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Every spring, with rakes and weed-whackers in hand, the staff of the
South Dakota State Historic Preservation Office hikes up Snake Butte
north of Pierre to trim back the native grass that surrounds a turtle ef-
figy located on the butte top. The yearly pilgrimage prepares the site
for summer visitors who travel to South Dakota from throughout the
United States to view the stone figure. Each year, as we gaze upon the
effigy, we recall why the preservation of this rock figure and others
like it is so important. The study of manmade prehistoric objects not
only answers questions about how those who came before us lived but
also generates public awareness that fosters partnerships in preserv-
ing these sites for the future.

Research into rock figures in South Dakota began in the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries with the work of Theodore H.
Lewis, William H. Over, James E. Todd, and Doane Robinson, who
mapped, recorded, and published valuable documentation regarding
many petroform sites. Their findings were built upon by James Abbott,
William Ranney, and Richard Whitten, who conducted an extensive
survey of petroforms east of the Missouri River in 1982. These re-
searchers' physical descriptions, together with American Indian origin
stories, provide important clues about the meaning of petroforms to
prehistoric cultures.

A petroform, or stone figure, is a manmade surface feature associ-
ated with American Indian cultures whose arrangement or silhouette,

The author thanks Cheryl Nagle and Tim Olson for their suggestions regarding this article.
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varying in shape, size, and appearance, was created out of local stones.
Like the turtle effigy on Snake Butte, most petroforms are found on
high points or atop bluffs. Petroforms may be either human or animal
in design or may form a geometric shape. Two-dimensional petro-
forms include effigies, alignments, rings, and mosaics, while three-
dimensional petroforms include cairns. An effigy is a petroform con-
structed in the likeness of a person or animal, while stone alignments
consist of lines of rocks. Rings are hollow circles of stones and are
found either in association with effigies and alignments or situated
by themselves. They are also often identified as the stones placed
around the outer edges of tipi covers to secure them to the ground.
Mosaics are circular or oval designs inlaid with stones, while a cairn
consists of a pile of stones.' Most of the sites discussed here contain
some combination of these petroform types. Many sites are located on
private land and are not accessible to the public. Some, unfortunately,
no longer exist.

Archaeologists today agree that it is unclear which tribe, or tribes, ac-
tually constructed petroforms and why, since the stone figures are
rarely associated with the other physical remains that are essential to
determining the historical tribal affiliation or age of a site. While tribal
members have shared their knowledge of petroforms through stories
passed down for generations, the histories of many petroforms remain
a mystery. Nevertheless, researchers have long speculated on the ori-
gins and meaning of these enigmatic forms. Anthropologist Ceorge E.
Hyde surmised that rock effigies were an extension of the mound ef-
figies constructed in Wisconsin and eastern Iowa and generally at-
tributed to the Winnebago group. Hyde believed tribes such as the Oto,
Iowa, and Mandan continued their custom of effigy building using
boulders instead of mounds as they migrated west. Theodore H.
Lewis's research led him to conclude that the petroforms were ancient.

I, Richard G. Whitten. "Prehistoric Native Art in South Dakota: The Writing Is on the
Wall," in The Future of South Dakota's Past, ed, Larry J, Zimmerman and Lucille C. Stewart,
Special Publication of the South Dakota Archaeological Society no. 2 (Vemiillion, S.Dak,,
1981), pp. 51-53; Petroforms of South Dakota Thematic Nomination, National Register of
Historic Places Inventory, 1982, p. i, item 7, State Historic Preservation Office, South
Dakota State Historical Society, Pierre.
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James E. Todd, who went on to become
the state geologist for South Dakota,
began exploring petroform sites in the
i88os.

In his role as state historian from 1901
to 1925, Doane Robinson researched
and published information on several
South Dakota petroforms.
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ruling out the possibility that they had been assembled by the Dakota
tribes. Others have expressed different views. Archaeologist Linea
Sundstrom notes a connection between turtle effigies and the Hidatsas
and Lakotas, who believed that proper prayers and gifts offered to tur-
tle effigies could control fog and rain to the benefit of hunters/

Aside from the dearth of documented information, another prob-
lem associated with the research and, ultimately, the preservation of
petroforms is that they often simply go unrecognized, mistaken for
randomly scattered rocks or piles of field stones. In addition, some lo-
cal organizations have in the past reconfigured or reconstructed previ-
ously vandalized petroforms. In attempting to preserve the figures,
they may have unknowingly removed their historical context. Petro-
forms located in settled areas have also been impacted by agriculture
and development. Generally, only those located along bluffs or on
high knolls have been left undisturbed.

