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Serpent Mound (33AD1) is arguably the most rec-

ognizable ancient American Indian earthwork in 

eastern North America (Figure 1). It is a National His-

toric Landmark and is on the U.S. Department of the 

Interior’s Tentative List for sites to be considered for 

nomination to the UNESCO World Heritage List. It is 

on the cover of George Milner’s (2005) book The 

Moundbuilders: Ancient Peoples of Eastern North 

America and is featured in David Hurst Thomas’ 

(2000) Exploring Native North America – a catalog of 

sites with “major historical, cultural, or methodologi-

cal significance” (2000:viii), as well as in Kenneth 

Feder’s (2017) Ancient America: Fifty Archaeological 

Sites to See for Yourself. Less impressively, but no less 

significantly, it was also featured in a 2011 episode of 

the History Channel’s popular program Ancient Aliens.  

 Steven Sims (2010:3), in discussing the rock art of 

the Great Basin Fremont culture, offered the following 

insight that applies equally well to geoglyphs such as 

Serpent Mound:  

 

 “most rock art is, considered alone, inscru-

table. It is susceptible to ad hoc interpretation 

because it is disconnected from … well, from 

people, their behaviors, and the cultures in 

which they live....”   

 

This is partially why, to paraphrase Jacquetta Hawkes 

(1967:174), every age has the Serpent Mound it de-

serves or desires. Our current age apparently desires, 

among other things, a Serpent Mound built by aliens. 

 Dismissing, for the moment at least, the necessity 

of dealing with the baloney of ancient aliens and other 

equally ridiculous pseudoarchaeological claims (see 
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Feder 2018), the goal of connecting Serpent Mound to 

its original cultural context and so rendering it scruta-

ble, depends upon establishing the date of its initial 

construction. Currently there is debate over the antiq-

uity of Serpent Mound with William Romain and his 

colleagues arguing for an Early Woodland (circa 800-

100 B.C.E.) or Adena culture age (Herrmann et al. 

2014; Monaghan and Herrmann 2019; Romain 2019; 

Romain et al. 2017; Romain and Herrmann 2018) and 

myself along with my collaborators arguing for a Late 

Prehistoric (circa 900-1650 C.E.) or Fort Ancient cul-

ture age (Fletcher et al. 1996; Lepper 2018a; Lepper et 

al. 2018; Lepper et al. 2019). This debate has been con-

structive and hopefully has nudged us closer to a 

clearer understanding of the age of the original con-

struction of Serpent Mound, but the seeming inability 

to resolve the debate with radiocarbon dates from more 

or less problematic contexts suggests that other ap-

proaches for dating the mound need to be explored. 

George Kubler (1962:1) observed that the things made 

by humans “mark the passage of time with far greater 

accuracy than we know, and they fill time with shapes 

of a limited variety.” This offers the hope that the his-

tory of Serpent Mound may be read in its form. 

The purpose of this paper is to briefly review the 

data and arguments for the age of Serpent Mound that 

have been advanced so far; and to offer an extended 

argument for a Late Prehistoric age for the effigy based 

on iconography. Hopefully, this discussion will inspire 

further debate and, even more hopefully, further inves-

tigations that eventually will result in more definitive 

answers to our questions about this “wonderful, mys-

terious, thought-provoking Serpent Effigy,” which lies 

“prone upon the plateau, as it has lain for centuries, 

puzzling the archaeologist, who racks his brain in his 

efforts to make it give up its secrets…” (Cole and Mills 

1921:530). 

 

The Age of Serpent Mound 

 

Frederic Putnam (1888) believed that Serpent 

Mound was built by what later archaeologists would 

refer to as the Adena culture, the same culture respon-

sible for the nearby large conical burial mound. He 

offered no evidence in support of his belief, only his 

opinion that “everything relating to the construction of 

the great earthwork points to antiquity” (1888:52). 

Reading somewhat between the lines, it appears that 

assessment was based on his negative views of the ca-

pabilities of the later (Fort Ancient) occupants of the 

site. Putnam (1888:51-52) felt the evidence for this oc-

cupation included “nothing remarkable” – only “rude” 

pottery and “no elaborate structures.” Therefore, these 

unremarkable people simply could not have been the 

builders of something as elaborate and remarkable as 

Serpent Mound.  

