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“Dinosaur” petroglyphs at Kachina Bridge site, Natural Bridges
National Monument, southeastern Utah: not dinosaurs after all

Phil Senter and Sally J. Cole

ABSTRACT

Among the many images made by prehistoric people on the walls of Kachina
Bridge is what appears to be an unambiguous depiction of a sauropod dinosaur, herein
called Dinosaur 1. Because mainstream science has produced no alternate explana-
tion for Dinosaur 1, it has become an important weapon in the arsenal of the anti-evolu-
tion movement. The movement’s proponents claim that it demonstrates the
coexistence of humans and dinosaurs, thus casting doubt on the geological time scale
of millions of years. Until now that claim has gone unchallenged. The hypothesis that a
given petroglyph depicts a dinosaur predicts that the image is not a composite; depicts
an animal; has features that cannot be reconciled with non-dinosaurian local fauna;
has features of a specific, identifiable dinosaur; and is entirely human-made. These
predictions were tested for Dinosaur 1 and three other alleged dinosaur petroglyphs at
Kachina Bridge by on-site visual examination under varying light conditions. Examina-
tion reveals that the “neck” and “back” of Dinosaur 1 are a composite of two separate
petroglyphs, and its “legs” are a natural mud or mineral stain. A second alleged sauro-
pod petroglyph is a mere mud stain. The other two alleged dinosaur petroglyphs are
human-made, but neither depicts an animal. The four Kachina Bridge “dinosaurs” are
illusions produced by pareidolia. None of them satisfy the predictions of the hypothesis
that a dinosaur is depicted. Dinosaur 1-heretofore a creationist poster child—and its
counterparts now join the plethora of discredited “evidence” for the ancient coexistence
of humans and dinosaurs.
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INTRODUCTION

The findings of mainstream geology have
firmly established that non-avian dinosaurs
became extinct 65 million years ago when the
Mesozoic Era gave way to the Cenozoic Era, and
that Homo sapiens appeared less than one million
years ago. Young-earth creationists, on the other
hand, insist that humans, dinosaurs, and all other
terrestrial animals were created on the same day
about 6000 years ago (e.g., papers in Ham 2006
2008). They have therefore long sought evidence
for the coexistence of humans with dinosaurs and
other pre-Pleistocene organisms so as to cast
doubt upon the mainstream geological timescale of
millions of years. Several such pieces of “evi-
dence” appeared in the twentieth century, only to
be discredited upon scrutiny. Alleged human foot-
prints in Mesozoic strata have been exposed as
forgeries in some cases and identified as dinosaur
tracks in others (Neufeld 1975; Kuban 1989). An
alleged sandal print on a Cambrian trilobite has
been identified as a weathering pattern (Stokes
1986). An alleged fossilized, Cretaceous human
finger has been identified as the infilling of a bur-
row (Isaak 2007). Alleged Mesozoic sediment
encrusting a hammer has been identified as a
recent concretion (Isaak 2007). A human skeleton
that allegedly came from Jurassic sediment has
been identified as an intrusive burial (Strahler
1999). An alleged Miocene deposit on Guadeloupe
in which a human skeleton was found has been
shown to be a Quaternary deposit (Strahler 1999).
The Ica Stones, upon which are images of dino-
saurs that were allegedly made by ancient inhabit-
ants of present-day Peru, have been exposed as
forgeries (Isaak 2007). The Acambaro figures,
which include dinosaur statuettes allegedly made
by ancient inhabitants of present-day Mexico, have
been exposed as forgeries (Di Peso 1953).

Another putative piece of evidence for the
coexistence of dinosaurs and humans, the alleged
depiction of a sauropod dinosaur at the Kachina
Bridge archaeological site (Figure 1), has proved
more baffling. The image, hereafter called Dino-
saur 1, is of importance because until now it has
escaped explanation from mainstream science.
Reference to it persists in young-earth creationist
literature (Swift 1997, 2006; Ham 2000; Butt and
Lyons 2005, 2008) and websites (Sharp 2001;
Anonymous 2009; Creation Truth Ministries 2009;
Swift 2009; The Interactive Bible 2009) as a popu-
lar rallying point, heretofore without rejoinder. A
plaque illustrating the image is even exhibited in
the Creation Museum in Petersburg, Kentucky.