Despite their differences of opinion as to the origins ofthe forms,
most researchers agree that they appear to be commemorative in na-
ture. Petroforms may mark the location of a significant event, serve as
a memorial to an important person, or act as directional or boundary
markers. Other forms, such as medicine wheels, may have been used
for astronomical observations or as vision-quest sites.'

A number of varied petroforms have been documented within
South Dakota over the past century and a quarter. They include tur-
tles, snakes or serpents, thunderbirds, ponies, human forms, medi-
cine wheels, circular mosaics, and one formation suspected to have
served as a bison surround. Among the first individuals to research
petroforms in the state was Theodore Lewis, who investigated archae-
ological finds during the late nineteenth century. He and Alfred Hill

2. George F. Will, 'Archaeology ofthe Missouri Valley," Anthropolo^cal Papers ofthe Amer-
ican Museum of Natural History, vol. 22, pt. 6 (New York: American Museum Press,i924), p.
293; Lewis. "Stone Monuments in Southern Dakota," American Anthropologist 2 (Apr. 1889):
163-64; Sundstrom, "Sacred Islands: An Exploration of Religion and Landscape in the
Northern Great Plains," in islands on the Plains: Ecological, Social, and Ritual Use of Land-
scapes, ed. Marcel Kornfeld and Alan J. Osborn (Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press.
2003), p. 270.

3. Sundstrom, "Sacred Isiands,"pp. 269-70; Allan G. Fries, "Vision Quests at the Big Hom
Medicine Wheel and Its Date of Construction," Archaecastronomy 3, no. 4 (1980): 20-24.
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of Saint Paul, Minnesota, established the Northwestern Archaeologi-
cal Survey in 1880 to survey mounds in the Upper Mississippi River
Valley.4 Lewis surveyed the turtle effigy site on Snake Butte near
Pierre in Hughes County on 15 September 1884 and described it in an
article published in 1889. The figure measured fifteen feet from the
nose to the tip of the tail and had a body width of approximately eight
feet. The turtle's legs ranged between five and one-half and seven feet
in length, and the tail was four and one-half feet long. The head and
body of the turtle were divided by a line of small stones from which
another line of stones extended downward and ended in a small circle.
Lewis described the site overlooking the Missouri River as primarily
undisturbed prairie land and noted that boulders had been placed at
varying distances along the bluff's edge for five hundred to eight hun-
dred yards (between five and eight football fields in length). He also
related an "Indian tradition," unattributed to any specific tribe, that
these boulders denoted the spots where blood had dripped from a
mortally wounded Arikara chief as he fied from his Dakota pursuers.5

By 1914, when state historian Doane Robinson described the site,
modifications had been made to the effigy, including a shortened tail
and removal of the lines of stones dividing the head and body and
leading to the center mosaic. Robinson apparently discovered more
stones in the boulder alignment identified by Lewis and recorded
the length as 2,731 feet, fames Abbott, William Ranney, and Richard
Whitten, who documented the site as part of their 1982 survey of
petroforms in eastern South Dakota, found the effigy relatively undis-
turbed since 1914, but noted that the boulder alignment had been di-
minished by half.̂

4. Mississippi Valley Archaeology Center, University of Wisconsin-La Crosse, "Archaeol-
ogy in Trempealeau, Wisconsin," <http://www.uwlax.edu/mvac/specificsites/trempealeau
.htm>, accessed 21 Sept. 2005; National Park Service, "Effigy Mounds: Historic Resource
Study," <http://www.nps.gov/efmo/web/hrs/hrs6.htm>, and "Effigy Mounds: Adrrunistra-
tive History," <http://www.nps.gov/efm0/web/adhi2a.htm>, both accessed 21 Sept. 2005.

