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PREFACE 

 

As a child, I had the same dreams over and over again. In these recurring dreams, 

I started in one of many rooms in a house, and opened the door intending to walk outside. 

Once outside, I would try to return to the same room through the same door I had just 

passed through. However, as soon as I opened the door, I would be exposed to a 

completely different setting from the one that I had been in a few seconds ago. Soon I 

came to realize that I was positioned in the middle of a large house with many doors that 

lead to many spaces. The sense of time also varied; I could feel that the world I had been 

in before I closed the door behind me was not necessarily of the past, and vice versa. In 

short, the door, or portal in its symbolic sense, served as a connective medium, and the 

world that existed behind the door was way beyond my immediate expectation or belief.  

I reflected upon these childhood dreams a lot as I wrote this thesis. The concept of 

a portal and the ability of humans to cross dimensions embedded in the concept are not 

foreign to me. I grew up in a culture that fundamentally acknowledges the metaphysical 

interconnectedness among the past, present, and future, as well as spiritual entities and 

the possibility of their emergence into the current world. I had heard numerous traditional 

and contemporary stories of time traveling and interactions between spirits and humans at 

certain places and through certain practices. This cultural, epistemological familiarity 

with the concept of a portal naturally sparked my interest in exploring the American 

Indian perception of portals in their own cultural contexts. As a student with immense 

interest in Indigenous philosophies of other cultures, I find this topic of metaphysical 

portals in cultures and the natural world, and philosophy embedded in these constructs to 
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be personally engaging. Also, I believe that the topic is worth exploring, in that such a 

philosophy, indeed, fundamentally informs our thoughts, attitudes, behaviors, and 

emotions. I hope my small efforts to shed light on a thread of the American Indian 

knowledge system concerning time, space, and portals through this thesis does justice to 

the discourse of American Indian culture, metaphysics, and worldviews. 
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ABSTRACT 

 

This thesis largely explores ways in which American Indian views of time and 

space are expressed, with a specific focus on the concept of a portal. Traditional 

worldviews held by many American Indian groups translate time and space as nonlinear 

and nonexclusive; multiple spatial and temporal dimensions can exist simultaneously. 

Here, a physical medium that facilitates movement among the multiple, intangible 

dimensions, i.e., portal, is needed in order for the dimensions to be visited and thus be 

perceived as real. In many American Indian worldviews, the power of portal is often 

concentrated in certain natural and cultural components such as arches, alcoves, caves, 

and peckings and paintings on rock surfaces. In discussing the concept of portals, this 

thesis suggests two distinct landscapes as case studies: arches within Arches National 

Park (Arches NP) and an alcove with prominent rock paintings near Canyonlands 

National Park (Canyonlands NP). Discussion of these two case studies and their 

significance as portals help us to understand American Indian ways of perceiving 

landscapes and American Indian worldviews concerning time, space, as well as spirits. 

Eventually, this thesis aims to situate the two case studies within the wider discourse of 

portals that connect multiple temporal and spatial, and mundane and spiritual dimensions. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

 

This thesis largely explores ways in which American Indian views of time and 

space are expressed, with a specific focus on the concept of a portal. Traditional 

knowledge held by many American Indian groups translates time and space as nonlinear 

and nonexclusive; multiple spatial and temporal dimensions can exist simultaneously. 

Here, a physical medium that facilitates movement among the multiple, intangible 

dimensions, i.e., portal, is needed in order for the dimensions to be visited and thus be 

perceived as real. In many American Indian worldviews, the power of portal is often 

concentrated in certain natural and cultural components such as arches, alcoves, caves, 

and peckings and paintings on rock surfaces.  

Significantly, in American Indian worldviews, all landscape components work 

with one another organically leaving nothing out of the symbiotic relationship. This 

thread of American Indian ways of knowing contributes to understanding American 

Indian perceptions of certain places as connective mediums between different 

dimensions. While the function of nature as a portal is seen most emphasized in a specific 

element of nature, it cannot be understood without a comprehensive awareness of the 

natural world that surrounds the element. The role of a natural or in other cases, cultural 

element as a portal becomes stronger when the larger landscape surrounding it is 

integrated and the human understanding of this wider landscape is considered.  

The American Indian tendency to recognize and value intangible elements, both 

natural and cultural, that constitute a larger landscape allows the holistic appreciation of 



13 
 

the elements as portals connecting dimensions. Perception of such things as wind, sound, 

story, song, and spirits inform their senses, emotions, and knowledge concerning the 

given landscape. In the case studies that will be presented in this thesis, participating 

American Indian representatives from various tribes and pueblos constructed analyses of 

specific places as portals based on their synaesthetic appreciations, much of which are 

heavily grounded in their knowledge system being passed down over numerous 

generations.  

In discussing the concept of portals layered within the integrated landscape, this 

thesis suggests two distinct landscapes as case studies: arches within Arches National 

Park (Arches NP) and an alcove with paintings of anthropomorphic figures on its wall 

near Canyonlands National Park (Canyonlands NP). Thousands of earthy sandstone 

arches are among the prominent features that constitute the magnificent viewscape of 

Arches NP. Semi-circular shapes created under these arches can evoke various 

images, such as eyes, holes, and windows, in the minds of viewers. Among the defining 

factors in this cognitively constructed scenery is the framing effect of the arched 

stone. The physicality of the sandstone mass creates a three-dimensional boundary 

around the scene beyond, evoking an image of a tunnel or a gateway. Furthermore, the 

boundary separates the scenery within from the rest of the immediate surroundings, 

creating an image of a separate world. Indeed, through this specially shaped space under 

an arch, one can embrace a framed view of what is beyond.    

The second case study, the Bartlett alcove area encompasses a dynamic 

landscape. This landscape includes a huge slickrock alcove, the result of millions of years 

of carving by water and an open desert valley that unfolds before it. It also includes a 
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rock art panel and other features such as perennial spring, plants, and animals. Another 

important component that constitutes the Bartlett alcove area is the acoustics naturally 

created in this distinctly composed landscape. The air circulating in the vast flat area 

encounters the solid, curved wall of the slickrock alcove, and naturally bounces back and 

ripples outwards, creating an ideal place where sound becomes concentrated, layered, and 

enhanced. The spirituality of this place becomes stronger in this web of various natural 

and cultural elements in which spiritual and mundane realms intersect.  

In analyzing these two landscapes as culturally significant to select American 

Indian groups, this thesis is naturally grounded in American Indian knowledge system, 

which values connectivity and vitality in all tangible and intangible entities, and endorses 

the simultaneity and plurality of space and time. By doing so, the thesis traces the 

intellectual roots of the view of landscape as a portal held by some American Indian 

groups. The thesis also adopts a phenomenological perspective of the landscape in order 

to disentangle the process by which American Indians perceive (components of) land, its 

spirituality, and the interconnectedness. It is important to note, however, that while the 

thesis will at times support its discussion with American Indian worldviews in general, its 

conclusions only pertain to the tribes and pueblos involved in the study. This is to avoid 

unnecessary generalizations of worldviews of American Indians who are culturally, 

socially, and historically diverse.  

Eventually, the purpose of this thesis is to include these two case studies within 

the existing literature of portals. The thesis suggests that arches and Bartlett alcove 

contribute to the discussion of American Indian metaphysical portals by illustrating 

different natures and mediums of portals. In doing so, it introduces two concepts, transit 
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space and convergent space. These two concepts delineate different ways in which the 

movement into other dimensions occurs according to the characteristic of a space or an 

element construed as a portal. The thesis also presents which medium each place uses in 

terms of carrying out the purpose of portal, transportation to the space beyond.  

This thesis bases its discussions on findings from two recent Ethnographic 

Overview and Assessment (EOA) studies conducted for Arches NP and Canyonlands NP. 

The two studies were conducted by the Bureau of Applied Research in Anthropology 

(BARA) at the University of Arizona (UofA) and funded by the National Park Service 

(NPS). As a graduate assistant of BARA, I participated in both projects at varying levels.  

1.1 American Indian Metaphysics of Time and Space, and Portal 

Along the lower Pecos River flowing through southwest Texas and northern 

Mexico are found a few rock pictographs with interesting iconographies, such as a 

serpentine arch with a passageway symbol at its apex, and an anthropomorphic figure that 

seems to be either ascending or descending (Figure 1.1). Archaeological and 

ethnographic studies have suggested that they illustrate a particular cosmological 

ideology held by associated Indigenous groups. The Aztecs, Huichols, Yaquis, and Hopis 

all have rich, cultural accounts expressing the multi-layered universe, portals that enable 

access to the other dimensions, and animal spirit helpers in the movement (Lumholtz 

1900; Parsons 1939; Beals 1943; Tyler 1964; Pasztory 1983). The serpent has been 

regarded by the cultures as a spiritual communicator between the supernatural and the 

non-supernatural dimensions and is utilized in ceremonies to this day. These pictographs 

of presumably shamans emerging or disappearing into an alternate dimension through the 

surface of earth, represented by undulating serpentine arches, graphically illustrate the 
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trans-dimensional journey that the ancestors of these Indigenous peoples took (Boyd 

1996). These pictographs effectively summarize in a visual way that these people have 

traditionally noted the interconnectedness among different worlds and the human ability 

to navigate between these realms through a certain doorway.  

 
Figure 1.1 Pecos River style motif identified at the Mystic Shelter site in Val Verde County, 

Texas (Boyd 1996, 154) (L) and Pecos River style motif identified at the White Shaman site in Val 

Verde County, Texas (155) (R) 

 

 Similarly, the fundamental underpinning for the American Indian interpretations 

of arches and Bartlett alcove as places connecting various realms is the acknowledgement 

of multiplicity and simultaneity of time and space, and interconnectedness among 

temporal and spatial dimensions. In order to accept the validity of the cultural 

interpretations of these features as portals, it is imperative to understand the traditional 

American Indian metaphysical view of time and space. Given the great cultural, 

linguistic, and religious diversity among more than 577 American Indian nations, it is 

beyond the scope of this thesis to elaborate on the specific cosmology of each tribe and 

pueblo. However, there seems to be a commonality in their metaphysical view of time 

and space, which is shared across many American Indian cultures; time is not linear but 

circular, and spaces can occur in multiplicity (Deloria 1979, 2002; Smith 2004). In this 
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section, the thesis intends to provide a few ways to understand the various views of time 

and space from American Indian perspectives.  

 One way to grasp the American Indian viewpoint of time and space is through 

understanding the belief that all things are interconnected. Many American Indian 

cultures view that even immortality and vitality are circular in nature, which in turn 

connects ancestors, livings, and future generations (Smith 2004). Within this world of 

interconnectedness, different temporal zones conjoin with one another, and these time 

zones become dimensions or worlds that are nuanced with spatial elements. Furthermore, 

the circle of life and death naturally leads to the issue of spiritual vs. material dimensions. 

As Wach states, there is “no clear distinction between the notions of spiritual and 

material, psychical and physical” (Wach 1969, 93). In these blurred boundaries, temporal 

and spatial dimensions can intersect with one another in their fundamental senses.   