2

Dinosaur 1 has received considerable attention
from young-earth creationists but close inspection
and thorough description of it has not occurred
before now. This lack of research is understand-
able, because it is approximately 2 m above the
head of the average observer on a nearly vertical
surface, surrounded by rough and extremely steep
terrain that discourages the carrying of a ladder,
about an hour by foot from the nearest road. One
author (Sharp 2001) identifies three more petro-
glyph images, hereafter called Dinosaurs 2 — 4, at
the Kachina Bridge site as dinosaurs. Here we
report the results of an investigation into the nature
of these four items.

The four alleged dinosaur depictions are part
of a plethora of images made by prehistoric cul-
tures at the Kachina Bridge site. Kachina Bridge is
an immense sandstone formation resembling an
archway over 60 m high and wide, formed by the
undercutting of a rock wall by flowing water. The
images comprise rock paintings (composed of pig-
ments) and petroglyphs formed by pecking, abrad-
ing, incising, and scratching. Earlier examples are
associated with Archaic era hunter-gatherers that
occupied the study area generally prior to 1000
B.C. Other images are for the most part attributed
to Ancestral Pueblo farming societies (Basket-
maker |I-Pueblo 1ll) dating from approximately
A.D. 200 to 1300. Some petroglyphs may have
been made by more recent protohistoric or historic
Paiute, Ute, or Navajo groups (Grant 1978;
Schaafsma 1980; Cordell 1984; McVickar 2001;
Cole 2009; Spangler et al. 2009).

METHODS

The hypothesis that a given petroglyph
depicts a dinosaur makes four predictions: (1) the
image is a single image, not a composite of sepa-
rate images, (2) it depicts an animal, (3) its features
cannot be reconciled with an interpretation that it
depicts a member of the non-dinosaurian local
fauna that was contemporaneous with its maker(s),
(4) its features depict a specific, identifiable dino-
saur, and (5) it is entirely human-made.

To test these predictions the four alleged dino-
saur depictions were examined with the naked eye
and with the aid of binoculars and telephoto
lenses. Observations were made while the images
were illuminated by direct and indirect sunlight and
when they were in shadow. Accurate documenta-
tion and analysis of petroglyphs requires this level
of observation and recording insofar as visibility
varies considerably under changing light condi-
tions, and it may be difficult if not impossible to per-
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FIGURE 1. Alleged ancient depictions of dinosaurs at Kachina Bridge, Natural Bridges National Monu-
ment, Utah. 1.1. location of Dinosaurs 1 and 2 at Kachina Bridge, with box indicating area enlarged in 1.3.
1.2. location of Dinosaurs 3 and 4 at Kachina Bridge, with box indicating area enlarged in 1.8. 1.3. location
of Dinosaurs 1 and 2 on the rock wall, with box indicating area enlarged in 1.4. 1.4. Dinosaurs 1 and 2,
with box indicating area enlarged in 1.7. 1.5. Dinosaur 1 as illustrated by Swift (2006) in a young-earth cre-
ationist book. 1.6. line drawing of 1.4, showing the distribution of human-made pecking (dark shading) and
natural mineral or mud stains (light shading). Note that the “tail” of Dinosaur 1 is a separate pecked area
from the “torso,” and that its “legs” and the entire body of Dinosaur 2 (beneath the “chin” of Dinosaur 1) are
not human-made images but natural mineral or mud stains. 1.7. detail of 1.4, showing texture of part of
Dinosaur 1. Note that the “tail” is separate from and has denser pecking than the “torso,” and that the
“legs” are devoid of pecking or any other indicator of having been made by a human. 1.8. location of Dino-
saurs 3 (right box) and 4 (left box) on the rock wall, with boxes indicating areas enlarged in 1.9 and 1.10,
and arrows indicating wavy line that continues to the right as the “tail” of Dinosaur 3. 1.9. Dinosaur 3. 1.10.
Dinosaur 4. 1.11. line drawing of 1.10.
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ceive differences between natural and man-made
manipulations of sandstone surfaces.