5. Lewis, "Stone Monuments," pp. 162-63.

6. Robinson, "More Boulder Mosaics," Soittfi Dakota Historical Collections 7 (1914): 545;
Abbott, Ranney, and Whitten, Report of the 1^82 East River Petrofarm Survey {Vermillion,
S.Dak.: Institute for Rural Anthropology, 1982), p. 65.
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Theodore Lewis's drawing of the Snake Butte turtle shows
the line of stones that originally extended around the neck
and down the center of the effigy.
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The diagram of the Snake Butte turtle effigy made by re-
searchers in 1982 closely matches the altered petroform
Doane Robinson described in 1914,
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In 1881 and 1883, James E. Todd, later a state geologist for South
Dakota, visited another turtle figure located several miles north of
Wessington Springs in ferauld County, but he did not publish a map
of the site until 1912. This site consisted of a turtle figure outlined
with dose-set, softball-sized stones measuring approximately four to
six inches in diameter. The figure included head, legs, and tail and
measured approximately fifteen feet from the head to the tip of the
tail. Also present at the time of Todd's visits was a secondary human
figure, which Todd concluded had been recently constructed since the
stones were not as deeply embedded in the soil as those of the turtle
figure. In addition, the arms and legs of the human figure were repre-
sented by single rows of stones rather than outlined in stone as with
the limbs of the turtle. Lewis visited the site in 1890 and noted that
several stones had been removed from the turtle figure.?

7. Todd, "Boulder Mosaics in Dakota," South Dakota Historical Collections 6 {1912): 208-9;
Abbott, Ranney, and Whitten, Report, pp, 8, lo- i i .

; '>

Theodore Lewis sketched this view of the turtle and human figures near Wessing-
ton Springs in 1890,
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In their 1982 survey, Abbott, Ranney, and Whitten stated that stone
mosaics, a ring of stones with a depression, and a cairn were also as-
sociated with the site. Moreover, the turtle figure appeared to be a re-
construction of the form described by Todd and Lewis, with most of
the four-to-eight-inch diameter stones lying on the surface rather than
embedded in the ground. These findings, combined with information
from a local informant, pointed to possible reconstruction of the turtle
effigy by a Boy Scout troop in the ig3os. In addition, the human figure
Todd had recorded could not be located by the team.^

William H. Over, who directed the University of South Dakota Mu-
seum from 1912 to 1948, possessed no formal education past the
eighth grade but published numerous works on natural history and
archaeology. In his study, Indian Picture Writing in South Dakota, Over
reported another turtle and a fish figure associated with a group of
mounds on the divide separating the valleys of the Big Sioux River
and Split Rock Creek in eastern Minnehaha County. The turtle and
fish figures were located on opposite sides of a large mound, and, un-
fortunately, were destroyed during excavations conducted in 1921 by
the United States National Museum, now known as the Smithsonian
National Museum of Natural History.9

In addition to its turtle effigy, Hughes County contains another type
of petroform prominent in South Dakota—those depicting snakes or
serpents. Lewis surveyed a snake figure located on Medicine Knoll
southwest of the town of Blunt in Hughes County and described it
in detail in his 1889 article. The figure's head was ten feet in length,
measured approximately seven feet at its widest point, and had two
oblong stones for eyes. The body of the snake measured between
three and ten feet in width and stretched 360 feet in length. The tail
outline was composed of small stones, many the size of an egg. At one
time, larger boulders representing rattles may have extended from the
end of the tail, but none were present when Lewis conducted his sur-

8. Ibid.
9, Otto Neuhaus, "A Seed on Fertile Ground: Hovw W. H. Over Learned and Taught the

Natural History of South Dakota, " South Dafcoia Magazine iS (May/|une 2000}: 33; Over, In-
dian Picture Writing in South Dakota. Archaeological Studies Circular 4 {[Vermillion]: Uni-
versity Museum. University of South Dakota, 1941), p. 54.
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vey on 7 September 1884. In all, 825 rocks and boulders had been
used to create the figure, which, according to Lewis's American Indian
informants, had been constructed by Dakota Indians to memorialize
the speech a Dakota chief had given after a glorious hunt.'°

Another account by Doane Robinson indicated that the snake had
been built to commemorate a different occasion. According to this
story or legend, a young Yanktonais man had chosen the summit of
Medicine Knoll to perform his vision quest, a three-day period of fast-
ing and prayer. As he brought the ritual to a close with a high-pitched

10. Lewis, "Stone Monuments," pp. 161-62.
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Researchers in 1982 discov-
ered part ofthe original tail
ofthe Medicine Knoll snake
effigy (bottom). Their dia-
gram also shows the restored
section and several associ-
ated features such as stone
mosaics and rings.
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A
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song, he noticed a group of Arikara Indians edging toward him. With
great presence of mind, the young man continued singing, conveying
his situation to the friends and family who awaited his return at their
camp on the creek below. Hearing his cry for help, they hurried to res-
cue him from the enemy."