The act and context of oral traditions make an effective example that expresses 

American Indian metaphysics of interconnected temporal and spatial dimensions. Fixico 

(2003) argues that the act of storytelling itself revives an experience of the past and thus 

blurs time zones, exemplifying the American Indian perspective of non-linear time: 

The spirituality of any entity is timeless, such that a story is reawakened 

and moved through linear time. In the full release of its power and its 

effects on the audience, the story is enlivened such that the past becomes a 

part of the present, and the past and present is projected into the future. All 

three parts of linear time – past, present, and future – are a part of the 

American Indian circular understanding of a time continuum. (Fixico 

2003, 27) 
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In addition to the act of storytelling, oral traditions offers concrete contexts that 

reveal how American Indian worldviews allow multiplicity and simultaneity of temporal 

spatial dimensions. For example, a Hopi oral account delineates the emergence of a 

Horned Water Serpent as a messenger between the supernatural and the mundane 

dimensions. Similarly, a Yaqui oral tradition informs perception of a serpent as offering a 

gateway into the supernatural realm (Painter 1986). The snake is in fact a symbol of 

connecting the supernatural and the mundane realms as a spiritual communicator in many 

Indigenous cultures in the Americas (Boyd 1996). These accounts not only hint at the 

notion of circular and interconnected time and space but also reinforce the concept 

through the act of being orally transmitted and projected onto the next generation.  

Another way to make sense of the American Indian philosophy of time and space 

is by understanding vision quest. Wilshire examines the concept of nonlocality in time 

and space based on one of the moments of a vision quest by Black Elk. During one of his 

vision quests, Black Elk hears and senses some entity calling him by a sacred voice from 

all over the sky (air). The vision continues, and he sees “the faces of the people not yet 

born” smiling at him (Neihardt 2000, 143). Although Black Elk sees, feels, and 

experiences this vision as he entered into a new world, the vision or world is void of 

temporal or spatial indicators with no locus. In other visions, Black Elk sees himself 

outside his body (Neihardt 2000, 168-169). In both vision quests, the boundary between 

the dimensions, one where his corporeal body is and the other that he is metaphysically 

experiencing, blurs, interfacing them with each other. Thus, having no locus rather 

emphasizes interconnected states of temporal and spatial perception than a simple 

absence of the sense of physical positioning. Important to note is that these visions of no 
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locus are not merely psychological, mental experiences. Rather, in the traditional 

knowledge system held by many American Indian cultures, such experiences of seeing 

and living the visions become the indicators the seeker’s realities: “[Especially early 

American Indians] preserve their experiences fairly intact, understand them as a 

manifestation of the unity of the natural world, and are content to recognize these 

experiences as the baseline of reality” (Deloria 1999, 211). Summarizing these ideas 

written under the story of Black Elk and the vision quest, Wilshire plainly yet effectively 

addresses the implications of nonlocality as multi-locality: “We are multiply 

positioned. . . we are here and there” (Wilshire 2000, 30). 

This worldview held by many American Indians necessitates the existence of a 

place of transmission between these multiple dimensions. Usually imbued in the center, 

axis mundi, this specific place is: 

the point of intersection between these regions where communication with 

the spirit world is possible. . . portal that gods and ancestors are able to 

travel between regions . . . opening that the soul of the shaman is able to 

enter the Otherworld and personally confront supernatural forces. . . (Boyd 

1996, 156) 

The axis mundi is not only concentrated in geographic features but also in human-

engineered cultural elements, examples this thesis provides in subsequent chapters.  

Multiplicity, simultaneity, non-exclusiveness, nonlocality, and connectivity of 

time and space, and mundane and spiritual distinguish traditional American Indian 

metaphysics of the world from non-Indigenous ones. Only after we accept these values 

will modern non-Indigenous minds be able to understand the concept of portals among 
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multiple dimensions not as mythical phenomenon but as valid epistemological 

representation that will enrich our worldviews and spark our potentials. Closer 

examination of oral traditions including emergence and creation narratives, vision quest, 

and shamanism will reveal a detailed portrait of traditional American Indian philosophy 

of time, space and eventually, portal. This thesis will attempt to delve further into each of 

these areas as part of the discussions of arches and Bartlett alcove in the following 

chapters.  

1.2 Structure of Thesis 

The first part of the current chapter, Chapter One, introduces the topic of this 

thesis. The introduction is followed by a discussion of American Indian metaphysics of 

time and space. This section prepares readers for cultural interpretations of certain 

landscapes and natural and cultural features that are to follow in the subsequent chapters. 

Chapter Two is devoted to presenting the EOA for Arches NP and its findings 

pertinent to the topic of portal. It details the study design and methodology used in the 

EOA study. It presents Arches EOA-specific information such as tribes and pueblos who 

participated in the study, fieldwork dates and procedures, and the technical report 

publication. The section titled “American Indian Analyses” presents some of the findings 

from the Arches EOA study, which were chosen based on their relevance to the 

discussion of the portal concept. The findings are presented in original quotes and are 

categorized by tribes and pueblos. This final section of Chapter Two discusses the 

American Indian analyses of arches, especially those in the Windows Section EOA study 

area. It emphasizes the role of oral traditions as a source of the American Indian 
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knowledge system and details how cultural and traditional knowledge seem to have 

shaped the American Indian analyses of arches as portals. 

Chapter Three is devoted to presenting the EOA for Canyonlands NP and its 

findings pertinent to the topic of portal. It details the study design and methodology used 

in the EOA study and presents Canyonlands EOA-specific information such as tribes and 

pueblos who participated in the study, dates of fieldwork, procedure of the fieldwork and 

publication of the technical report. The section titled “American Indian Analyses” 

presents some of the findings from the Canyonlands EOA study, which were chosen in 

their relevance to the discussion of the concept of portal. The findings are presented in 

original quotes without being edited, and are categorized by tribes and pueblos. The final 

section of Chapter Three discusses the American Indian analyses of Bartlett alcove 

among the sites visited for the EOA. It emphasizes the spirituality of the place which 

emerges through storyscape, songscape, acoustics, and special rock pictographs. 

Chapter Four extends the discussion of the two case studies presented in Chapters 

Three and Four to other cases of similar landscapes and cultural features. This chapter 

situates the findings from the Arches EOA and the Canyonlands EOA within the 

discourse of landscapes and natural and cultural features that are construed as portals. It 

also suggests how the findings from these two EOAs can contribute to further the overall 

discussion of metaphysical portals. 

Finally, Chapter Five concludes the thesis by summarizing discussion of portals in 

arches and Bartlett alcove and expanding the concept of portals that have been discussed 

until the chapter. The chapter ends with a section that suggests recommendations for 

future research. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

ARCHES AS PORTALS THROUGH TIME AND SPACE 

 

The first case study that the thesis presents is ethnographic research conducted for 

Arches NP. Arches NP, located in the southeastern corner of Utah, is primarily known for 

its more than 2,000 naturally formed sandstone arches, including the famous Delicate 

Arch (Figure 2.1). Adjacent to the Colorado River to the south, this 76,679 acre-wide 

park protects an abundance of natural and cultural resources including the purple sage 

Traditional Cultural Property (TCP) eligible area, rock paintings, etc (NPS N.d.a.). The 

EOA for Arches NP provides a baseline understanding of some American Indian 

interpretations about natural sandstone arches as portals.  

 
Figure 2.1 Viewscape at Windows Section in Arches National Park 

 

The EOA for Arches NP was conducted by BARA at the UofA, and funded by 

NPS. NPS commissioned the BARA team to carry out ethnographic research on cultural 

resources within the park in collaboration with culturally associated American Indian 
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tribes and pueblos. The purpose of the project was to integrate the gathered information 

into the park’s management and public education programs to appropriately reflect 

American Indian voices concerning their ancestral homeland.  

I joined the BARA team when the last field session for Arches EOA was about to 

occur, and worked on Arches EOA during its final phase. I participated in transcribing 

fieldwork recordings, editing drafts, and delivering the final report. Ethnographic data 

quoted in this chapter are drawn from the final technical report. Although this thesis uses 

a portion of the EOA, the study design and methodology of the entire study is provided in 

the following section for a comprehensive overview of the study.  

2.1 Study Design 

The Arches EOA was designed to best accommodate the availability of American 

Indian representatives and respect their autonomous participation. American Indian 

governments had the right to appoint individuals that they consider to be culturally 

knowledgeable and suitable for participating in such a study. A total of seven culturally 

associated tribes and pueblos were invited to participate: the Hopi Tribe, the Pueblo of 

Zuni, the Navajo Nation, the Paiute Indian Tribe of Utah, the Southern Ute Indian Tribe, 

and the Ute Tribe - the Uintah and Ouray. Except for Navajo Nation, who did not respond 

to the invitation, all six tribes and pueblos participated in the study. An average of four 

representatives from each tribe and pueblo participated in the fieldwork. The Pueblo of 

Zuni appointed six members of Zuni Cultural Resource Advisory Team (ZCRAT), and 

they were the group that participated in the first field session that lasted from 

November 16-20, 2014. Hopi representatives independently participated in the fieldwork 

from March 15-19, 2015; Southern Ute tribe representatives from March 19-23, 2015; 
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Paiute Indian Tribe of Utah representatives from May 14-19, 2015; and Ute Indian Tribe-

Uintah and Ouray and Kaibab Band of Paiute Indians representatives from September 14-

18, 2015. American Indian representatives drove to Moab, Utah, to join the BARA 

researchers and participate in the three-day field visit.   

Five EOA study areas were selected for field visits by BARA researchers and 

NPS officials. The selection criteria included an abundance of culturally important plants 

and animals, presence of archaeological evidence, distinct geology, and viewscapes as 

well as accessibility. The five EOA study areas include: 1) Windows Section, 2) 

Courthouse Wash, 3) Wolfe Ranch and Ute Panel, 4) Salt Valley Overlook, and 5) 

Landscape Overlook A and B (Figure 2.2). Each EOA study area represents a unique 

combination of components listed above. The Windows Section EOA study area was 

chosen based on its geologic features including the views of arches, canyons, and the La 

Sal Mountains among others. This thesis presents findings mostly collected at this study 

area. The Courthouse Wash EOA study area was chosen for its adjacent predominant 

hydrological feature, the Colorado River, and its cultural resources, including a large rock 

pecking and painting panel called the Moab Panel. This EOA site also encompasses an 

ecologically and culturally significant area filled with purple sage. The third EOA study 

area contains a prominent panel with zoomorphic and anthropomorphic figures, called the 

Ute Panel, and numerous plants that have been used by American Indians for medicinal, 

utilitarian, and ceremonial purposes. The Salt Valley Overlook EOA study area was 

primarily selected for its abundance of archaeological findings such as a large lithic 

scatter, turquoise, multiple projectile points, etc. Landscape Overlook A and B, the last 

EOA study area, was added to the list for its panoramic viewscape of Arches NP. 
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Figure 2.2 Site Selections for Ethnographic Overview and Assessment for Arches National Park 

 

Participating American Indian representatives had the opportunity to look around 

each EOA study area, observe natural and cultural resources, and appreciate the site as a 

whole. Then they shared their cultural analyses of the resources and the site as a whole 

with the BARA researchers through formal and informal interviews. More detailed 

description of the data collection events is provided in the following Research 

Methodology section. 
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2.2 Research Methodology  

Participating American Indian representatives shared cultural analyses of each 

EOA study area and its resources with BARA researchers at all five of the EOA study 

areas. This process of sharing knowledge during the fieldwork is referred to as a data 

collection event.   