James Griffin (1966:57) agreed with Putnam’s 

opinion of the age of Serpent Mound and evidently for 

the same reasons. He flatly stated that "Serpent Mound, 

the burial mound near it, and the lower levels of the 

village site are Adena" (1978:242). Griffin never of-

fered any evidence to support such a definitive 

conclusion, but Mark Seeman, in a tribute to Griffin, 

recounted an anecdote that appears to confirm a strong 

prejudice against the Fort Ancient culture as the build-

ers of Serpent Mound. Griffin wrote to Seeman that he 

“simply couldn’t abide” the idea that Serpent Mound 

“might be of late prehistoric affiliation” (Brose 

1997:150). 

 

Radiocarbon Dates for Serpent Mound 

 

Robert Fletcher et al. (1996) were the first to offer 

actual data in support of an age assessment for Serpent 

Mound. The team located and reopened one of Put-

nam’s trenches into the effigy in the expectation of 

locating the deposits of “clay, mixed with ashes” that 

Putnam (1890:875) described as having been used in 

the construction of Serpent Mound. Although their 

trench did not reveal any clay-and-ash layer the team 

extracted bulk soil samples from two separate undis-

turbed portions of the mound that included fragments 

of white oak and ash charcoal, which yielded identical 

AMS radiocarbon dates of 920 + 70 BP (Beta-

55277/CAMS-3566 and Beta-55278/CAMS-3567). 

On this basis, Fletcher et al. (1996:133) concluded that 

Serpent Mound was constructed by the Fort Ancient 

culture during the early Late Prehistoric period.  

Fletcher et al. (1996:132) also obtained a date of 

2,920 + 65 B.P. (Beta-47212, ETH-8520) on a small 

fragment of charcoal recovered from a soil core, not 

from the exposed profile in the “Fletcher trench” as 

claimed by Herrmann et al. (2014:123). The soil core 

was extracted in close proximity to where the trench 

was subsequently excavated and the charcoal was from 

a depth of approximately 132 cm below the surface of 

the mound, which, in the trench profile, would be about 

70 cm below the base of the mound. The soils beneath 

the base of the mound conformed to the expectations 

of a typical, if truncated, Bratton silt loam (Fletcher et 
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al. 1996:132). There is no evidence in the exposed pro-

file of soil material having washed in, slumped in, or 

been intentionally deposited in order to fill the gully 

that Herrmann et al. (2014:123) propose had developed 

across the mound in this location sometime after its 

construction during the Early Woodland period and 

which supposedly necessitated a repair during the Late 

Prehistoric period. Therefore, the charcoal fragment 

was likely intruded into this level either by bioturba-

tion or by the displacement of material associated with 

the extraction of the soil core. In either case, it is out of 

context and bears no demonstrable relevance to the age 

of the original construction of Serpent Mound. 

Excavations conducted by ASC Group, Inc. in 

2011, in an area north of the large Adena conical 

mound, uncovered a buried A horizon beneath fill as-

sociated with late nineteenth or early twentieth century 

landscaping (Schwarz and Lamp 2012:53). The team 

recovered hickory charcoal fragments from this layer 

that yielded a radiocarbon date of 900 + 25 BP 

(UGAMS 9540) (Schwarz, this volume). The close 

correspondence of this date for the Late Prehistoric oc-

cupation and the Fletcher et al. (1996) dates for Serpent 

Mound supports the interpretation that the construction 

of the mound and the occupation of the village were 

coterminous. 

In 2011, Herrmann et al. (2014:119) sought to 

“reevaluate when and how Serpent Mound was built” 

and to that end extracted 18 soil cores from across the 

effigy. The team submitted samples of organic sedi-

ment from at or near the base of the mound for 

radiocarbon dating and obtained nine AMS radiocar-

bon dates ranging in age from 2170 + 30 BP (Beta-

337163) to 2530 + 30 BP (Beta-337166). They con-

cluded that Serpent Mound was “initially constructed 

2,300 years ago during the Early Woodland (Adena) 

period” (2014:124). One significant problem with this 

claim is that they failed to consider Putnam’s observa-

tion (1890:875) that the builders of Serpent Mound 

removed the A horizon prior to constructing the effigy 

(see also Griffin 1966:57); an observation corroborated 

by Lepper et al. (2018 and 2019).  

Monaghan and Herrmann (2019:88) answered this 

concern with the simple assertion that their interpreta-

tion of their soil cores “belies Putnam’s statements that 

the surface was stripped prior to mound construction.” 

They proposed that “Putnam’s notion of surface strip-

ping likely derived from the erroneous identification of 

the E horizon as an ‘ashy’ layer” (Monaghan and 

Herrmann 2019:90).  

Putnam’s observation is, however, corroborated by 

multiple lines of independent evidence. First of all, 

Putnam’s photograph of his excavation around the 

edge of the Serpent’s tail demonstrates that here, at 

least, the A horizon had indeed been removed prior to 

its construction (Lepper 2018a:63-64; Lepper et al. 

