that would have fish, they rarely consumed 

them (Schollmeyer 2010:99; Brandt 1979:343). 

Watson Smith (1952:219) suggested that the sub-

ject of fish in the lives of the Indians of the South-

west, both as food and in ritual, is inadequately 

understood. 

      In an editorôs note in the Hopi Journal of Alexander M. Stephen, Elsie Clews Parsons identified fish 

(paôvakiyut¿) as one of several ñflocks or petsò of the Cloud Kachina Oômauwu that were carried by four 

kachina (Stephen 1936:307 n.1). Parsons described the other ñpetsò included animals associated with wa-

ter, like frogs. Watson Smith (1952:221) stated they are almost never depicted in ceremonial parapherna-

lia, either by the Hopi or by other Pueblo groups but that they were found in the pictographs and occa-

sionally on ancient pottery. Smith (1952:219) reported that the Pueblo had no aversion to or superstition 

about eating fish but that the Navajo did and this taboo also was mentioned by Gladys Reichard 

(1950:185). 

 Fewkes describes the Fish Kachina ï Pakiwkatsina (Pakiw-katsina) ï that was introduced in Hano by 

a man named Kanu and that this kachina carries a bow and arrow and wears a helmet mask that has horns 

and a fish in the mouth area (Fewkes 1903; Colton 1959:69). In 1899, one of his informants did a drawing 

of this kachina, which can be viewed at Smithsonian Learning Lab (2021). Fewkes also reports that this 

kachina might have arrived with the Water Clan people of the Tewa village of Hano. The total lack of fish 

on the Hopi mesas suggests that Pakiwkatsina originated in one of the pueblos along the Río Grande and 

is rarely carved (Smith 1952:222).  

 Other ethnographic data suggest that fish are associated with emergence stories, floods, twins, migra-

tions, and ancestor figures. Pueblo emergence stories including those from Taos, Tewa, Zuni, and Piro 

Pueblos involve fish (Brody 1983:94-95,116-117; Carlson 1982:150-151; Carr 1979:15-16; Cushing 

1896:404-5; McNew and Loendorf 1997:100; Moulard 1983:113-115; Parsons 1938:210,250,252,938). 

Some authors have suggested southwestern images of fish relate to the Hero Twins saga in the Popol Vuh 

(Gilman and others 2014; Moulard 1983; Schaafsma 1999:174; Thompson 2007; Thompson and others 

2014). Bettison and others (1999:125) and Carr (1979:108) suggested the four feet on some fish represent 

their ñhumannessò after being turned into fish in one of the stories. Others have suggested connection 

with the underworld (McNew and Loendorf 1997:100; Moulard 1983; Gilman and others 2014:97; 

Schaafsma 1999:174; Thompson 2007:89-90; Thompson and others 2014:39). Navajo stories include 

accounts in which ancestor figures cut their way out of fish bellies (Reichard 1950:168,185,221,224). 

Dutton (1963:92,94,139,140) suggested fish were important in rain making. Although the fish could 

represent food (Smith 1952:222; McNew and Loendorf 1997:99), these ethnographies suggest many of 

the stories may be shared pan-Indian mythologies. 

 Jett and Moyle (1986) cited authors of two publications that only include a few examples of rock art 

fish (Schaafsma 1972:103,118; 1980:206,232; Snodgrass 1975:175-176; see Appendix A Figure 29 for 

Snodgrassôs example). Jett and Moyle (1986:689) concluded the Mimbres pottery images were saltwater 

fishes and that this suggested the Mimbres people traveled to the Gulf of California, some 500+ km (311+ 

miles) away, in order to get inspiration for their ceramic designs. Snow (2002:119) suggested it is not 

necessary to study the rock art fish to determine their use in New Mexico after 1000 CE because 

Schaafsma and Snodgrass already had done so.  

Figure 4. Tracing from photo of a fish pictograph  

from the middle fork of the Gila River 
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 While Jett and Moyle state that they can delineate species, other authors suggest that there are few 

fish, such as pike, gar, and catfish depicted, and that they are actually metaphoric or symbolic (Bettison 

and others 1999:123, Brody 1977:177, McNew and Loendorf 1997:100; Schaafsma 1992:76). McNew 

and Loendorf (1997:100) conclude that the rock art fish were all found in local waters and that the rock 

art creators didnôt need expeditions to the Gulf of California to find fish sufficiently important to render 

images of them.  