RESULTS

Dinosaur 1 does not satisfy the predictions
that it is a single image, that it depicts an animal, or
that it is entirely human-made. It is a composite of
two separate items that were formed by pecking (a
technique in which small bits of rock are chipped
from the surface by a hand-held instrument), plus
mineral or mud stains. The “head,” “neck,” and
“torso” are a single item: a thick, sinuous shape
formed by pecking. The “tail” is a second, U-
shaped item formed by pecking. That the two items
are indeed two separate items is indicated by a
gap between them and also by differences in peck-
ing patterns and densities between the two (Figure
1). The “legs” are not part of the image and are not
pecked or otherwise human-made but are stains of
mud or some light-colored mineral on the irregular
surface. What appears to be an eye is a natural
chip or depression. What appears to be a smiling
mouth is the edge of the pecking that forms the
“chin.” It follows a raised surface that continues to
the right, beyond the “head.” The meaning of the
two pecked items is enigmatic, but it is clear that
neither depicts an animal.

The “head” of Dinosaur 1 is overlapped by a
subsequent pecking of a spiral-like shape, a com-
mon motif in petroglyphs and rock paintings and on
pottery of Ancestral Pueblos after Pueblo | times (~
A.D. 700 to 1300). The “torso” is superimposed
over a previously pecked triangle the apex of which
protrudes above the “dinosaur’s” “back.” The sig-
nificance of the triangle is enigmatic.

Dinosaur 2, located beneath the “chin” of
Dinosaur 1, is allegedly a depiction of a second
sauropod dinosaur (Sharp 2001). However, close
inspection reveals that it is entirely composed of
mud or mineral stain (Figure 1). No part of it is
human-made. Its resemblance to a sauropod is
vague at a distance and vanishes altogether at
close range.

Dinosaur 3 is located on the opposite wall of
Kachina Bridge. It allegedly depicts the three-
horned dinosaur Triceratops (Sharp 2001). How-
ever, close inspection reveals that it is a composite
of two items, neither of which depicts an animal.
One item includes the head, torso, and tail of the
alleged animal. The “tail” is the last undulation in a
pecked, wavy line that continues to the left for
approximately 3 m (Figure 1). The wavy line is
forked on either end, and the tines of the right fork
continue parallel to each other to form the “torso” of
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Dinosaur 3 then diverge in a wide arc on the right
to form a closed loop, the “head.” From the “head”
a short, pecked extension emanates to the right.
The second item is a series of eight vertical,
pecked lines that are supposedly the legs of Dino-
saur 3. However, these lines do not connect to the
rest of the alleged animal. The lines probably rep-
resent a procession of eight people. Thickenings at
the top of the lines suggest stylized heads, and
similar depictions occur widely in the northern
Southwest. Particularly well-known examples
occur at the Procession Panel on Comb Ridge, a
geological uplift southeast of Natural Bridges
National Monument (Cole 2009; Wilshusen 1999,
2006). This type of imagery is proposed to be
associated with prehistoric trade and/or group trav-
els or migrations over time. Prehistoric trails and
built roads are documented in the vicinities of
Pueblo communities, and clan migrations are sig-
nificant events in the oral histories of descendent
peoples (Stevenson 1904; Courlander 1971; Yava
1978; Vivian 1990).

The eight lines meet a horizontal line that runs
beneath them and continues to the left and crosses
the “tail.” This pattern suggests a trail or pathway. It
is clear that no animal is depicted, but even if one
imagines that the loop plus eight vertical lines
together depict an animal, it has neither the three
horns nor the cranial frill characteristic of a Tricer-
atops. In fact, it resembles no specifically identifi-
able quadrupedal animal, so the allegation that it is
specifically a dinosaur would remain baseless even
if it were an animal.

Dinosaur 4 is alleged to possibly depict the
one-horned dinosaur Monoclonius (Sharp 2001).
This allegation is difficult to understand upon close
inspection of the form, which is a linear squiggle
formed by a series of curves made by continuous
carving into the rock rather than by pecking. It does
not specifically resemble any animal, living or
extinct, nor indeed any identifiable object. Some-
what similar “squiggle mazes” as defined by Turner
(1963) are ubiquitous in late prehistoric Pueblo
petroglyph panels and may be associated with
travel routes and symbolic of group migrations.

DISCUSSION

Pareidolia is the psychological phenomenon
of perceiving significance in vague or random stim-
uli, e.g., seeing animals in clouds or the face of a
religious figure in a food item. The results of this
investigation indicate that the dinosaurs of Kachina
Bridge are examples of this phenomenon and exist
only as pareidolic illusions. They can therefore be



added to the list of discredited evidence for the
coexistence of dinosaurs and humans. It should be
noted that, unlike some previous such “evidence”
(Di Peso 1953; Neufeld 1975; Isaak 2007), in this
case there was no deliberate hoax.
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