2019:48). Moreover, since Putnam (1890:875) em-

ployed this method of excavation along the edge of 

Serpent Mound “throughout” its length, he was able to 

determine that “no black soil was used in the construc-

tion of the embankment, nor left below it.” That seems 

fairly clear. It certainly was clear enough for Griffin 

(1966:57).  

 Secondly, Frolking extracted additional soil cores 

in proximity to Herrmann et al.’s (2014) core locations 

and his physical descriptions of these cores combined 

with chemical analyses (not done by Monaghan and 

Herrmann) demonstrate that, in these locations at least, 

the A horizon had been removed prior to mound con-

struction (Lepper et al. 2019:48-49). 

 As to whether Putnam might have mistaken the E 

horizon for the clay “often mixed with ashes” that he 

noted at a few places along the effigy, based on the ev-

idence, such an error is highly unlikely. Putnam 

(1890:875) suggested the clay and clay-and-ash mix-

ture were used to help stabilize the effigy in places 

where it might have been particularly susceptible to 

erosion. Since Putnam (1890:875) excavated along the 

edge of Serpent Mound “throughout” its length, if the 

clay “mixed with ashes” was actually the E horizon and 

if it was present across all or much of the length of the 

effigy, then Putnam would have observed it in more 

than a few locations. The fact that he observed the clay 

“mixed with ashes” only in isolated locations means 

that it was either clearly distinct from the supposedly 

more widespread E horizon, or, if it was localized rem-

nants of the E horizon, then across the majority of the 

effigy’s length the E must have been removed along 

with the A horizon. In either case, Monaghan and 

Herrmann’s claim that there is an intact A horizon be-

neath Serpent Mound is not substantiated and the 

radiocarbon dates they obtained on bulk soil organics 

(not charcoal in spite of their repeated misleading 

claims to the contrary) recovered from at and near the 

base of Serpent Mound cannot be demonstrated to have 

any direct relationship to the age of its original con-

struction. And moreover, regardless of the problematic 

provenience of the dated samples, it is well established 

that radiocarbon dates obtained on “bulk sediment or-

ganics” are “usually inaccurate” (Waters et al. 2018:1).  
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Herrmann et al. (2014:124) argued that the overall 

consistency in the radiocarbon dates they obtained 

from different cores extracted at various locations 

along the effigy mound supports their interpretation 

that Serpent Mound was built during the Early Wood-

land period. This argument, however, rests upon the 

fallacy of conflating precision with accuracy. If the 

dates all are skewed by the same mechanical, geo-

chemical, or pedogenic processes, then they could all 

be wrong to the same degree and in the same direction. 

Thus, for a variety of reasons, the radiocarbon dates 

obtained by Herrmann et al. (2014) cannot be demon-

strated to be directly relevant to the age of the original 

construction of Serpent Mound and, as Herrmann et al. 

(2014:121) originally conceded, “the mound could 

have been constructed any time after 300 BC.” 

Herrmann et al. (2014:122) suggested that the ra-

diocarbon dates obtained by Fletcher et al. actually 

related to a Fort Ancient culture restoration of a sup-

posedly extensively eroded section of an Adena 

Serpent Mound (see also Romain et al. 2017). Else-

where, I have addressed the principal problems with 

this supposition, which I characterized as a “just-so 

story offered to account for the otherwise inconvenient 

Late Prehistoric radiocarbon dates” (Lepper 2018a:65; 

see also Lepper et al. 2018:438). 

Romain et al. (2017:11-12) proposed that the dis-

covery by Jarrod Burks (2012) of a supposed “‘erased’ 

convolution at the neck of the serpent” provided addi-

tional support for their supposition arguing that, since 

“at least one episode of prehistoric modification oc-

curred, there is no reason to think that another 

episode… could not also have occurred.” This argu-

ment assumes that the magnetic anomaly identified by 

Burks is related to a subsequently removed segment of 

Serpent Mound, though it is by no means clear that this 

is the correct interpretation of the anomaly. It further 

assumes that the original form of the mound, which in-

cluded the supposed additional convolution, was an 

Adena design that was later altered by the Fort Ancient 

culture. Even if the magnetic anomaly represents a 

change made to the original design of the effigy, there 

is no evidence to indicate when that change was made. 

It would be just as plausible to argue that the original 

builders, whoever they were, made a decision to alter 

the design during some stage of the original construc-

tion process. Therefore, based on the currently 

available data, the magnetic anomaly suggestive of an 

“erased” convolution provides no corroborating sup-

port for the notion that the Fort Ancient culture 

modified an already ancient and degraded Serpent 

Mound. 