 Fish also appear in kiva paintings. One example is probably a gar or long-nose pike shown with other 

aquatic animals (some of which also were described by Parsons as ñpetsò of the Hopi Cloud Kachina) in 

Kawaikaôa Room 4 in Arizona (Sekaquaptewa and Washburn 2010:151,Figure 7.5; Smith 1952:Figure 

55a). Figure 5 is a drawing of a part of that panel. 

Similar long-nosed fish appear on two other walls 

at Kawaikaôa (Smith 1952:Figure 60a and 60b). In 

one mural at Kuaua, New Mexico, ñfish spit seeds 

and water into the sky, and lightning flashes from 

water jarsò (Brody 1991:Plate 1). There are numer-

ous examples of gar-like fish on Mimbres ceramics 

including the one in Figure 6. Dutton (1963:90,122, 

137,142,163,180-182) includes descriptions and 

depictions of several fish in addition to figures 

wearing fish ñheaddressesò and in Kuaua murals. 

 Rather than literal depictions, other possibili-

ties present themselves. Brody (2004:152) wrote ñRather than holding representational illusionism or 

illustration of the natural world as their goal, it would seem the Mimbres artists, in their life-form paint-

ings, relished the inventions of descriptive ambiguities and visual puns.ò Hegmon (2010:68-69) echoes 

this opinion saying that the Mimbres images are a ñfascinating combination of realism, abstraction and 

fantasyò and ñthe art is more often about the way people understand the world and their place in it.ò 

 Early Spanish accounts mentioned a variety and abundance of fish in New Mexico (Dutton 1963:14; 

Snow 2002:119). Perhaps by the time most ethnographers were documenting other ñfish tales,ò the rivers 

of northern New Mexico were mostly devoid of large numbers of fish. Although the region once certainly 

had fish, it had suffered climate change, over-fishing, irriga-

tion agriculture, loss of riparian habitat, and the impact of 

domesticated livestock (Snow 2002:127). 

 There are many interpretations of the fish on Mimbres 

pottery and this paper only summarizes a few. For a thor-

ough discussion of these see The Mythology of Classic Peri-

od Mimbres Painted Pottery Iconography: Evaluation of the 

Iconographic Interpretations (Schaffer 2002). If you are in-

terested, please check out the original sources and correct 

me if Iôm wrong! 

 

Methods 

 

 In order to produce this catalog of rock art fish, I cast my 

net into my photo archives for examples as well as looked in 

the literature. I was also aided by my colleague LeRoy Un-

glaub, who has been exploring the area for the past 45 years 

and also provided me with some additional photos. For 

Three Rivers (site LA 4923), 77 ñfishò petroglyphs were 

documented by the Archaeological Society of New Mexico 

(ASNM) Rock Art Recording Field School conducted from 

1987 through 1992 (Duran and Crotty 1994:41). But neither 

Figure 5. Adaptation of a portion of Smithôs illustration  

of the painted mural from Kawaikaôa, Room 4 

 

Figure 6. Adapted from a portion of a Mimbres  

ceramic design with a long-nosed fish 
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LeRoy nor I could find that many photographs of fish at the site in our photo collections. This is not sur-

prising since there are over 21,000 images there, and it is very possible that we missed some. 

 For ease of comparison I traced all the fish forms using the methods I employ to document rock art 

sites for the Bureau of Land Management. A printed copy of the photo is placed on a light table and 

traced onto vellum using a pencil. When available, additional detailed photos and older photos from re-

search collections also are used. Then the drawing is scanned, printed, and field-checked. Sometimes 

I also used the DStretch software to bring out detail before tracing. Tracings are very time consuming, but 

make it easier to see the details of the images by eliminating the distractions of color, texture, and shadow 

that appear in the photos. A tracing eliminates some of the subjective tendencies of field sketches, ensures 

a more accurate sense of proportion, and allows for easier identification of individual design elements. 

Caution was taken to ensure tracings were as objective as possible. These tracings were then assembled 

into two appendixes so they could be easier for other researchers 

to study. Appendix B shows all the fish petroglyphs I identified 

at Three Rivers and Appendix A shows those in other Jornada 

Mogollon areas. 

      Not all of the examples I recorded meet the exact criteria 

that I have described in the introduction. In addition to what 

I believe most people would describe as a ñliteralò depiction 

of a fish, I included nine solidly pecked pisciforms with the 

same outlines similar to the more obvious fish. For examples 

see Appendix A Figure 26 and Appendix B Figures 73 and 90. 