There were two types of data collection events: formal and open-ended. Formal 

data collection events include two types of recording forms, American Indian 

Ethnographic Resources form and the Cultural Landscape form. The Resources form 

includes place-specific questionnaires of traditional uses for each area, its role in the 

history of the people, and other cultural resources associated with the place. The Cultural 

Landscape form records tribal perceptions about place and resources specific 

information. Open-ended data collection events are informal participant-guided 

conversations shared between the researcher and American Indian representative that 

contain information specific to the project. Both data collection events were tape-

recorded and written down on either forms or notebooks.   

Table 2.1 shows the two types of data collection events that occurred during the 

Arches NP EOA fieldwork at each EOA study area. In the left column, the locations 

where data collection events occurred are listed in an order of visit. The table also shows 

a list of the total number of collected interviews for each ethnic group. Summary of data 

collection events that occurred at Windows Section is highlighted in red because this 

thesis presents findings from this specific study area only (Table 2.1).   
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Tribe/Pueblo 
Location of Data 

Collection Events 

Types of Data Collection 

Events 

Total 
Formal 

Data 

Collection 

Events 

Open-Ended 

Data 

Collection 

Events 

Pueblo of 

Zuni 

Courthouse Wash 6 12 18 

Wolfe Ranch/Ute Panel 6 12 18 

Salt Valley Overlook 6 6 12 

Windows Section 6 1 7 

Landscape Overlook A 0 6 6 

Total 24 37 61 

The Southern 

Ute Indian 

Tribe 

& 

The Ute 

Indian Tribe 

Courthouse Wash 3 5 8 

Wolfe Ranch/Ute Panel 3 3 6 

Salt Valley Overlook 3 1 4 

Windows Section 3 3 6 

Landscape Overlook B 2 1 3 

Total 14 13 27 

Paiute Indian 

Tribe of Utah 

& 

Kaibab Band 

Of Paiute 

Indians 

Courthouse Wash 5 14 19 

Wolfe Ranch/Ute Panel 6 2 8 

Salt Valley Overlook 7 0 7 

Windows Section 7 0 7 

Landscape Overlook B 6 1 7 

Total 31 17 48 

The Hopi 

Tribe 

Courthouse Wash 4 7 10 

Wolfe Ranch/Ute Panel 4 3 8 

Salt Valley Overlook 4 1 5 

Windows Section 4 0 4 

Landscape Overlook B 4 1 5 

Total 20 12 32 

 Grand Total 89 79 168 
Table 2.1 Summary of Data Collection Events for all Participating Tribes and Pueblos 

 

After the fieldwork was finished, BARA researchers returned to the UofA and 

started writing a draft chapter of site-by-site analysis per each tribe or pueblo based on 

the data collection events conducted during the visit. The finished draft was sent to the 

tribal or pueblo representatives who participated in the fieldwork. The representatives 

sent the feedback to the BARA researchers who then incorporated the changes into the 
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new draft. Then the tribal or pueblo government received the new draft for their 

review, made necessary corrections, and returned their feedback to the BARA team. 

Based on the feedback from the participating tribe or pueblo government, the BARA 

team wrote a final draft, which they sent to the NPS regional headquarter. NPS was given 

the opportunity to review the final draft chapter that reflected suggestions from the 

representatives that participated in the study and the tribal or pueblo government, and 

provide their feedback, if any, as well. Finally, BARA researchers included feedback 

from NPS into the final draft, producing the final Arches EOA report.   

The American Indian analyses provided below are primarily of sandstone arches 

found at a site called Windows Section. Of the five sites visited, Windows Section 

includes some of the most prominent sandstone arches across the park such as North and 

South Windows, and Turret Arch (Figure 2.3 and Figure 2.4). These arches, formed from 

eroded Entrada Sandstone that includes both marine and wind-blown sands, reflect 

millions of years of wind, rain, and glacial activity. In addition to the arches, Windows 

Section provides a spectacular viewscape of the surrounding mountains, including the La 

Sal mountain range, and other distinct geologic formations such as hoodoos or spires.   
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Figure 2.3 North and South Windows at Windows Section 

 

 
Figure 2.4 Turret Arch at Windows Section 

 

 Although this thesis presents an in-depth exploration of the findings from the 

Windows Section EOA study area and select American Indian groups only, the 

discussions are embedded in the entire study. Findings presented in this thesis resonate 

with the report’s bigger discussion of American Indian worldviews reflected in their 

perception of the given landscape. 
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2.3 American Indian Analyses 

   The following section presents American Indian analyses of the site categorized 

by cultural groups who provided interpretations of arches as portals: Pueblo of Zuni, 

Southern Paiute tribes, and Southern Ute Tribe. The categories of analyses consist of 

three components: the acronym of the study object, signifier of the name of a tribe or a 

pueblo, and a number. The acronym, AR, refers to arches, the object of this study. Z 

stands for Pueblo of Zuni, P for Southern Paiute tribes, and U for Southern Ute Indian 

Tribe. Southern Paiute tribes include two bands of Paiute Indians, Paiute Indian Tribe of 

Utah and Kaibab Band of Paiute Indians. These two bands are analyzed as a group 

because of their cultural affinities.  

Pueblo of Zuni 

Analysis AR-Z1: 

We have this place that is called the Lookout in the Grand Canyon. It is a four 

wall site/structure that has four windows, north, west, south, and east directions, and it 

has the same use as areas like this. They use that first structure to look into the past, look 

into the future, looking to the directions where they can go. That structure was built by 

our ancestors, and when they came to these areas. Here they had these [arches], it has 

the same power, the same meaning, they use these as windows into the future, to look into 

the direction they had to go. All the arches here, they all have the same power, the same 

significance, even if it is a very small arch, that has that ability for people to look in. We 

came up, while we were talking, how our ancestors did it, it is tu-na-pi-quai, and it means 

looking through. If you look into it, it is like looking into a glass, so it has that power, 

that ability, to give our people the sense of where to go (Figure 2.5).  
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Figure 2.5 Zuni Representatives and BARA Researchers at Windows Section 

Analysis AR-Z2: 

In our own Zuni history we have arches like that. Remember we told you about 

the Salt Mother that made its way through, and made a hole like that, which she resides 

in to this day, and I think when the earth was raw there were spirits roaming around 

leaving their marks where our ancestors would go, because there was a place where they 

would make that connection.   

Analysis AR-Z3: 

It [Arch] is not a pretty rock. It hosts something very significant for us. Because I 

mention that, if you look into the past and walk into areas like this, and realizing our 

great, great, great grandfathers and grandmothers also walked in areas within this place 

here, it holds a really strong bond with us because of that connection. Even though the 

sand shifted the footprints you cannot identify, for us they are still here. We consider our 

ancestors as being a part of this. They never left. The people that passed on, that are 

making their final journey into the afterworld, were left here. And so with that 
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understanding that we still have a very strong bond to places like this because our 

ancestors are still here, their remains are still here, so we never want to break the bonds 

with our ancestors because the more we travel, the more we get that connection 

everywhere, back together again.  

Analysis AR-Z4: 

They came back here time and time again to reconnect, and like the vision quest, 

these windows are your vision quest, to look towards the future, and to find a direction to 

the middle place, and this is quite amazing to be here and to reconnect with our 

ancestors.  

Southern Paiute Tribes 

Analysis AR-P1: 

I do not think that was used by ordinary Indian people, everyday people. You 

know, back in those days, people did not know the world like we do. And when you look 

through those windows, and you see the movement, I think that kind of thing could draw 

a Puha’gant, religious person, to that kind of place. That is what I think about that place. 

I think that people, well, not all people, but people like that knew about that kind of place, 

would look at it as something powerful. A powerful place to go. Because that thing, 

standing in the middle of it and looking at it, you can just... to me it felt like, that second 

arch felt like I was standing right under it like that and with the clouds moving, I felt like 

I was being, you know, like that somehow. Like I was almost, not like I was spinning but 

like... like that. And I think if a Puha’gant was up there and he had taken his, whatever he 

took to make his journey, I think he could make a journey through that real easy.   
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Analysis AR-P2: 

Maybe all those arches or those windows is the way those spirits come in and out. 

And those [Puha’gant] kind people could draw those things out. And their spirit could 

have taken a journey through those windows too, into that different dimension whatever 

they were seeking, to find whatever it was they were seeking. I think those were the 

windows that probably struck me the most because I deliberately went under them and 

stood under them and watched them and watched the clouds through them (Figure 2.6).  

 
Figure 2.6 Southern Paiute Representative at Windows Section 

 

Analysis AR-P3: 

We came to this area to pray and have a spiritual connection. If there are no 

bodies, no burials, then that tells me that this was only a place for spiritual things. This 

was a place to come and pray. This was a place to come and have visions. This was a 

place to gather songs, a special place for receiving songs or dreams even. Interpreting 

dreams at some of these different places is important. They lived by dreams, they were 

told by dreams what they needed to do and where they needed to go.   
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Analysis AR-P4: 

  [The arches] help them make that journey to a different dimension. 

Southern Ute Indian Tribe 

Analysis AR-U1: 

It [that Arches could be portals] could be possible. Humans have psychic powers, 

powers like going through a portal. It kind of reminds me of, I was just telling you about 

that cave over there, see it? And different parts up that way would be homes to the little 

people. Different parts in the park, I was just noticing there are some places that little 

people could live. And I think they are around. Maybe at night when it goes real quiet, I 

think that is when they come out. But as far as going into another dimension, it is 

possible they were able to do that in a park that has arches. It means you go through a 

hole or something like this, and you get into another part of the world or another part of 

the dimensions. And that is how some of the old timers talk about the things that happen. 

They would ask one another, where did you go? I went to this place, a hole, and I come 

out somewhere else. That is why we could not find you or see you or anything, yes, that is 

why I came back. There are many stories that people had about certain things, certain 

areas that people believed they were able to pass through different portals, pass through 

different time periods, also knowing they could go and travel. Maybe that is what they 

were talking about, what we call today astro-travels, or even time travelers. They could 

talk about something that is going to happen in a way in the future that is how it is going 

to be for our people, for the people. (Figure 2.7).  
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Figure 2.7 Southern Ute Representative and BARA Researcher at Windows Section 

 

2.4 Discussion of American Indian Analyses of Arches 

For many visiting American Indian representatives, arches at Windows Section 

within Arches NP largely sparked an image of a window or a portal. A window, as both a 

concept and a physical medium, naturally stimulates curiosity about and longing for the 

world beyond the glass pane. It is a permeable borderline between two spaces. Similarly, 

the participating American Indian representatives construed arches as a medium of 

passage between multiple dimensions, in both direct and indirect senses. Zuni 

representatives emphasized arches as places for their ancestors’ vision quest in search of 

the Middle Place of their migration journey. They also believed that spirits of their 

ancestors still resided in these places. Southern Paiute representatives also referred to 

arches as places of vision quest and places filled with energy or puha, where Puha’gants 

took on their spiritual journeys. Southern Ute representative associated arches with 

traditional Ute oral accounts of ancestral people having the power to transport across 

different dimensions through portals, like arches.  
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Importantly, these associations of arches with portals are not an arbitrary 

attachment of meanings and emotions to the distinct natural feature. Rather, they are 

rooted in their own knowledge system, which can be traced and understood by looking at 

the oral traditions that make the backbone of American Indian worldviews and inform 

their knowledge system (Fixico 2003; Berkes 2012). For example, one of the prominent 

interpretations of the arches provided by the Zuni representatives is that the arches in the 

Windows Section EOA study area were loci for their ancestors to reflect on their past 

footsteps and prepare their next pathway during their migration narrated in their oral 

traditions. One of the representatives compared the arches to a structure in The Grand 

Canyon, the Zuni creation place, and explained that the arches shared the same 

significance as a structure that has been used to examine the past, the present, and the 

future. 