The most recent attempt to obtain radiocarbon 

dates for the construction of Serpent Mound occurred 

during the 2017 removal of the CCC-era stone stairs, 

which extended over the tail of Serpent Mound (see 

Pickard et al. 2018; see also Lepper et al. 2019). The 

removal of the steps exposed what Pickard et al. inter-

preted as intact mound strata from which they obtained 

a radiocarbon date on soil humates of 720 + 30 BP 

(Beta-470763); and two AMS radiocarbon dates on 

two fragments of oak charcoal: 1263 + 22 BP (AA-

110452) and 1300 + 30 BP (Beta-473077). The dates 

on particulate wood charcoal, which overlap at one 

standard deviation, can provide only a maximum age 

estimate for the mound. The charcoal may be from old 

wood or it may have come from Late Woodland fea-

tures that were inadvertently dug up by the Fort 

Ancient inhabitants of the site and incorporated into 

the mound fill. The dates are not inconsistent with a 

Fort Ancient culture attribution but are definitely in-

consistent with an Adena age. The soil humates date is 

problematic because more recent humates can contam-

inate upper soil layers. It does, however, provide an 

approximate minimum age for the construction of Ser-

pent Mound. 

The relative merits of these various attempts to ob-

tain radiocarbon dates for Serpent Mound are debated 

in a series of publications (Herrmann et al. 2014; Lep-

per 2018a; Lepper et al. 2018; Lepper et al. 2019; 

Monaghan and Herrmann 2019: Romain 2019; Ro-

main et al. 2017; Romain and Herrmann 2018). It is 

clear, however, that neither the dates on particulate 

charcoal from mound fill, nor dates on bulk soil organ-

ics from a truncated soil horizon, are able by 

themselves to establish a definitive age for Serpent 

Mound. 

 

Iconography of Serpent Mound 

 

Lepper et al. (2018) argued that the MacLean 

(1885; Figure 1) and Holmes (1886) maps of Serpent 

Mound are the most accurate representations of the 

original form of the effigy. Based on these maps, there 

are three main components to Serpent Mound: (1) the 

serpent itself; (2) a large oval embankment sometimes 

interpreted as an egg in the mouth of the serpent or as 

the serpent’s heart, eye, or gaping mouth; and (3) a 

wishbone-shaped embankment, which MacLean sug-

gested might represent a frog (1885:45).  
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Lepper et al. (2018) concluded that a panel of pic-

tographs at Picture Cave in Missouri included these 

same three motifs (Figure 2), which Carol Diaz-Gra-

nádos and her colleagues (2015) interpreted as (1) the 

Great Serpent, Lord of the Beneath World; (2) an oval 

representation of the serpent’s open mouth or a vul-

void; and (3) First Woman, also known as Old-

Woman-Who-Never-Dies, who is the “mother of all 

living things” in the traditions of the Dhegihan Sioux 

(Duncan and Diaz-Granádos 2018b:66).  

Further corroboration of the relationship between 

the Picture Cave pictographs and Serpent Mound is 

provided by the correspondence between a pair of 

bulbous protuberances at the neck of Serpent Mound 

(see Figure 1) and similarly placed, blocky projections 

along the neck of another image of the Great Serpent 

on a separate panel at Picture Cave (Lepper et al. 

2018:443). The Serpent Mound protuberances have 

been interpreted variously as wings (MacLean 

1885:46) or horns (Willoughby 1919:162). The 

analogous features in the Picture Cave pictograph, 

however, bear a marked resemblance to earspools 

(Lepper et al. 2018:443), which suggests a more plau-

sible interpretation for the Serpent Mound features. 

This particular pictograph produced an AMS radiocar-

bon date of 950 + 100 BP (CAMS-41465) (Diaz-

Granádos et al. 2001:489), which is virtually identical 

to the dates of 920 + 70 BP obtained by Fletcher et al. 

(1996) for Serpent Mound. These iconographic and 

chronometric correspondences suggest that the Picture 

Cave glyphs may serve both to help situate Serpent 

Mound in time and provide a contemporary and paral-

lel “visual text” (Boyd 2016:30) to shed light on the 

original meaning of the iconography of Serpent 

Mound. 