Additionally there were examples of petroglyphs and picto-

graphs that looked like long narrow fish and some fish that are 

depicted with less detail (Figures 81, 82 and 95). I also included 

examples that were more ñfantasticalò figures that had what ap-

pear to be fish tails (for example, Appendix B Figures 76 and 

100). Some images like Figure 7 are more abstract than others. 

(Figure 8 shows a tracing of the Figure 7 petroglyph.) 

 For this report, though, I include those fish locations I have 

documented in the general Jornada Mogollon region as outlined 

by Lehmer (1948:10) and into the Mimbres region (Figures 2 

and 9). In Figure 9, Lehmerôs Jornada Mogollon region outline 

is in blue. Wright and Schaafsma (2016:8) recently extended the 

Jornada Mogollon boundary further west and south and some of 

the pisciforms are in that extension. I also briefly describe fish 

effigy figures found in the Jornada Mogollon region and those 

further west in the Mimbres region. 

 While this is not the main focus of this paper, I also briefly 

describe southwestern fish imagery outside the Jornada Mogo-

llon region. 

 

Data and Discussion 

 

 Statistically speaking, there is not a large number of fish de-

picted in the rock art of the Jornada Mogollon region, even 

though it covers a very large area of southern New Mexico and 

western Texas, and has two sites that have more than 20,000 

images each. 

 Since I was only able to find 41 fish glyphs at Three Rivers 

rather than the 77 documented by the ASNM Rock Art Recor-

ding Field School, and found 50 fish petroglyphs or pictographs 

Figure 7. Abstract fish image  

at Three Rivers, New Mexico 

 

Figure 8. Tracing of abstract fish image  

at Three Rivers 
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elsewhere in the Jornada Mogo-

llon region, I use 91 as my current 

total. This difference does not, 

however, change the distribution, 

which is shown in Figure 9. The 

balloons in that map show all but 

one of the 28 sites where they 

were located. Any balloon with-

out a number only has one fish 

while sites with multiple fish im-

ages are marked with the number 

of fish found there. Ten percent of 

the fish images are painted.  

  There are probably additional 

fish images in the southwestern 

part of New Mexico but the rock 

art of that area is even less well 

documented or the documentation 

is difficult to find. It might seem 

surprising considering the number 

of fish images shown on Mimbres 

pottery but, in general, there is 

less rock art in the Mimbres area, 

and many of the sites there are 

small and less well executed, 

and/or created by an older culture that used less representational imagery.  

 Most of the fish petroglyphs and pictographs are simple and many are alone on the rock. The size of 

these pisciforms ranges from slightly less than 30 cm (one foot) to over 1.8 m (nine feet) for one at site 

LA 73447 near the Florida Mountains in southwestern New Mexico. That image (Appendix A Figure 5 

the kiva mural example (Figure 5). See examples of these in Appendix A Figures 40, and 61, and Appen-

dix B Figure 89.5) is found in an area that is now extremely arid but at least sometimes in the precontact 

era the Mimbres River flowed nearby. Sometimes in heavy rains, even now, a lake is temporarily formed 

and numerous bedrock and boulder mortars indicate the ancient people used this landscape. Most, if not 

all, rock art is found near some body of water or where an ephemeral body of water was found. That is 

where the people were found so thatôs where they created rock art.  

      Figure 10 shows a portion of a Mimbres bowl that is a typi-

cal example of fish images that resemble several of the rock art 

fish images including the gill cover (operculum) and caudal, 

pectoral, and pelvic fins. Thompson (2007:91) suggests the pec-

toral and pelvic fins represent ñabbreviatedò limbs of the Hero 

Twins.  

      Eleven of the fish in the catalog I have gathered appear to be 

similar to long-nosed gar or pike found on Mimbres pottery and 

in the kiva mural example (Figure 5). See examples of these in 

Appendix A Figures 40 and 61, and Appendix B Figure 89. 

      I identified two examples of fish petroglyphs with anthropo-

morphs inside. This one in Figure 11 is found at Three Rivers, 

New Mexico, while the other (Appendix A Figure 28) is at Gila 

National Forest archaeological site LA 72659 and appears in 

Snodgrass (1975:311-312). There are examples of Mimbres 

bowls that show anthropomorphs that appeared to be either get-
Figure 10: Drawing of a portion of  

a Mimbres bowl with fish imagery 

Figure 9. General distribution of fish petroglyphs and pictographs across the Jornada 

Mogollon Region created using Acme Mapper 2.1 Mogollon region 
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ting eaten or swallowed by fish (Brody 

1983:Colorplate 40; Carr 1979:29-33; Davis 

1995:158). Carr (1979:29-33) identifies 

these images as relating to Zuni myth cycles 

of the Little War Twins as well as floods 

that occurred as consequence of serious 

misbehavior. Two images from Kuaua that 

Dutton (1963:181) describes as having fish 

headdresses could also represent figures 

being eaten by fish. 