In order to better comprehend the Zuni viewpoint of arches as a portal, it is 

necessary to unravel the Zuni migration narrative that is hinted in the representatives’ 

analyses. The Zunis have a number of narrative versions about their creation and the 

development of the Zuni tribe. Although varying in details, most narratives commonly 

and largely delineate their ancestors' journey to find the "Middle Place" or 

"Halona Itiwan'a" (Ferguson and Hart 1985; Gregory and Wilcox 2007). The Sun sent 

his two sons to the fourth womb of the earth mother, which is the fourth underworld, with 

the mission of bringing people to him. The A'shiwi left the underworld to begin their 

spiritual journey in search of the Middle Place emerging into the next worlds, during 

which several groups have parted from one another. Two groups are said to have traveled 

down to the south, while another continued towards the north. Another group went up the 
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Little Colorado River to Zuni, the Middle Place. After a series of battle with the 

inhabitants of Zuni, Zunis won and integrated the residents into their group, developing 

a Zuni clan that eventually became the Pueblo of Zuni today (Ferguson and Hart 1985; 

Dongoske et al. 1997; Bunzel 2008). This leads us to ask, what are the information and 

value in this particular oral tradition that are relevant to the discussion of arches as a 

portal?  

Closer examination and some additional research allow us to unearth two relevant 

themes: fragmentary yet connected worlds in Zuni cosmology and physical 

migration towards an ideal. In Zuni cosmology, in addition to the center, there are 

four upper worlds and four underworlds, marked by vertical layers (Young 1988, 

100). The Zuni's emergence place, Chimik'yana'kya dey'a, is the fourth underworld, and 

is associated with the number four, or "'a:witen", that corresponds with the four cardinal 

directions (Young 1988, 100; Ferguson 2007, 383). The central world, 'itiwana, is the 

layer that is situated between the underworlds and upperworlds, and is the currently 

occupied world. This is where the contemporary Zuni Pueblo was built on. It is important 

to note that for the Zuni, the Center, or the Middle Place, carries both a temporal and 

spatial capacities; the Center "transcends time frames, such as past, present, or future, as 

well as transcending the limitations of physical space" (Young 1988, 106). Indeed, 

‘itiwana is both a specific place and the Zuni word for the winter solstice which is 

thought to be the center of the years (Gabriel 1991, 162).    

The physical, perseverant migration towards an ideal is another theme of the Zuni 

emergence narrative. Emerging out of the fourth underworld, the A'shiwi set foot on a 

challenging journey of "four days and four nights" towards the 'itiwana (Ferguson 2007, 
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383). According to the composite emergence narratives provided by Ferguson (2007), at 

first, they moved eastward to today's San Francisco Peaks, Canyon Diablo, and Woodruff 

Butte. While they were on their way to the Little Colorado River, they were given a 

choice that eventually split the single group into several. The group that chose the 

brightly colored blue egg continued toward the ‘itiwana. During the course of the 

journey, this group experienced another split, left their footsteps and memories in 

petroglyphs, and battled with groups that they encountered, such as Heshoda Yala:wa and 

Ahayu:da. Eventually, the A’shiwi settled at Halona 'Itiwana. Other groups that were 

scattered during the journey migrated in different directions to the south and the west, 

and found their homes in Jemez Mountains and Escudilla Peak (Ferguson 2007, 385).   

In fact, the importance of this migration continues to reside within the 

contemporary Zuni descendants. The story and the value embedded in the knowledge 

form have continued to pass from generation to generation, playing an integral role in the 

contemporary Zuni worldviews. As Dongoske et al. (1997) remarks, the Zuni Heritage 

and Historic Preservation Office often quotes the Zuni and the ancestors, the A'shiwi, in 

their consultation. Similarly, in most of their analyses during the EOA for Arches NP, the 

Zuni representatives mentioned the migration story in one way or another. The narrative 

of the pueblo emergence and migration was one of the defining factors in the 

representatives' analyses of the arches.  The communally shared story of constant 

physical movement in search of an ideal place to live in naturally made the contemporary 

Zuni representatives envision the transit of their ancestors through certain places, such as 

arches at Windows Section in Arches NP. In addition, the passage between different 

spatial zones is evidently expressed where the two children of the Sun were sent down to 
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the fourth world. Here, the mobility is possible through a "rainbow bow," which the Sun 

shot down and the children walked through (Buznel 2008, 98). The rainbow bow, 

resembling a shape of an arch, and its function as a portal that the creator’s sons passed 

through, as narrated in the pueblo story, may have unconsciously been ingrained in the 

Zuni representatives’ collective, cultural psyche.  

 Indeed, oral traditions guided the Zuni representatives’ thoughts and shaped their 

perspectives concerning the landscape of arches at Windows Section. One of the 

representatives remarked that the arches, resembling a landmark expressed in one of their 

oral traditions concerning Salt Mother, represent places where the spirit, along with other 

spirits, left her footprints. The divine figure, Salt Mother, made a hole – like that in arch – 

and continues to reside in it where the contemporary Zuni people could go and reconnect 

with the deity as their ancestors used to. Such oral traditions inform the Zuni ideas that 

there are certain places where spiritual connection is possible between different time 

zones. Arches could have aided the ancient passersby's physical and spiritual journey.  

The view of arches as a connection point between disparate dimensions also 

stands out in interpretations made by Southern Paiute representatives, which can also be 

understood when extricating their cultural knowledge. As one of the representatives 

simply yet clearly stated, "[The arches] help them make that journey to a different 

dimension" (Analysis AR-P4). Here, them refer to the entities with spiritual power and 

energy, called Puha'gant. Puha, or energy force, “concentrates in special places, people, 

and resources and leads to relationship formation among these three components of the 

universe” and constitutes the core of Southern Paiute epistemology (Van Vlack 2012, 

72). Most Southern Paiute representatives mentioned people with this spiritual power in 
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their analyses, which indicates their perception of arches landscape as a highly spiritual 

place. From Southern Paiute perspectives, natural, spirited arches found in Arches NP are 

portals between different dimensions that only a properly prepared person, such as 

a Puha'gant, can approach.  

The concept of puha derives from Creation in Southern Paiute worldview. puha 

resides within all living entities that comprise the universe from humans to air to rocks to 

animals. Omnipresent, puha can move between “the three levels of the universe: the 

upper level – where powerful anthropomorphic beings live, the middle level – where 

people live now, and the lower live – where extraordinary beings with reptilian or 

distorted humanoid appearances live” (Stoffle et al. 2001). Puha’gants acquire this energy 

force, puha, through a pilgrimage during which they visit powerful places such as high 

mountain peaks, volcanic buttes, and caves to acquire visions, spirit helpers, or songs that 

will return them with large amounts of the energy. Puha’gants use puha to contribute to 

their communities through various activities such as conducting rain making ceremonies, 

healing the ailing people, and restoring balance in the world (Van Vlack 2012).  

Charged with such supernatural forces, Puha’gants are also able to communicate 

with spiritual beings (i.e., their spirit helpers), and to take spiritual journeys to other 

dimensions (Stoffle et al. 2001; Van Vlack 2012). There are a number of places that serve 

as portals for the Puha’gants throughout the traditional Paiute territory, some of which 

will be presented in Chapter Four of the thesis. Southern Paiute representatives similarly 

construed the arches as having served as places where Puha’gants achieved visions and 

made journeys into the other dimensions. In turn, such a perceived role of arches marks 
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them as places where puha is especially concentrated and, consequently, as places to 

which both spirits and humans are attracted. 

Similar to the Pueblo of Zuni representatives, Southern Ute representatives 

explained their beliefs about arches as potential portals based on their traditional tales. 

The representative did not provide any further details of the traditional story about the 

“little people,” and written ethnographic documents about similar tales have yet to be 

found (Analysis AR-U1). Regardless, the representative’s interpretation sufficiently 

indicates that traditional Southern Ute knowledge system acknowledges multiplicity of 

dimensions and physical transference of people among those spaces through a certain 

place or a medium. The representative ties this interpretation with the ability of select 

Southern Ute people in the past to predict the future of their people. Such predictions-- of 

which the most commonly documented case is the arrival of European settlers-- could 

well be evidence of the Southern Utes’ ability to penetrate other temporal and spatial 

dimensions, which is buttressed by the orally transmitted accounts of the use of holes as 

portals.  

In conclusion, for select American Indian groups, some arches in Arches NP have 

been places where traveling across time and space has been possible. As portals, the 

arches allowed the people to see or go into the past, the present, and the future, whichever 

temporal zone that they seek. They presented visions of other spaces, which helped some 

people to complete their destined migration journey. Arches were also highly spiritual 

places where only spiritually prepared people were able to visit and use in their ordained 

journeys that further reinforced their spirituality. These perspectives of arches as portals 

are culminations of distinct traditional American Indian epistemological orientations, 
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which not only validate views held by the interviewed groups, but also make the arches 

culturally significant places.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

BARTLETT ALCOVE AS A CONNECTIVE ARENA 

 

The second case study of this thesis is an ethnographic research conducted for 

Canyonlands NP. Canyonlands NP encompasses a vast expanse of numerous distinct 

geologic formations and portions of the Colorado River and the Green River in 

Southeastern Utah (Figure 3.1). Canyonlands NP protects massive canyons, mesas, 

buttes, arches, and spires, as well as various plant and animal communities. It also 

contains rich cultural resources including rock writing panels, chipped stones, and 

historic cowboy camp and associated artifacts. The 337,598 acre-wide Canyonlands NP 

is divided into four districts: the Island in the Sky, the Needles, the Maze and the 

combined rivers (NPS N.d.b.). Near the boundary of the Island in the Sky is a huge 

alcove that holds many culturally significant markers. Although it is outside the park 

boundary, it is important to note that the park area used to be a part of a wider cultural 

and historical boundary that encompasses numerous American Indian villages and 

associated places including Colorado River, termed by Stoffle et al. (2016a) as the 

American Indian Crossing of the Colorado River (AICC) (Figure 3.2).1 The alcove 

housing a painting of multiple anthropomorphic figures, a spring, etc, named as Bartlett 

alcove, was thus one of the selected sites for field visit during this study because of its 

position within the much larger cultural area that encompasses the Canyonlands NP 

boundary today.  