This effigy was revisited during the 1982 survey conducted by Ab-
bott, Ranney, and Whitten, who reported that the serpent figure was
approximately 180 feet in length, only half as long as Lewis described.
In contrast to Lewis's depiction, the tail of the figure consisted of a sin-
gle line of stones that measured approximately thirteen feet in length.
Further investigation uncovered buried remnants of the original tail
section, which measured approximately ninety-eight feet long and
was just thirty-six feet short of Lewis's measurement. The figure had
apparently been shortened during a reconstruction project conducted
in the 1910s or 1920s, perhaps by the Pierre Kiwanis Club, which
erected an historical marker near the butte in 1923.̂ ^

A second serpent effigy is also located in Hughes County, south of
the town of Harrold. Doane Robinson described the serpent in 1914 as
measuring 309 feet long {522 feet long, if the curves are taken into ac-
count) and constructed of two parallel lines of stones set approxi-
mately two feet apart. In 1982, Abbott. Ranney, and Whitten provided
additional information on the relatively undisturbed figure, in partic-
ular that the serpent's head had two ears and that the eyes were two
black stones measuring approximately four inches in diameter. A sin-
gle line of stones just over six feet long extends from the tail.̂ ï

Abbott, Ranney, and Whitten identified a third and previously un-
recorded serpent efEgy atop a bluff south of Wessington Springs in
Jerauld County. The site consists of a deeply embedded stone align-
ment and fourteen adjacent features, including a mosaic, rings, and a
mound with a rock-lined depression. The serpent effigy itself is com-
posed of a single line of stones measuring between four and twelve

ri. Robinson, "The Legend of Medicine Knoll," South Dakota Historical CoUections 12

(1924): 179.
12. Abbott, Ranney, and Whitten, Report, pp. 49, 53.
13. Robinson, "More Boulder Mosaics," pp. 547-48; Abbott. Ranney, and Whitten, Report,

P-S7-
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inches in diameter and extending approximately 174 feet. It is posi-
tioned parallel to the bluff and oriented to the northeast.'4

W. H. Over is credited with identifying another possible serpent ef-
figy in Hughes County near Canning. According to Abbott, Ranney,
and Whitten, the site comprises a linear stone alignment extending
approximately 295 feet, an effigy figure, and thirty-nine additional
petroforms, including mosaics, cairns, and rings. Their 1982 survey
referred to the effigy as "a zoomorphic figure of unknown represen-
tation" constructed of deeply embedded two-to-eight-inch-diameter
stones placed in an oblong pattern measuring six and one-half feet by
ten feet. Two formations of three stones each are arranged in a trian-
gular pattern on the west side of the figure and resemble appendages.
Stones placed in two circular patterns and resembling eyes are located
on the east end.'5

In addition to its turtle and snake effigies. South Dakota has a small
number of other animal effigies remaining relatively intact. One fig-
ure, located in Turner County and commonly referred to as a thunder-
bird effigy, sits on a knoll above the confiuence of two small streams
and measures approximately twenty feet in length and thirteen feet in
width. The state contains no other known petroforms similar to this
figure, which, despite its name, does not clearly resemble a bird. Its
true representation remains to be determined.'^

In 1914, Doane Robinson reported the existence of pony and duck
effigies in Sully County near Okobojo Creek. Robinson located the
pony, which he described as fourteen feet long and six feet tall. Its
head pointed to the west. At the time of his report, the effigy was in-
tact, but by 1982, dense vegetation limited efforts to survey the site.
One stone mosaic, perhaps the remains of the pony, was located in the
area. Robinson noted reports of a duck effigy in the vicinity as early as
1910, but no such figure has ever been located.̂ ?

14. Abbott, Ranney, and Whitten, Report, p, 16.
15, Ibid,,pp, 38,41,

rG. Petroforms of South Dakota Thematic Nomination, p. i, items 7, 8.
17. [Robmson] to R, J. Courtney, 6 Nov. 1913, and [Robinson) to Carl Falkenhagen. 6 Nov.

1913. both in Doane Robinson Papers, State Archives, South Dakota State Historical Society;
Robinson, "More Boulder Mosaics," pp, 546^47; Abbott, Ranney, and Whitten, Report, p. 71.
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The zoomorphic form W, H, Over first described near Canning ap-
pears at the top of this drawing, with the linear stone alignment ex-
tending downward.