  Three examples of rock art fish are closely 

associated with large-eyed anthropomorphs. 

The one on Black Mesa in Doña Ana Coun-

ty, New Mexico, appears to be holding a fish 

above its head (Figure 12). At least three 

other associations occur of fish with these 

distinctive goggle-eyed anthropomorphs 

(which are found at 70 percent of the other 

sites with fish images). These stylized anthropomorphic figures are considered to be ñsignatureò images 

for the Jornada Mogollon (Schaafsma 1972, 1980, 1992; Miller 2009; Mil ler and others 2019:10). The 

distribution of sites with fish in Figure 9 closely matches general distributions of other signature images 

mapped by the author including the large-eyed anthropomorph, feline paw print, and roadrunner track 

combination (Berrier 2013, 2014, 2019a:13) and the ceremonial depictions of anthropomorphic bighorn 

sheep (Berrier 2019b:179). These distribution maps may exhibit sampling bias and are by no means the 

end word on distribution, especially considering large areas of the Jornada Mogollon (e.g., military bases, 

missile ranges, and Indian reservations) are off-limits to certain kinds of research.  

 Three Mimbres bowls show humans with fish on their shoulders that have the same composition as 

Figure 12. Examples of these can be found in references on the Mimbres (Anyon and LeBlanc 1984:55; 

Brody 1977:175; Snodgrass 1975:137).  

 As Brody (2004:162) points out, some images appear to be animal combinations. Figure 13 from site 

LA 5230 near Cookeôs Peak appears to be a combination of a bighorn sheep and a fish associated with an 

anthropomorph. The bighorn-fish combination closely resembles one example on a Mimbres pot (Brody 

2004:162 Figure 208). Other examples of im-

ages with four legs and ñfish tailsò are in Ap-

pendix B Figures 76 and 101. 

 On the same petroglyph panel as Figure 

13 there is what appears to be a fish on a stick 

or staff held by an anthropomorphic figure. 

See Appendix A Figures 20, 54, 56, 57, and 

65 for other fish on a staff. A similar example 

was found on a Mimbres bowl at the Swarts 

Ruin. That example shows a man balancing a 

fish and a dog suspended from a staff (Brody 

1983:75). Kabotie (1982:25-26) suggests that 

this is a person depicting a high ceremony act-

ing as mediator between two opposing clans. 

Another example was drawn by Harriet Cos-

grove, whose drawing was made from a bowl 

from the Edwin Bowen Collection (Davis 

1995:173). Figure 12: Tracing from photo of an anthropomorphic figure holding a 

large gar-like fish from Black Mesa in Doña Ana County, New Mexico 

Figure 11. Photo of an anthropomorphic figure inside a fish  

at Three Rivers, New Mexico 
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 There are few ñpairedò fish in the Jornada Mogollon 

rock art. The mouths of the anthropomorphic heads in 

Figure 14 from site 29A at Hueco Tanks (41-EP-1) re-

semble two fish facing mouth to mouth. Two other faces 

or masks at Hueco Tanks site 12 (Appendix A Figures 32 

and 33) each seem to involve two separate pisciforms on 

either side of the face. Thompson (2007:89-90) suggests 

these are twin fish and represent the Hero Twins of the 

Popol Vuh.       

      During my research I identified only three other pan-

els besides those at Hueco Tanks having two fish on the 

same panel. One of these panels, at LA 72686 along a 

canyon in Las Uvas Mountains, has two very different 

sorts of fish, one of them in the beak of a long-necked 

bird (Appendix A Figure 41). The other two panels with 

two fish (Appendix A Figures 47 and 48) were found in 

the Sierra Blanca region at LA 48270. But none of these 

appear to be ñpaired.ò There are a spring and creek near-

by and much of the other imagery at the site appears to 

be water-related including over 30 dragonfly images. 

      This is in contrast to the numerous ñpairedò fish on 

Mimbres ceramics. This may be due to the differences 

in ñmediaò and the ñcanvas space.ò The Mimbres seem 

to have composed most of their bowls with balance and 

intent on regular-shaped ceramics. Many other zoomor-

phic depictions are also paired on Mimbres. 