                                                        
1 The term, American Indian crossing of the Colorado River (AICC), incorporates two culturally and 

physically central aspects of the broader area – (1) the Colorado River and (2) a location where an 

important ancient American Indian trail crosses the river, serving as a center of trade and ceremonial 

activities (Stoffle et al. 2016a, 2017). 
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Figure 3.1 Viewscape at Green River Overlook in Canyonlands National Park 

 

 
Figure 3.2 American Indian Crossing of the Colorado River (AICC) (Stoffle et al. 2016a, 12) 

 

This thesis bases its discussion of Bartlett alcove and its function as a connective 

arena on the EOA for Canyonlands NP. The EOA for Canyonlands NP was conducted by 
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BARA at the UofA, and funded by NPS. NPS commissioned the BARA team to carry 

out ethnographic research on cultural resources within the park in collaboration with 

culturally associated American Indian tribes and pueblos. Similar to the EOA for Arches 

NP, the purpose of the EOA for Canyonlands NP was to integrate the 

gathered information into the park’s management and public education programs to 

appropriately reflect American Indian voices concerning their ancestral homeland.  

As a part of the BARA team, I was involved in various tasks of the EOA for 

Canyonlands NP. I participated in five sessions of fieldwork during which I attended 

orientation meetings with American Indian representatives and NPS officials, and 

interviewed the American Indian representatives. After I came back from each fieldwork, 

I transcribed fieldwork recordings, edited drafts, kept in contact with American Indian 

governments, and delivered the final report. Ethnographic data that are quoted in this 

chapter are drawn from the final technical report. Although this thesis uses only a portion 

of the Canyonlands EOA study, the study design and methodology of the entire study is 

provided in the following section for a comprehensive review of this particular study. 

3.1 Study Design  

Similar to Arches NP EOA, the Canyonlands EOA study was designed in a way 

that the study prioritizes the availability of American Indian representatives and respects 

their autonomous participation. American Indian governments had the right to appoint 

individuals that they consider to be culturally knowledgeable and suitable for 

participating in such a study. A total of six culturally associated tribes and pueblos were 

invited to participate: the Pueblo of Zuni, Kaibab Band of Paiute Indians, Navajo Nation, 

the Paiute Indian Tribe of Utah, Hopi Tribe, and the Southern Ute Indian Tribe. An 
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average of four representatives from each tribe and pueblo participated in the fieldwork. 

The Pueblo of Zuni appointed six members of Zuni Cultural Resource Advisory Team 

(ZCRAT), and they were the group that participated in the first field session that lasted 

from November 16-20, 2015. Representatives from the Kaibab Band of Paiute Indians 

independently participated in the fieldwork from March 12-16, 2016; Navajo Nation from 

March 2-6, 2016; Paiute Indian Tribe of Utah representatives from March 20-24, 2016; 

Hopi Tribe from July 10-14, 2016; and Southern Ute Tribe representatives from July 14-

18, 2016. American Indian representatives drove to Moab, Utah, to join the BARA 

researchers, and participate in the three-day field visit.   

Six EOA study areas were selected for field visits by BARA researchers and 

NPS officials. The selection criteria included an abundance of culturally important plants 

and animals, presence of archaeological evidence, distinct geology, and viewscapes as 

well as accessibility. The six EOA study areas include: 1a) Newspaper Rock, 1b) Indian 

Creek Villages, 1c) Salt Creek Crossing, 1d) Roadside Ruin, 2) Cave Spring, 3) Salt 

Pocket, 4) Squaw Creek, 5) Bartlett Panel, 6) Aztec Butte, and 7) Green River Overlook 

(Figure 3.3). Although they are situated outside the boundary of Canyonlands NP, 

Newspaper Rock, Indian Creek Villages, Salt Creek Crossing, Roadside Ruin, and 

Bartlett Panel are included in the study because of their inclusion in the AICC. The Cave 

Spring EOA study area was chosen for the presence of historic cowboy camp, springs, 

rich plant communities, and paintings on the wall of the cave. The Salt Pocket EOA study 

area includes a large free-standing sandstone boulder, lithics, stone tools, grinding stones, 

and a large red painted basket figure in addition to various plant species. The Squaw 

Creek EOA study area represents a perennial water source that supports rich culturally 
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important plant communities. The Bartlett Panel area contains a unique rock art panel 

under a massive alcove overhang. The Aztec Butte EOA Study Area contains a number 

of man-made structures and cultural features on top of two large buttes. Lastly, the Green 

River Overlook EOA study area allows wide viewscapes of Canyonlands, contributing to 

a comprehensive understanding of interconnectedness among aforementioned EOA study 

areas and the entire Canyonlands NP region. 

 
Figure 3.3 Site Selections for Ethnographic Overview and Assessment for  

Canyonlands National Park 

 

Participating American Indian representatives had the opportunity to look around 

each EOA study area, observe natural and cultural resources, and appreciate the site as a 

whole. Then they shared their cultural analysis of the resources and the site as a whole 
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with the BARA researchers through formal and informal interviews. More detailed 

description of the data collection events is provided in the following Research 

Methodology section.   

3.2 Research Methodology  

Participating American Indian representatives shared cultural analyses of each 

EOA study area and its resources with BARA researchers at all six of the EOA study 

areas. This process of sharing knowledge during the fieldwork was referred to as a data 

collection event.   

There were two types of data collection events: formal and open-ended. Formal 

data collection events include two types of recording forms, American Indian 

Ethnographic Resources form and the Cultural Landscape form. The Resources form 

includes place-specific questionnaires of traditional uses for each area, its role in the 

history of the people, and other cultural resources associated with the place. The Cultural 

Landscape form records tribal perceptions about place and resources specific 

information. Open-ended data collection events are informal participant-guided 

conversations shared between the researcher and American Indian representative that 

contain information specific to the project. Both data collection events were tape-

recorded and written down on either forms or notebooks.   

Table 3.1 shows the two types of data collection events that occurred during the 

Canyonlands NP EOA fieldwork at each EOA study area. In the left column, the 

locations where data collection events occurred are listed in an order of visit. The table 

also shows a list of the total number of collected interviews for each ethnic group. 
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Summary of data collection events that occurred at Bartlett alcove is highlighted in red 

because this thesis presents findings from this specific study area only (Table 3.1)  

Tribe or 

Pueblo 

Location of Data Collection 

Events 

Types of Oral Data 

Collection Events 

Total 
Formal 

Data 

Collection 

Events 

Open-

Ended 

Data 

Collection 

Events 

 

Pueblo of 

Zuni 

 

Needles District Visitor Center 0 6 6 

Newspaper Rock 0 6 6 

Island in the Sky Visitor Center 0 6 6 

Indian Creek Villages 0 6 6 

Crossing of Salt Creek 0 6 6 

Roadside Ruin 0 6 6 

Cave Spring 6 6 12 

Salt Pocket 6 6 12 

Squaw Creek 6 6 12 

Bartlett Panel 4 6 10 

Aztec Butte 6 6 12 

Green River Overlook 6 6 12 

Colorado River 0 0 0 

Total 34 72 106 

 

The 

Southern 

Ute 

Indian 

Tribe 

 

Needles District Visitor Center 0 2 2 

Newspaper Rock 0 2 2 

Island in the Sky Visitor Center 0 2 2 

Indian Creek Villages 0 0 0 

Crossing of Salt Creek 0 0 0 

Roadside Ruin 0 1 1 

Cave Spring 1 2 3 

Salt Pocket 0 2 2 

Squaw Creek 0 2 2 

Bartlett Panel 0 2 2 

Aztec Butte 0 2 2 

Green River Overlook 0 2 2 

Colorado River 0 0 0 

Total 1 19 20 

 

Paiute 

Indian 

Needles District Visitor Center 0 8 8 

Newspaper Rock 0 6 6 

Island in the Sky Visitor Center 0 5 5 
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Tribe of 

Utah & 

Kaibab 

Band 

of Paiute 

Indians 

 

Indian Creek Villages 0 0 0 

Crossing of Salt Creek 0 0 0 

Roadside Ruin 0 10 10 

Cave Spring 9 8 17 

Salt Pocket 9 3 12 

Squaw Creek 5 5 10 

Bartlett Panel 9 1 10 

Aztec Butte 10 4 14 

Green River Overlook 5 1 6 

Colorado River 0 6 6 

Total 47 57 104 

Navajo 

Nation 

Needles District Visitor Center 0 3 3 

Newspaper Rock 0 2 2 

Island in the Sky Visitor Center 0 2 2 

Indian Creek Villages 0 0 0 

Crossing of Salt Creek 0 0 0 

Roadside Ruin 0 1 1 

Cave Spring 0 3 3 

Salt Pocket 0 3 3 

Squaw Creek 0 1 1 

Bartlett Panel 0 2 2 

Aztec Butte 0 2 2 

Green River Overlook 2 2 4 

Colorado River 0 0 0 

Total 2 21 23 

The Hopi 

Tribe 

Needles District Visitor Center 0 4 4 

Newspaper Rock 0 4 4 

Island in the Sky Visitor Center 0 4 4 

Indian Creek Villages 0 4 4 

Crossing of Salt Creek 0 0 0 

Roadside Ruin 0 4 4 

Cave Spring 4 0 4 

Salt Pocket 4 4 8 

Squaw Creek 0 4 4 

Bartlett Panel 4 4 8 

Aztec Butte 4 4 8 

Green River Overlook 3 4 7 

Colorado River 0 4 4 

Total 19 44 63 

   Grand Total 103 213 316 
Table 3.1 Summary of Data Collection Events for All Participating Tribes and Pueblos 
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After the fieldwork was finished, BARA researchers returned to the UofA and 

started writing a draft chapter of site-by-site analysis per each tribe or pueblo based on 

the data collection events conducted during the visit. The finished draft was sent to the 

tribal or pueblo representatives who participated in the fieldwork. The representatives 

sent the feedback to the BARA researchers who then incorporated the changes into the 

new draft. Then the tribal or pueblo government received the new draft for their 

review, made necessary corrections, and returned their feedback to the BARA team. 

Based on the feedback from the participating tribe or pueblo government, the BARA 

team wrote a final draft, which they sent to the NPS regional headquarter. NPS was given 

the opportunity to review the final draft chapter that reflected suggestions from the 

representatives that participated in the study and the tribal or pueblo government, and 

provide their feedback, if any, as well. Finally, BARA researchers included feedback 

from NPS into the final draft, producing the final Canyonlands EOA report.   

 In the thesis, the site name used during the Canyonlands EOA, Bartlett Panel, is 

substituted by Bartlett alcove because the thesis focuses not just on the panel but also on 

the larger, surrounding area (Figure 3.4). Located on the land of the Bureau of Land 

Management (BLM), the alcove is approximately 10 miles north of the Island in the Sky 

border of Canyonlands NP and approximately 10 miles east of the Bowknot Bend along 

the Green River. The massive slickrock alcove is encountered by a wide flat unfolding 

before it. It houses the so-called Bartlett Panel comprised of a variety of anthropomorphic 

figures. These figures represent the use of red and black pigments and exhibit distinct 

iconographies that are categorized as Barrier Canyon style paintings, unique to the 
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Southeastern Utah region (Figure 3.5). A small seepage from cracks in the rock within 

Bartlett alcove also contributes to the cultural significance of this area.  

 
Figure 3.4 Bartlett Alcove near Canyonlands National Park 

 

 
Figure 3.5 Bartlett Panel on the Wall of Bartlett Alcove 

 

 Although this thesis attempts to present an in-depth exploration of the findings 

from the Windows Section EOA study area and select American Indian groups only, the 
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discussions are embedded in the entire study. Findings presented in this thesis resonate 

with the report’s bigger discussion of American Indian worldviews reflected in their 

perception of the given landscape. 