A so-called bison surround that may have been used in specialized
hunting was documented in Jerauld County by Lewis in 1891 and
Todd in 1912. The U-shaped rock alignment is located above the flood-
plain of a creek and is made up of three single lines of stones deeply
embedded in the sod. In their 1982 survey, Abbott, Ranney, and Whit-
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Although this effigy in Turner County has been said to depict a thunder-
bird, its true representation is not known.

ten reported the form as approximately 279 feet long and 131 feet
wide. The east and north sides are a continuous line of stones, while
the west side consists of a broken line that appears to contain a con-
structed feature. The south end of the form opens to the floodplain be-
low. While Lewis did not mention any adjacent features and Todd
noted only two, a boulder-lined pit and a triangular pile of stones, the
1982 survey recorded sixteen associated features including rings, mo-
saics, and depressions. It was also noted that the figure showed little
disturbance. Whether it was actually used in the hunting of bison is
not known.'^

Two examples of the rarest effigy forms—human figures—disap-
peared from the South Dakota landscape within years after they were
first described. In 1883, Lewis documented effigies of a man and a
woman located near the end of a ridge south of Punished Woman's
Lake in northeastern Codington County. Both figures lay face up with

18. Abbott, Ranney, and Whitten. Report, pp. 23-25.
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outstretched arms. The male figure, whose outíine was composed of
104 boulders, measured thirteen and one-half feet in length. The less
well-denned figure of the female, positioned forty-two feet from the
male, measured eight feet in length and comprised ninety-two boul-
ders. In addition to the two human figures, the site had two trails
marked by stones placed at irregular intervals, two shallow excavations.
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Although its existence has been known for more than a century, the exact purpose
ofthe "bison surround" alignment in jerauld County remains to be determined.
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The human effigies Theodore Lewis recorded near Punished Woman's Lake in 1883
had disappeared from the landscape by the time Doane Robinson visited the site in
1914.

and several stone cairns. Lewis also mentioned a third human figure
near one of the trails that had already been damaged by vandals."?

According to Dakota Indian accounts, the human effigies on Pun-
ished Woman's Hill represented the story of doomed lovers. When
the beautiful daughter of a Dakota chief was forced to marry against
her will, she fled with her lover to camp on a hill overlooking a lake.
They were pursued by the husband, who killed his rival and wounded
his wife, leaving her to die. Upon hearing the murderer brag of his
deeds, the chief went to find his daughter, discovered the gruesome
truth, and killed his son-in-law. The stone figures reportedly marked
the spots where the bodies were discovered. One trail of boulders rep-
resented the woman's path toward the lake as she crawled in search of
water. The various cairns were placed as memorials. In 1914, Robin-

19. Lewis, "Stone Monuments," pp. 159-60.
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son reported that the figures had been completely destroyed and only
traces of the trails remained.^°

In 1B90, Lewis mapped a circular mosaic in Jerauld County; unfor-
tunately, it was destroyed soon after it was recorded. Made up of a one-
and-one-half-foot-wide ring of three rows of stone, the mosaic was ap-
proximately seventeen and one-half feet in diameter. A triangular
extension protruded on the northern side. According to Abbott, Ran-
ney, and Whitten, this circular mosaic was similar in construction to
others found in North Dakota.^'

While modern archaeologists never had an opportunity to examine
either this site or the one on Punished Woman's Hill, Abbott, Ranney,
and Whitten discovered a previously unrecorded medicine wheel in
Hand County during the course of their 1982 survey. The outer ring,
made up of stones between four and twenty inches in size, measured
approximately twenty feet in diameter. The inner ring, at six and one-
half feet in diameter, was composed of stones ranging between four
inches and three feet in diameter. Four spokes branched out from the
inner ring to the outer ring, giving the appearance of a wheel. No
other features were associated with this petroform, which is the last
known intact medicine wheel in South Dakota. While the purpose of
the medicine wheel is unknown, research conducted in Canada and
Wyoming suggests they may have been used for ceremonial purposes
or for astronomical observation as a primitive calendar.^^

A number of the petroforms described here have been intentionally
or accidentally destroyed or damaged by human activity or natural
processes such as erosion. In some cases, the detailed observations of
early researchers or the American Indian origin stories are all that re-
main. Today, the exact meaning of each type of petroform is unknown
and may differ from culture to culture. Research into these mysteri-
ous constructions continues, however, with the hope that more will be
discovered, preserved, and finally understood.

20. Robinson, "More Boulder Mosaics," pp, 545-44.
21. Abbott, Ranney, and Whitten, Report, p, 29,
22. Ibid., p. 31; Petroforms of South Dakota Thematic Nomination, p, 20, items 7,8; Fries,

"Vision Quests at the Big Horn Medicine Wheel," pp, 20-24.
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