      The large mesa where the Figure 15 petroglyph is 

found is the furthest northwest extent of the images in my 

distribution. It is in an area that appears to be transitional 

between the Jornada Mogollon region (Figure 2 and 9) 

and the Piro Pueblos area north of the latter. Traveling 

north along the Río Grande corridor, I have found addi-

tional pisciforms that I have not included in my catalog 

since they are outside the Jornada Mogollon region iden-

tified by archaeologist Donald J. Lehmer (1948). 

 Northwest of Socorro is another site with two huge 

boulders at the bottom of a large pour-over. There are 

two heavily weathered panels there that include cervids 

with large antlers, and pisciforms. Figure 16 shows one 

of the fish. 

      Still further north at LA 31771, the Bowling Green 

site, photos by LeRoy Unglaub show four examples of 

solidly pecked pisciforms with obvious tails and fins. Two 

of these fish are on the same panel and are joined by a sin-

uous line. Another fish form appears to be older because 

the pecking is heavily repatinated. The nearby site of Cer-

ro Indio (LA 287) with its many mask images does not ap-

pear to have any fish depicted. Both Bowling Green and 

Cerro Indio are attributed to the Piro culture, which may 

have been younger than the Jornada Mogollon. 

 

Figure 15. Long-nosed gar or pike with bird  

(Photo by LeRoy Unglaub) 

Figure 13. Tracing from photo of an anthropomorphic 

figure with a zoomorphic one that appears to combine a 

bighorn sheep with a fish tail, Cookeôs Peak, New Mexico 

 

Figure 14. Tracings of Site 29A from Hueco Tanks, Texas 
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Fish Petroglyphs and Pictographs Elsewhere 

 

 I am not as familiar with the imagery from nor-

thern New Mexico but have asked other researchers 

to see if they know of fish images. I only received a 

few examples and found two in my archives but 

perhaps after this article other researchers will pro-

vide additional information. Four were pecked and 

one was painted. A report on Petroglyph National 

Monument and the Creston site (LA 76065) pro-

vided additional information (Fletcher and Merkt 

2006). One researcher reports two fish at Petro-

glyph National Monument (personal conversation 

with Thatcher Rogers, July 8, 2020) but the report 

on Petroglyph National Monument and Creston in-

dicates only one fish was documented at Petroglyph National Monument and three at Creston (Fletcher 

and Merkt 2006:35). Three Rivers and Petroglyph National Monument each have over 22,000 images. On 

a field trip to Petroglyph National Monumentôs Piedras Marcadas unit near Albuquerque, I photographed 

a pisciform that resembles a long-nosed gar similar to the one painted at Kuaua featured in Figure 5. One 

image was found in Arroyo Hondo (Schaafsma 1972:158), and a painted one is near Sitka (Stephen 1936: 

Figure 510). From my photo archives from near Santa Fe, New Mexico, I identified two possible outlined 

fish petroglyphs. Further northeast along the 12-mile-long escarpment of Mesa Prieta there are an estima-

ted 100,000 petroglyphs but only two fish have been identified and one of them looks fairly contemporary 

(personal conversation with Candie Borduin, Mesa Prieta Petroglyph Project head of recording program, 

July 11, 2020).  

 When asked for depictions of fish in the rock art of Arizona, prominent researcher Robert Mark could 

only think of one example (personal conversation, June 2020). The Hohokam landscape is out of my stu- 

          dy area but I did find sources that report one badly eroded fish image (Allen  

           Dart, personal communication, June 2020) and two protohistoric or historic  

               fish glyphs (Bostwick and Krocek 2002:38,64).  

          Letôs take a moment to look at the other ceramic examples of fish  

              depictions besides the Mimbres. This research of fish imagery in the  

         Jornada Mogollon and Mimbres regions presents only a part of their  

         appearance in the Greater Southwest. Do fish images show up in the  

         Hohokam ceramics when it doesnôt show up in the rock art? The Hoho-

         kam is one of the cultural areas often compared with the Mimbres. Mou- 

         lard (1986:115,127) suggests the Mimbres may have borrowed fish im- 

          ages from the Hohokam. But a study of Hohokam ceramics states ñthe  

         fish in Hohokam art was both rare and stylized, but its identity seems  

         certain in a simple story telling scene of a water bird with one in his 

beakò (Haury 1976:233,Figure 12.76) (see Figure 17). Another study of 

Hohokam ceramics indicates that fish are one of the least-depicted zoo-

morphic depictions on a collection of Hohokam ceramics associated 

with burials (Smith 2000:244). One fish effigy was also identified 

(Gladwin and others 1965:Plate 134d). This small number of examples makes it seem less likely the fish 

depictions diffused out of Arizona to the Mimbres region. 