3.3 American Indian Analyses  

 The following section presents American Indian analyses about the site 

categorized by cultural groups: The Navajo Nation, the Hopi Tribe, and Southern Paiute 

tribes. The categories of analyses are made up of three components: the acronym of the 

study object, signifier of the name of a tribe or a pueblo, and a number. The acronym, 

BA, refers to the Bartlett alcove, the object of this study. N stands for the Navajo Nation, 

H for the Hopi Tribe, and P for Southern Paiute tribes. Southern Paiute tribes include two 

bands of Paiute Indians, Paiute Indian Tribe of Utah and Kaibab Band Paiute Indians. 

These two bands are analyzed as a group because of their cultural affinities.  

The Navajo Nation 

Analysis BA-N1: 

 Alcoves like this are very special to us. They are the dwelling places of spirit 

people, especially when you get down there. The rock are, these pictographs— they are 

telling the story of the people that are here.  

Analysis BA-N2: 

When we see these rock art images, we say that the entity wanted to be 

remembered. They cast their image upon the wall. We see the Holy People have left their 

image, so that makes this a sacred spot. If I were to come across this site, I would take a 

moment and pray, then leave an offering.  
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Analysis BA-N3: 

 These places have good acoustics. You were talking about echoing of the sounds, 

and that is what the visionary heard. He heard the echoing and the shadows from far 

away of the Holy People dancing and singing, is the way the story goes. These alcoves, 

and the visionary, and Nightway, and the Yei Bi Chei ceremony (Figure 3.6).    

 
Figure 3.6 Navajo Representatives and BARA Researchers at Bartlett Alcove 

 

Analysis BA-N4: 

In these alcoves they would notice there were stories. There would be great 

stories, with people laughing and talking. You could tell by the light, the images of people 

dancing and singing, and they would be the Yei Bi Chei. They would be doing dances and 

ceremony and singing songs, and so our Yei Bi Chei songs they sing in these alcoves 

when we retire the medicine, they return back to these alcoves. When you live in a certain 

place for a long time, you know that the sun will, in the winter times, go down over there 

and then it swings up, and that is as far as it will swing over there, and then when it 
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starts to swing back you can tell you are part of the big circle. Our sense of time is a big 

circle. Wherever you designate, as the beginning is also the end. So that is our sense of 

time. What tends to trip us up sometimes is this linear concept of time that we have to 

learn in school and it is like ‘Why is this ever ending? This goes on forever.’ And that 

sense of time is very different. We see that sense of time in the landscape. The movement 

of the moon at night, the constellations movements, and cues on the landscape tell us the 

timing of our place on the land. 

The Hopi Tribe 

Analysis BA-H1: 

Our ancestors were really smart. They observe a lot of things and they probably 

know that this type of alcove here does not get much rain or snow on it, directly, and the 

other panel that I visited was like this too and it echoed a lot and that pretty unique too. 

One of the guys that I took with me, one of the elders, he said that it is a way to speak to 

the spiritual people too, same thing as a village crier. When they are announcing activity 

or news, they get on top of their home and they announce it, but they do not talk like this 

how I am talking. They announce it in a song. He said the reason they do that is that you 

let not only the community and your people know, but you also let the spiritual people 

know, and the spirits know the songs so it is in a song-like announcement. Same goes 

with this alcove too, here. If you were going to announce something, you would sing it in 

a way that both the people and the spiritual people will get the message. There is only 

one clan that does that, at where we are from, Oraibi. It is the Reed Clan that does that. 

From my understanding, the Reed Clan also made their migration through these areas, 

so in my theories it is that type of connection to the spiritual elements that was perfected 
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here and taken on to Hopi, using the echo so that your message will be further 

announced. It has two purposes: the spiritual and to the community (Figure 3.7). 

 
Figure 3.7 Hopi Representatives and BARA Researchers at Bartlett Alcove 

 

Southern Paiute Tribes 

 Analysis BA-P1:  

 But they did something here to call in those spirits. And they are in this location 

where the sound carries. And that is a part of them calling in the spirits. Because you 

know, it carries. How they did that, I do not know. But it is a sacred spot. It is not used by 

everyday people. It is a place of puha. It is a place for calling in spirit beings. It was 

those beings coming from what we know as a spirit world or people go to, or if these are 

other beings. They are very different from a lot of the beings, that spirit beings you see, 

that were drawn on the walls.    

Analysis BA-P2: 

 Isolated places would be avoided by normal people unless you are a Puha’gant. 
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Then those people were the ones that would go to places like this because it is either 

where they commune with spirits or that is their power place. Where there is something 

there that they can pick up and they can sense something. But it does not do any harm to 

them. It gives them more power. All I know is that ordinary people would not come here. 

Analysis BA-P3: 

 Sometimes, when I go walking in these places, I can hear the past. I can hear 

remnants of singing. And when you are out by yourself, you are just in the elements, in 

nature, and once in a while you can hear music from our past. That happens all the time 

to me. You can hear it when you are out walking, you can hear the echo of the past 

(Figure 3.8).    

 
 Figure 3.8 Southern Paiute Representatives and BARA Researchers at Bartlett Alcove 

  

Analysis BA-P4: 

 I think it is a very important place. Because today we do not have people who 

have puha like this. And this needs to be protected from all the people who go right up 
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into it, right up next to it. Make trails that way, make trails this way. There needs to be 

some kind of a barrier in front of it. That whole alcove is a spiritual place. It even could 

be that the Puha’gant who was calling in spirits here could have done some traveling 

with him. You know, because we believe that people can do spirit traveling.    

3.4 Discussion of American Indian Analyses of Bartlett Alcove 

 For visiting American Indian representatives, Bartlett alcove is a spiritually 

charged place. Two most prominent factors contributing to the viewpoint are the 

acoustics augmented by the naturally carved slickrock alcove and the Barrier Canyon 

style pictographs on the wall of the alcove, which are closely connected to each other. 

The representatives emphasized the role of sounds in communicating not only with 

communities but also with spiritual beings. Navajo representatives explained that songs 

and stories of ancestors and spiritual entities are layered and stored in the alcove, through 

which certain people like visionaries can hear and connect with the entities. They 

described this place as potentially suitable for the practice of Yei Bi Chei ceremony, 

which is facilitated through chanting, singing, and dancing. The images on the surface of 

the alcove represent impressions of spiritual entities passing through the wall. Hopi 

representatives similarly pointed out communicative effects of acoustics that their 

ancestral people utilized to deliver messages to the communities as well as to spiritual 

realms. Southern Paiute representatives construed Bartlett alcove as a place for 

Puha’gants, specially prepared people with high level of power or puha, to call in spirits, 

and communicate and travel with the spiritual beings. Some representatives commented 

that well-prepared people could hear the past through remnants of singing of ancestral 

peoples at this place with exceptional acoustics.  
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In sum, participating American Indian representatives understood Bartlett alcove 

as a portal where ancestral peoples sought to connect with spiritual dimensions, spiritual 

entities visually left marks in their attempts to pass down their stories, and the 

connections continue to be vital to this day through the acoustics. Significant are the 

ways in which the representatives perceived the spirituality of the place. Their 

interpretations of Bartlett alcove as a powerful, connective place are based on their 

embracement not only of the physical topography and surrounding natural and cultural 

elements of the portion of land but also of intangible elements such as stories, songs, and 

even spirits, which they view the acoustics and the paintings carry (Figure 3.9). 

 

Figure 3.9 Factors Informing American Indian Perception of Bartlett Alcove 

 In American Indian worldviews, every place contains a story relating to a human 

experience (Stoffle et al. 1997; Fixico 2003; Waters 2004). The term, storyscape, refers 

to a portion of such land that is delineated by American Indian story (Stoffle et al. 1997, 

Perception of 
Bartlett 
Alcove

TOPOGRAPHY

INVISIBLE 
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235). Landscape can be storied both invisibly and visibly. Story is orally ingrained in a 

landscape and can be heard by prepared people who visit the place. As some American 

Indian representatives commented, story can also be embedded in a landscape in the form 

of petroglyphs that graphically narrate and convey its message to visitors. Furthermore, 

the story often involves spiritual beings: “Often the story is about spiritual beings who 

can move without reference to topography; that is, they can fly, swim along underground 

rivers, pass through mountains, or even move telekinetically” (Stoffle et al. 1997, 235). 

Stories, which American Indians view as alive awaken, the spiritual entities that they 

narrate and the landscape where the stories are imprinted become a place where the 

beings emerge through stories.  

 The concept of songscape can be understood in the similar manner as storyscape. 

Songs are attached to places and carry spirituality. Stoffle et al. (1997) represents an 

appropriate example of songscape in American Indian culture in their discussion of 

Southern Paiute trail songs. The Southern Paiutes have two categories of songscapes, one 

associated with specific trails and the other attached to the trail to the afterlife (Stoffle et 

al. 1997; Laird 1976). In the former case, songs have functioned as markers for specific 

trails, and accumulated memories about trails within the Southern Paiute peoples over 

generations. In the latter case, songs sung by Paiute people assist the deceased person 

along a trail until the spirit jumps the Grand Canyon into the afterlife. Each set of songs 

remind the singers of the physical location of the spirit of the deceased person, marking 

the progress and assuring that the afterlife is being achieved (Stoffle et al. 1997). Indeed, 

songs are crucial cultural component for Paiute people in that they give them a direction 

in life and into the spirit world:  
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There are 12-hour cycles of songs in chronological order placing 

you into this parthway. . . The songs are to help you through that [going 

into a specific place for crossing over to another dimension]. It paves the 

way into the underworld or to the “other side” so to speak. And that’s 

when you take your leave across the final chasm. But it is the songs that 

help you – what you have gone through throughout your life – just to put 

you into a certain area. (USDI 2015, 47) 

In sum, songscape describes a land that is portrayed and enriched by associated songs, 

and songs play integral roles in connecting mundane and spiritual worlds in American 

Indian worldviews.  

These concepts of storyscape and songscape contribute to understanding cultural 

importance and spirituality of landscapes, such as Bartlett alcove. According to 

participating American Indian representatives, Bartlett alcove is layered with stories and 

songs both of which transports timeless messages, feelings, and even spiritual entities 

between the past and the present, in both temporal and spatial senses. The exceptional 

acoustics at Bartlett alcove supports the role of stories and songs in bringing out spiritual 

entities. The theater-like massive natural alcove catches traveling sounds, which will 

otherwise dissipate in all possible directions. The alcove concentrates them within a 

narrow space, augmenting clarity and volume of the sounds, like a bandshell. In this 

condition ideal for telling stories or singing songs, spiritual entities can emerge from their 

realms into the current realm through stories and songs that revitalize them, which make 

Bartlett alcove a place that connects multiple dimensions.   
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Another element that American Indian representatives noted as contributing to the 

spirituality of Bartlett alcove is also closely tied to the spectacular acoustics at this site. 