 Research about fish petroglyphs and pictographs from farther south might also lead to more data. At 

present I have little or no access to documentation of sites in northern Mexico. The places I have visited 

and photo collections I have studied only show one fish petroglyph. There are, however, documented fish 

effigy vessels in the Casas Grandes region (Di Peso and others 1974:91). Examples on both Babicora 

Polychrome and Corralitos Polychrome were discovered and are similar to the one found in Snaketown, 

Figure 17. Sacaton Red-on-buff (Hohokam, 

950-1150 CE) pottery plate design showing 

a probable water bird with a fish in its beak  

 

Figure 16. Pisciform east of Socorro, New Mexico 
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Arizona (Di Peso and others 1974:91). Di Peso 

says there are relatively few. An example of 

one of these vessels can be found in Figure 18, 

which is a modified seed jar with suspension 

holes.  

  Since Di Pesoôs research was done over 

five decades ago, I looked for a more contem-

porary source for information. Thatcher Rogers 

explained to me: 

 

Based on the ones Iôve analyzed and the images I 

have seen, I would suggest there are at least 50+ 

fish vessels out there in a variety of forms. The 

most standard is a suspended modified seed jar with 

four side fins, a dorsal fin, and a tailfin with either a 

molded or painted face. The majority are Babicora 

Polychrome or Villa Ahumada Polychrome, al-

though I have also seen Corralitos Polychrome, 

Carretas Polychrome, Playas Red, and far far fewer 

Ramos Polychrome fish. While provenience level data is almost impossible, it is probable for several reasons that 

most fish effigies come from sites ranging from Mata Ortiz to Janos (so the ñcentralò Casas Grandes sector)--or 

more or less at sites along the Rio Casas Grandes. As per Paquimé, the answer is three fish effigies, possibly a 

fourth. Three of these strongly resemble the Mimbres ñdeep seaò fish. One is complete and the other two frag-

mentary. [Thatcher Rogers, personal communication, June 24, 2020] 

 

 In addition to the fish petroglyphs and pictographs found on rock art were a few fish effigies made of 

shell and stone (Brook 1982; Jett and Moyle 1986:690; Lehmer 1948:48; Lewis 1981:711; McNew and 

Loendorf 1997:97). All of the examples were found in the Tularosa Basin near Alamogordo, Three Riv-

ers, White Sands, or further south in the Hueco Bolson not far from El Paso, Texas. One quartzite fish ef-

figy was found at the Pipeline site (EPAS 13) in El Paso County, Texas (Brook 1982:215). Most of the 

shell effigies were cut from flat pieces of shell in conventional forms for use as pendants that included one 

fin on the top and two on the bottom much like most of the examples of rock art fish. They were all sur-

face finds including two shell fish effigies found at the Bonnell site 14 miles northeast of Ruidoso, New 

Mexico (Brook 1982:24). Brook documented 46 effigy forms in all, including the 12 fish. Two others 

were found at Parker Lake on White Sands (Lewis 1982:11-12). 

 Brook made no attempt to examine pottery designs from the Jornada Mogollon but did feature one ex-

ample in his article about fetishes (Brook 1982:223). Figure 19 shows the red and black interior of this El 

Paso Polychrome bowl. It features two fish side by side with each facing a different direction much like 

the designs on Classic Mimbres bowls. Figure 20 shows a very similar fish petroglyph at a site overlook-

ing the Mimbres River. Thatcher Rogers (personal communication July 8, 2020) told me that he was 

working on a project looking at El Paso Polychrome and that this pattern is repeated in at least a half 

dozen bowls. 

 The prominent Formative/Ceramic period style in this area is the Jornada Mogollon and is often de-

fined by the ñprimaryò elements researchers have noticed such as terrace or step-fret elements, ñblanket 

designs,ò naturalistic human and animal figures, large-eyed anthropomorphic figures, cloud terraces with 

ñrainbowò arcs, faces or masks, horned serpents, and animal tracks (Schaafsma 1980:235, 1992:71). 

These elements are also found in other media (Miller 2009). 

 No samples for absolute dates for these fish images have been undertaken but the styles can be estima-

ted using absolute dates for other rock art from this period. The Jornada Mogollon is the prominent Form-

ative/Ceramic period style (Schaafsma 1972, 1980, 1992; Miller and others 2019). The plasma-chemical 

method of extracting carbon from very small samples of paint has been used to date figures of this style at 

Hueco Tanks (41EP2). The dates, on some small samples of charcoal pigment taken directly from these 

pictographs, have calibrated radiocarbon ages with two-sigma age ranges of 650-990, 675-985, and 660-

Figure 18. Babicora Polychrome (1250-1400 CE) fish effigy vessel 

adapted from photo at Western New Mexico University Museum 
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1020 CE (Hyman and others1999:76; Rowe 2005:91). Midpoints in these ranges are 820, 830, and 840. 