The panel of multiple figures painted with red and black pigments on the wall of the 

alcove represents a good example of Barrier Canyon style painting that is unique to 

Southeastern Utah. Named after Barrier Canyon (now called Horseshoe Canyon) where a 

prominent example of the painting is found, Barrier Canyon style is a major category of 

rock art that consists of “enigmatic, ghostly looking, anthropomorphic (human-shaped) 

and zoomorphic (animal-shaped) figures” (Waller 1997, 7). The Barrier Canyon style 

rock art has been found in places that exhibited “clear echoes” and maximum of sound 

reflection” (Waller 1997, 7-8). 

In many American Indian cultures, both rock art (or rock writing) and echoes are 

considered spiritually powerful (Voth 1903; Stoffle et al. 2004; Patterson and Duncan 

2014). Utes associate rock paintings with spirits and life after death. Thus it is not 

desirable to touch or seek meanings behind the rock painting panel; “[w]e are told not to 

bother with all that [rock painting] it’s depicting a different world. Perhaps they thought 

that you would disturb a spirit of another world. This could be bad” (Patterson and 

Duncan 2014, 142). This association arises from the Ute belief that “the spirit is within 

the rock art and it shows a story that it’s talking to us” (142). Here Duncan emphasizes 

the importance of listening in appreciating rock art, which echoes the beliefs presented by 

other American Indian representatives who visited Bartlett alcove: “So you listen to the 

rock art. You listen with your soul and you listen to it with your eyes barely scanning the 

panel as you look into it” (142).  

Similarly yet distinctively, one participating Navajo representative interpreted the 
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images on Bartlett panel as reflective marks of the spiritual entities coming through the 

wall to another dimension. Rock paintings, thus, are not merely decorative in many cases 

but are visual representations of stories of the people or spiritual entities – and in some 

cases, the spiritual beings themselves. At sites with such spiritual rock paintings, 

occurring sounds and reflecting echoes of storyscape and songscape enable 

communications among the paintings, spectators, and spiritual entities, regardless of 

temporal and spatial dimensions where each exists.  

Scientific observations of the rock pictographs can also be conducive to grasping 

the significance of the panel and the acoustics in Bartlett alcove. A series of 

archaeological and scientific experiments and research have identified close relationships 

between the acoustics and certain styles of rock art panels in enclosed places such as 

caves and alcoves (Steinbring 1992, 1993: Waller 1993a, 1993b, 1994, 1997). These 

studies suggest that the soundscape of the enclosed places would have been a critical 

motivation behind production and placement of the rock art panels (Hedges 1990; Waller 

1997). In other words, those who painted motifs of human-shaped figures and hoofed 

animals, two of the common iconographies of Barrier Canyon style paintings, within the 

canyon would have chosen the specific place that best reflects sound. The result is that 

the echoes and the clear, condensed sounds seem to be emanating from the rock wall, 

enlivening the images and allowing more intimate interactions between the images and 

their viewers/callers.  

Waller further interprets this phenomenon as an indicator that the production and 

the placement of Barrier Canyon style images in these places with good acoustics were 

part of shamanic practices that summoned spiritual beings (Waller 1997). The places that 
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are naturally engineered to provide a good sound system would have complemented 

making stronger echoes of repetitive percussion sounds, which is a known method of 

inducing a trance state (Eliade 2004). In this sense, the sound capacity and the paintings 

on the rock surface at Bartlett alcove would have served as portals that connected 

spiritual and mundane realms.  

For the participating American Indian groups, Bartlett alcove is seen layered with 

storyscapes and songscapes, and enriched by spiritual rock paintings and the prominent 

acoustics. Associated traditional stories and songs define meanings, purposes, and 

implications of this distinct landscape. The rock painting panel and the naturally 

enhanced acoustics charge the place with spirituality even more strongly. Specially 

prepared individuals such as Puha’gant in Paiute culture come to Bartlett alcove, and can 

properly seek visions and even physically cross the realm into the one beyond theirs. 

Bartlett alcove is both physical and metaphysical place where entities, both supernatural 

and natural, emerge from their current dimensions through stories, songs, and rock 

paintings, and intersect with one another in the realm newly created from the interfacing 

of multiple dimensions.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

ETHNOLOGY OF PORTALS 

 

This chapter introduces a few other portals in Indigenous cultures that are similar 

to arches and Bartlett alcove presented in the previous chapters. By doing so, this chapter 

attempts to situate the findings of the two EOA studies within the wider discussion of 

Indigenous views of time and space and the Indigenous conceptualizations of portals.  

The human ability to transport between different yet simultaneous times and 

spaces is not an uncommon belief in many cultures around the world including Asia, the 

Americas, Oceania, and Africa (Eliade 1959, 1964; Tylor 1970; Dupre 1975; Hume 

2007; Stoffle 1995, 2004, 2015). Many Indigenous peoples conceive the universe as 

consisting of various spatial and temporal layers, which they view as connected through 

certain mediums. The scope of the mediums that facilitate American Indian movements 

among various dimensions is wide, ranging from a single artificial cultural component to 

a greater landscape integration of various natural and cultural elements. The following 

sections introduce a few specific loci as well as cultural elements that are used as portals 

specifically by Indigenous peoples of the Americas. 

4.1 Other Portals 

4.1.1 Rainbow Bridge, Utah 

Rainbow Bridge, located in Bridge Canyon in southern Utah, is another good 

example of natural arches used as portals (Figure 4.1). Located near the Utah/Arizona 

state border, the 160-acre wide Rainbow Bridge National Monument includes a 

prominent naturally formed sandstone arch, dubbed Rainbow Bridge. In addition to the 
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geologic importance that has fascinated geologists, archaeologists, and tourists alike 

across the world, Rainbow Bridge holds immense cultural significances for culturally 

associated tribes and pueblos. In 2013, David Ruppert conducted consultations with six 

tribes and pueblos for nomination of Rainbow Bridge to the National Register. In April 

2017, the National Register finally nominated Rainbow Bridge as a Traditional Cultural 

Property. 

 
Figure 4.1 Rainbow Bridge, Utah (NPS N.d.c.) 

 

Most American Indian groups that participated in the consultations associated the 

bridge with a place of movement and travel. A number of Hopi clans view Rainbow 

Bridge as one of the key places visited during their ancestors’ ordained migration 

journey, to which the presence of shrines attests. In Navajo origin stories, the bridge is 

believed to be the rock bridge that deities crossed to visit their father Sun. By the Zuni, 

Rainbow Bridge is believed to have been a navigational marker for their ancestors during 
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their migration to the Middle Place (USDI 2015). To the Kaibab Band of Paiute Indians, 

this massive natural bridge was seen as a trail to the underworld:  

It [Rainbow Bridge] is one of our sacred sites so obviously we 

shouldn’t visit it – only for a certain reason or at a certain time. That time 

is not within our living time. The older people used to call it (Paiute term 

not published), which is the older one’s road or trail. It’s to the underworld 

and it shouldn’t be used for any type of purposes other than the time you 

pass on to go to that site. (USDI 2015, 46) 

4.1.2 Oompi, Hole, and Mountain Sheep Petroglyphs in Black Mountain, Nevada 

Black Mountain is an old volcano cone located in Southern Nevada near the town 

of Beatty. This volcanic mountain and its immediately surrounding landscape include a 

number of quali-signs, which “[define] inherent features of objects and places . . . the 

bundling of quali-signs that will ultimately identify a ceremonial landscape focused on a 

volcano” (Stoffle et al. 2015, 101). For instance, on the way to the Black Mountain, a 

pilgrimage trail called Puha Path stretches from a hot spring site in Oasis Valley, Nevada, 

to a ceremonial staging place, Pillar Springs, to the peak of the volcanic cone. The quali-

signs identified at Black Mountain during ethnographic studies conducted by Stoffle et al. 

between 2004 and 2008 contribute to the interpretation and understanding of this 

pilgrimage trail on the sacred mountain. 

Stoffle et al. identified five distinct quali-signs of the Black Mountain pilgrimage 

trail. The viewscape at Black Mountain, the highest in the vicinity, encompasses a series 

of mountains in all four directions. In American Indian ethnoecology, the mountains, as 

powerful living beings, play an important role of making rain and snow, essentially 
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sustaining the ecology of the region. The distinctive formation of cone and caldera that 

makes Black Mountain look like an “earth navel,” and rich hydrological systems within 

the Black Mountain ranges are certainly integral components of ceremonies carried out in 

and for the mountain (Stoffle et al. 2015, 105). Outcrops of quartz deposits immediately 

below the mountain top on its northern slope indicate that these stones were carved 

intentionally as offerings.  

The discussion of a basalt canyon and petroglyphs within it has to come in the 

understanding of the aforementioned surrounding elements that constitute the larger 

Black Mountain area as a chosen place for spiritual journeys. During their pilgrimages, 

Southern Paiutes actively visited this small canyon formed from a deposit of high-grade 

gray basalt, perceiving it as a sacred place. The people left hundreds of petroglyphs and 

made a series of half-inch round holes. Down one hole is a single downward streak of red 

ochre paint, or oompi, that pilgrims used to put on their fingers and smudge in the 

opening. The hole, smudged in red, has become the eye of a mountain sheep that is 

pecked into the rock around it (Figure 4.2). The practice of putting a red painted finger 

into and coloring the hole, which was put there by the Creator in Southern Paiute beliefs, 

was meant to help pilgrims “go into the earth while on a trail to the top of the earth,” 

which emphasizes the function of the canyon and associated human practice as a 

conveyor through multiple spaces (Stoffle et al. 2015, 106). The function of the 

petroglyphs would not have been understood properly were it not for a broader 

understanding of how Southern Paiutes perceived and used the quali-signs surrounding 

the wider Black Mountain landscape and indicating a high concentration of energy or 

puha.   
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Figure 4.2 Mountain Sheep Petroglyph Panel in Black Mountains, Nevada (Stoffle et al. 2015, 106) 

 

4.1.3 A Cave for Astro-travelers by Kanab Creek, Arizona  

 In many cultures, certain caves have significance as portals connecting the 

natural and supernatural (Ellis and Hammack 1968; Moyes 2013). One example is a cave 

by Kanab Creek, Arizona, containing prominent iconographic petroglyphs. Situated at the 

head of a drainage wash into Kanab Canyon and on the verge of a region called the 

Esplanade is a cave-like shelter created by an overhanging slab of the sandstone outcrop 

(Figure 4.3). On the interior wall of the shelter are multiple anthropomorphic figures in 

addition to some distinct forms that are not easily classified. During the rock art research 

carried out by Stoffle et al. (1995), Southern Paiute representatives described the site as a 

place “from which spiritual people make astro-travel and return to” (93).  
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Figure 4.3 View of the Kanab Creek, Arizona, where the Cave is Located (Courtesy of BARA) 

 

 Visually powerful petroglyphs covering the wall contribute to the Southern 

Paiute interpretation of the cave as a portal where shamans or spiritually prepared people 

could journey into another dimension through stars and interact with extraterrestrial 

entities. Many of the depicted figures have upright linear bodies that exhibit tapering 

torsos and antennae-like appendages attached to their heads. These human-like forms 

have arms, hands, and fingers, but many do not have legs. In addition, other graphic 

markers such as white and red lines, both straight and curved, white dots, and brown 

outlines further decorate these forms, contributing to complexity of the panel as a whole 

(Figure 4.4). Southern Paiute representatives described these petroglyphs as immensely 

“sacred-spiritual” in that they represent the very special spiritual journeys that took place 

in this sheltered spot: 

  This is a place where shamans took their journeys in their minds. 