Other dated figures yielded age ranges from 1000 to 1200. 

 More recently these earlier dates have also been corroborated by another chronometric study by Myles 

Miller (2018:52). Miller dated a number of tablitas and tablita fragments as well as two goggle-eyed effi-

gies from New Mexico (one from U-Bar Cave and one from a cave in Lincoln County) along with other 

artifacts from caves in southern New Mexico including Ceremonial Cave, Texas (41EP19). All of the ar-

tifacts dated were made of yucca or sotol and the ñcalibrated radiocarbon age estimates of 13 tablitas and 

painted wooden items consistently range between A.D. 600/700 and A.D. 1000ò (Miller 2018:252). The 

dating was done on the yucca stalks and not the paint and therefore is not subject to the old wood effect. 

Although these dates are not from rock art images, they are from similar artifacts depicted in rock art 

(Berrier 2013, 2020; Miller 2013, 2018; Miller and others 2019). Previous researchers suggested relative 

dates at 1050 to 1400 based on similarities with Mimbres pottery and Pueblo village excavation data 

(Brody 1991; Schaafsma 1980:236, 1992:71). This suggests that the terraced elements and goggle-eyed 

figures are four to six centuries older than previously established (Miller 2018:252). 

 The first black and white painted bowls (Mimbres Style I) were created around 750 although no fish 

images appear on any of the excavated Style I bowls. Mimbres Style II bowls were in production by 900 

and Style III began in 1010 and disappeared by 1140 (Shaffer 2002:6). Most figurative designs on Mim-

bres pottery donôt show up until Style II and fish disappeared entirely during the late period (Powell-Marti 

and James 2006:166). 

 

Conclusions 

 

 Three Rivers has the biggest diversity of fish petroglyphs in the Jornada Mogollon region. The sheer 

number of images there may be part of the reason for that. A few fish-like images at Three Rivers support 

Brodyôs suggestion that these images are not necessarily meant to be illustrative. Designs on the body of 

the fish may be symbolic or ñdecorativeò and not meant to be an actual depiction of designs on fish. Fig-

ure 21 shows one of these fish-like designs at Three Rivers. This fish resembles a fish ñmonsterò on a 

Mimbres bowl (Brody 1983:Color plate 28). There are others like this although most rock art fish are less 

complex than the ones on Mimbres pottery. See Appendix B Figure 101 for another complex example.  

 Lekson (1999:59) suggests that the Mimbres favored ñexoticò fish but doesnôt give any evidence for 

this statement. He may have read the Jett and Moyle (1986) article delineating ñsalt waterò species. Jett 

and Moyle give evidence for ñspecies specificò fish in the Mimbres pottery but donôt show those same 

patterns they use are also on bighorn sheep, insects, and other zoomorphs. As Miller said, ñWhy would 

Mimbreños have painted marine fish, when all the other animals depicted on the figurative bowls appear 

to represent local fauna (Bettison and others1999:123)?ò Perhaps ichthyologists are geared more toward 

ñlabelingò species than understanding the implications of artistic expressions. There is certainly evidence 

of trade and travel. The large number of shells and especially the fish-shaped effigies made of shell show 

this and may be a clue to their importance. But why would the Mimbres potters have to travel 500 miles 

to the Sea of Cortez to find inspiration?  

 

 

Figure 19.  

El Paso Polychrome  

fish platter 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 20.  

Fish petroglyph  

on a hilltop above  

the Mimbres Valley 



Old Pueblo Archaeology Page 13 December 2020 Published in 2021                         

 

 Looking at the entire fish catalog, most are 

not elaborately decorated like the Mimbres exam-

ples. Part of this may have to do with the media ï 

as an artist, I know that media and the canvas you 

work on often have a direct effect on what the 

finished creation looks like. Painted images can 

have more detail. Creating rock art is much more 

difficult so sometimes details are lacking. The 

ñcircularò shape of the bowl also lends itself to a 

different composition although certainly some 

Mimbres examples are not as balanced as others. 