They traveled to another dimension and the people they met there were not 
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of this earth, like extraterrestrials. They have human like figures but they 

are not human. The shamanistic journeys were used to contact these 

people. They know we are here and we know they are there. They help in 

curing and help our shamans to understand their journeys. This is power 

here that man has not been able to define or reckon with. But Indian 

people have made the contact. Even today we can do this kind of travel. 

My mother had a visit from [a relative] in St. George. He told her he was 

coming and would knock a certain way. Then he came even though she 

did not see him. There were things that the uncle told her brother and 

another person about preparing for another time. (Stoffle et al., 1995, 193) 

 
Figure 4.4 Petroglyphs in the Cave by Kanab Creek, Arizona (Courtesy of BARA) 

 

 The so-called star travelers or star watchers, in Southern Paiute culture, had the 

power to “consult stars, sun, moon, etc (Fowler and Fowler 1971, 160). They acquired 

their power “from the stars or literally a Puha’gant who got power from many stars” in 

places where they could star watch or star travel (SPAC 2014, 4). The cave by Kanab 

Creek would have been one of the places with the special power source. According to a 

personal conversation between Richard Stoffle and a Southern Paiute elder, the elder’s 

grandfather was one of the last Puha’gants who used the cave for star traveling.  
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4.1.4 Architecturally Engineered Passageways 

Sipapu 

While termed differently by multiple cultures, sipapu among various Pueblo 

groups similarly refers to the emergence place, or the Middle Place. This belief of sipapu 

arises from the Pueblo worldview, which is oriented around the concept of a Middle 

Place. While each clan has its distinct histories, the overall picture is that they travel in 

each of the four sacred directions and return to the Middle Place (Williamson 1984; 

Jojola 2004, 91). The destined journey that starts from and concludes at the emergence 

place reflects the centrality of this temporally and spatially fluid dimension in Pueblo 

culture. 

Symbolically, the sipapu indicates the place where “clans, moieties, and societies 

emerged in a specific sequence from the underworld to the present state of mortal reality” 

(Jojola 2004, 91). This culturally collective concept is visually embodied in a little hole 

on the floor of traditional pueblo ceremonial kivas, in which the concept of a portal 

particularly stands out. Situated in the middle of a sacred, ceremonial structure, the 

sipapu is utilized during certain ceremonies and symbolizes a portal through which select 

personnel could enter “into the world below” (Ortiz 1972; Williamson 1984; Jojola 2004, 

91) (Figures 4.5 and 4.6). For example, in Acoma culture, a hole in the floor of the estufa, 

the Acoma term for a structure serving the similar purpose of a kiva, is called 

G’auwatseicoma, which is the gateway to Shipap, the Acoma place of emergence. It is 

through this hole that “souls or spirits pass down . . . after death on their journey back to 

Shipap” (White 1973, 47).  
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Figure 4.5 Plan of House (of Shabik’eshchee Village in the Chaco Canyon, NM) F. a, Antechamber. 

B, Passage. C, Support-post holes. E., Fire pit. F, Sipapu (Roberts 1929, 28), and Sipapu in Floor of 

House F (Roberts 1929, Plate 4) 

 

 

Figure 4.6 Sipapu, the Smaller Hole to the Left (NPS N.d.d.) 

Holes in Tuki 

 Huichol people in Mexico have a cultural construct similar to that of sipapu. In 

Huichol culture, the underworld, which is also linked to the middle world as in Pueblo 

cosmology, can be entered through openings dug into the floor of the Huichol ceremonial 

structure, called tuki. Unlike kivas in Pueblo cultures, however, tuki has several sacred 
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openings. One of the holes, known as tunuamei, is dug between two axis mundi that 

support the roof. Shamans enter this hole to reach the other world by singing directly into 

the hole at their feet as they follow “the Sun god on his nocturnal journey from west to 

east through the underworld” (Schaefer and Furst 1996, 344). Another sacred hole is 

located under the central hearth within tuki. Called mawatisawa, this hole is around 

eighteen inches deep, and represents a place where the supernatural realm and the 

current, mundane realm can intersect through proper preparation. Similar to the sipapu, 

which is usually kept sealed, mawatisawa is covered by a stone disk that is referred to as 

a god disk, known to be commanded by the corn mother, according to the Huichol 

traditions (Shaefer and Furst 1996). Through these multiple holes within tuki, divine 

entities are summoned into the humans’ realm, or shamans leading ceremonies enter the 

trance state and eventually into the Otherworld. (Figure 4.7).  

 
Figure 4.7 Jose Carrillo, a San Andres Huichol, Explaining the Symbolism of the Sacred Hole  

(Peter T. Furst 1967; Schaefer and Furst 1996, 345) 
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4.2 Situating Arches and Bartlett Alcove 

 These natural and cultural elements exhibit the concepts of portal, time, and space 

variously envisioned by American Indian groups. Rainbow Bridge and the cave by Kanab 

Creek served a similar role to arches in Arches NP in that certain people used them when 

they wanted to cross into other dimensions. Petroglyphs situated in the wider Black 

Mountains represent a synthesis of human perception, cultural practice, and natural 

elements, which in turn helps the people transport to another layer of the world.  

Sipapu symbolizes the emergence of Pueblos through another world, and marks the 

continued significance of movement through the hole between worlds. Holes in tuki 

similarly facilitate the passage of spiritual deities and shamans as sacred portals situated 

in the floor of a ceremonial structure.  

Within the portal context, arches and Bartlett alcove contribute to the existing 

discussion by illustrating the differing natures and mediums of portals. Two kinds of 

portals emerge in the discussion of arches and Bartlett alcove: transit space and 

convergent space. This thesis suggests that the term, transit space, represents a realm 

where a physical transition to another dimension takes places; in other words, passers 

physically cross a portal’s threshold to transit into another dimension. Arches at 

Windows Section in Arches NP, similarly to Rainbow Bridge, provide an arena for this 

physical transition under their tangible physical bridges. Red-painted holes and mountain 

sheep petroglyphs in the Black Mountains and the Kanab Creek cave also represent 

physical places where such transition has been sought. Sipapu in pueblo cultures and 

holes in tuki facilitate the physical movement of seekers through human-engineered 

spaces. The second term, convergent space, describes a realm where multiple dimensions 
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are summoned through a medium or practice, and converge with one another. While the 

convergence necessitates the transit of entities from different worlds and are thus related 

to transit space, convergent space differs from transit space in that summoned entities 

intersect with one another and remain within the space instead of disappearing into 

another dimension. Bartlett alcove corresponds to this second type of portal because 

entities are called into it through songs and stories, and converge with the mundane 

dimension – in the alcove area.  

In transit spaces, the physical portal, i.e., an arch, is a central medium of 

transportation. The function of a physical portal is complemented by both the act of 

crossing, or movement, through the portal and the act of seeing into it. In convergent 

spaces, the form of the portal is not as rigid as in transit spaces. Various non-physical 

forms or actions can function as – or even replace – physical portals, thus becoming the 

portals themselves. In Bartlett alcove, the role of sound in the form of storyscapes and 

songscapes fits this case. The alcove’s exceptional acoustics emphasize the importance of 

sound as “an incredibly powerful portal. . . a vehicle for altering spiritual states, ‘not only 

those of humans and animals, but also those of beings who lie beyond the visible realm’” 

(Hume 2007, 60). Through the aural mechanism or aural portal, prepared humans can 

summon into the alcove spiritual entities present in another dimension, beyond or below 

the land and in the rock paintings. These entities then converge and interact with the 

humans in the alcove, which is spiritually charged even more strongly.    
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CHAPTER FIVE 

CONCLUSION 

 

 

 

The essential characteristic of a portal is connectivity, which has been the main 

theoretical framework in this thesis for the discussion of arches and Bartlett alcove. This 

thesis has argued that both landscapes have provided arenas for humans to travel between 

dimensions by physically trespassing or by inviting other entities from other dimensions 

onto the sites.  

Putting aside the concept of connectivity, we can also reverse the logic and state 

that a portal dissects a space into two or more dimensions. These dimensions, such as 

space and time, are intangible, and this intangibility necessitates that an intermediary, 

connective platform be corporeal or at least visible. The required physicality and 

visibility of a portal then lead to the portal’s alternative characteristic: disconnectivity. 

The physical threshold of the portal not only connects multiple dimensions but also 

severs the relationship between them. As strongly as connectivity is present in both 

arches and Bartlett alcove, disconnectivity also presides within the two features; realms 

and entities belonging to disparate dimensions cannot conjoin without the bodily 

practices of passage using physical markers or visible actions. 

Acknowledging the omnipresence of bodies, consciousness, and spirits across 

various temporal and spatial points characterizes many aspects of American Indian 

worldviews. Case studies of arches at the Window Section in Arches NP, and of Bartlett 

alcove near Canyonlands NP provide us with additional ways to understand the American 

Indian worldviews and their understanding of landscape. More importantly, the 
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discussion of arches and Bartlett alcove in light of their functions as portals further 

informs our perception of temporal and spatial realities and of forces beyond geological 

and meteorological, which shape the landscape, eventually enriching our perception of 

the universe in which we live. 

5.1 Recommendations for Future Research 

Meaningful future research would involve in-depth explorations into topics of 

more universal values such as issues related to the interaction between nature and 

humans, or the philosophical quest into multiple realities. This thesis specifically focused 

on American Indian perceptions of select geological and cultural features as doorways 

into other dimensions. The discussion can help elucidate related topics such as agency in 

the human perception of given landscape, and the metaphysics behind the belief in 

multiple realities held by various cultures around the globe. In turn, this potential 

research would not only buttress the discussion of arches and Bartlett alcove but also 

strengthen the entire discourse of metaphysical portals on a larger geographical scale. 

Additionally, cross-cultural, comparative research on the two case studies and 

cases of portals in non-American Indian cultures may be interesting. The purpose of this 

thesis has been to situate arches in Arches NP and Bartlett alcove within a wider 

discussion of portals. Longing for a place yonder and the use of a certain practice or 

location as a portal to reach that place is not an exclusive cultural construct of American 

Indians. Similar ideas reside in cultures and religions that believe in the existence of dual 

or multiple dimensions, whether spiritual or not. In Christianity, Islam, and Buddhism, 

certain places are identified with powers to send the prayers to God or transport people 

into the spiritual dimension where they can rejoice with their gods. A comparative study 
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of multiple portals within various cultures will reveal common, essential attributes in all 

human minds, potentially narrowing present gaps among different religions, philosophies, 

and societies.   

This thesis has tried to base its discussion largely in American Indian worldviews 

without formularizing that discussion within a non-Indigenous theory. In future 

endeavors, adopting a theoretical framework other than American Indian would further 

expand our understanding of this topic. Phenomenology of landscape is one potential 

framework. The synaesthetic appreciation of landscape promoted by this field of study 

would complement the American Indians’ integrative, metaphysical perception of a given 

landscape. Of course, any new framework should be applied without distorting the 

essence of the American Indian analyses. Properly recasting this discussion of arches and 

Bartlett alcove within a different mode of thought will respectfully and rightfully enrich 

ways of understanding portal phenomena. 
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