Are the ñpaired fishò intentional and representa-

tional of ñtwinsò or is the pairing of images made 

to create symmetry? Fish may not be identical 

but this might be to create interest while still 

maintaining symmetry. Looking at the other zoo-

morphic and anthropomorphic imagery in Mim-

bres pottery shows numerous paired figures. Do 

they all represent ñhero twins?ò There are addi-

tional examples of Mimbres ceramics with three 

or four fish. Certainly, as Brody (1977:177) sug-

gests, there are enough ethnographic data to lend 

some support to mythical or metaphoric meaning 

to images. More comparisons of all types of im-

agery and media from a larger geographic range 

could provide detailed information to test previ-

ous interpretations. 

 Researchers have pointed out the similarities 

in the architecture and canals of the Hohokam 

and the Mimbres. The lack of fish in comparison 

between the Jornada Mogollon and Mimbres 

might suggest a wider cosmologic connection 

across the area. With these comparisons and eth-

nography from the Pueblo and Navajo world it 

also supports the theory of wider pan-Indian ideas.  

 The ñplaceò on the landscape for the rock art images also plays a part in research. Counts and distribu-

tion maps like the one created for this paper (Figure 9) may show relationships and/or delineate bounda-

ries or transition zones when compared to distribution maps for other ñsignatureò images. They may, in 

fact, show that some images that are considered to be hallmarks of the Jornada Mogollon are not. In addi-

tion these distributions might be used in a Geographic Information System (GIS) project to map possible 

travel corridors or migration routes. Studying combinations of images like the other simple geometric mo-

tifs that stand alone and also appear on zoomorphs and pisciforms in rock art and on pottery might also be 

productive.  

 Figure 22 shows an interlocking spiral motif that appears on the fish rock art in Figures 7 and 8 as 

well as numerous examples of Mimbres pottery. Figure 22 is at LA 108976 approximately 190 km (118 

miles) southeast of the Mimbres Valley but many other examples of this motif can be found at other sites 

that are closer. Or they might be so prevalent through the Southwest and elsewhere that they appear to be 

examples of designs that are used universally. 

 In fact, there are many geometric forms in the rock art of southern New Mexico that could have been 

examples of the decorations on Mimbres ceramics. See Figure 23 for an example of one of these décor-

ated zoomorphs at Three Rivers. More complete comparisons of the imagery between the two regions 

Figure 21. Fantastical fish from Three Rivers;  

you may need to rotate the photo to recognize the fish form 
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should be undertaken. In light of the new dates for Jornada Mogollon rock art and artifacts, it might be 

time to relook at the influence of the Jornada Mogollon on the Mimbres. Why might there be more rock 

art fish in the Jornada Mogollon than elsewhere? Perhaps this is another indication that the Jornada cul-

ture was flourishing in earlier times when the environment was wetter (Miller and Kenmotsu 2004:207-

208), so maybe more conducive to fishing. The later environmental conditions may also be reflected by 

the scarcity of ethnographic data on fish. With more study might we find evidence of the fish in the mouth 

Pakiwkatsina (Pakiw-katsina)? Now THAT would be a fish story to write home about, wouldnôt it? 

 

  As Whitley says: 

 
. . . an important distinction can be made between unsystematic data collection, resulting in anecdotal evidence and 

systematic data collection that can reveal idiosyncratic behavior or unusual cases. There is nothing about systematic 

research that precludes the discovery and explication of extraordinary cases or the importance of unusual evidence. 

But unusual evidence obtained from systematic study differs from anecdotal data collected unsystematically be-

cause, at the outset, we know that it is extraordinary rather than representative, and that would generally be recog-

nized as part of the range of empirical variation that occurs in the archaeological record, thereby potentially provi-

ding a more nuanced and detailed understand of an existing interpretation or theory. [Whitley 2011:155] 

 

 This study just touches the surface of the subject of fish iconography in the Jornada Mogollon region 

but I hope its catalog of images, at least, provides researchers with additional data for comparison. 
 

Appendix figures and references cited follow. 

Figure 22. Interlocking Spirals at LA 108976,  

southeastern New Mexico 

 

Would you like to subscribe to Old Pueblo Archaeology? 
If you are not currently an Old Pueblo Archaeology Center member,  

please consider becoming one so you can receive future issues of the  

Old Pueblo Archaeology bulletin! For membership information  

visit https://www.oldpueblo.org/about-us/membership/. 

Figure 23. Elaborate zoomorph depiction  

at Three Rivers, New Mexico 

 

https://www.oldpueblo.org/about-us/membership/
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Appendix A ï Fish Images in the Jornada Mogollon except Three Rivers 
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Appendix B: Three Rivers Fish Imagery 
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