 Kent Reilly and the other members of the Missis-

sippian Iconography Conference, including James 

Duncan and Carol Diaz-Granádos, have developed and 

refined the use of indigenous traditions as recorded in 

the ethnohistoric and ethnographic literature to 

 

Figure 1. The John P. MacLean (1885) map of Serpent Mound is the earliest map to show certain features that often are 

omitted from discussions of the effigy, including the wishbone-shaped earthwork, which he interpreted as a separate effigy of 

a frog.  
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interpret the artistic motifs of the Mississippian Ideo-

logical Interaction Sphere (Steponaitis 2007). Reilly 

and colleagues see individual motifs or tableaus en-

graved on shells or painted on a cave wall as analogous 

to “clippings from a 1920s silent film…. The edited 

clips in several instances contain enough cells for the 

viewer to recognize some of the film sequences even if 

the full story is not evident” (Reilly III and Garber 

2011:311). They argue that these separate images can 

be viewed as frames within a narrative sequence 

(Brown 2007:75). In order to identify the dramatis per-

sonae of those narratives and to fill in the narrative 

sequence, Reilly and colleagues refer to the deep 

knowledge, acquired over decades of painstaking re-

search, of the traditional stories of groups indigenous, 

or at least with close geographic ties, to the regions in 

which the particular artistic motifs occur. Lepper et al. 

(2018) applied this method to the interpretation of Ser-

pent Mound and concluded that the Picture Cave panel 

and Serpent Mound are telling the same or a closely 

related story. Although the compositions of the picto-

graph panel and Serpent Mound clearly are not 

identical, they can be viewed as separate but related 

frames from the same narrative sequence recording 

“the moment when First Woman bridges the cosmos, 

bringing the life-giving powers from the Beneath 

Worlds to the Middle World, the Earth” (Lepper et al. 

2018:446).  

Diaz-Granádos et al. (2015) associated the Picture 

Cave pictographs with the ancestors of the Dhegihan 

Sioux, but this does not necessarily mean that the an-

cestors of the Dhegihan Sioux built Serpent Mound. 

There is clear historical evidence that Siouan groups 

lived in the Ohio valley in the early historic era (Cook 

2017:17) and the traditions of some Dhegihan tribes at-

test that this region was, indeed, their homeland 

(Henning 1993). But other groups lived in the region 

as well and it may simply be that the rich ethnographic 

record of the Dhegihan tribes, especially the Omaha, 

preserve elements of traditions that once were shared 

more widely, but subsequently have been lost for vari-

ous historic reasons in other tribes. The Shawnee, for 

example, also have traditions relating to a female crea-

tor with many of the characteristics of First Woman 

(Prentice 1986:249-254) and formerly had a Snake 

Clan (Spencer 1909:321). As a result, it may not be 

possible to culturally affiliate Serpent Mound with any 

particular modern American Indian tribe.  

With regard to the wishbone-shaped earthwork at 

the head of Serpent Mound, Romain (2019:60) states 

categorically that “there are no embankments flanking 

the anterior aspect of the oval that might be interpreted 

as frog legs.” Yet these features were independently 

observed and documented by MacLean (1885), 

Holmes (1886), and Willoughby (1919). Putnam also 

described them: “between the oval figure and the edge 

of the ledge there is a slightly raised circular ridge of 

earth [the body of MacLean’s “frog”], from either side 

of which a curved ridge extends towards the sides of 

the oval figure” (Putnam, quoted in American Anti-

quarian Society 1884:11, emphasis added; see also two 

of Putnam’s early plans of Serpent Mound, which 

clearly show these embankments [Putnam n.d. and 

Willoughby 1919:Plate XIc, facing page 158]). Ulti-

mately, however, Putnam decided to follow Ephraim 

Squier and Edwin Davis in ignoring these embank-

ments, which appeared to complicate if not contradict 

their preferred interpretation of the effigy as a serpent 

 

 

Figure 2. A portion of Panel 3 from Picture Cave, Missouri, 

showing the three glyphs that correspond to the three prin-

cipal elements of Serpent Mound as mapped by MacLean. 

The Great Serpent (Glyph 67), First Woman (Glyph 64), 

and the large oval vulvoid (Glyph 59) (Diaz-Granádos et al. 

2015). These images are thought to be associated in a single 

composition not just because they are adjacent to one an-

other, but also because they appear to have been painted 

with the same pigment and application technique. Drawing 

by Peter Lepper. 
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swallowing an egg (Lepper et al. 2018:8). Seen in this 

light, Putnam’s decision not to restore the features that 

he and others documented is therefore not credible ev-

idence of their absence, but rather an example of 

“experimenter expectancy, or seeing what you want to 

see” (Broad and Wade 1982:107).  

Romain (2019:74) also wants to see the Great Ser-

pent in the act of swallowing something; however, he 

interprets the oval earthwork as a representation of the 

sun rather than an egg and offers an unconvincing jus-

tification for why the ancient American Indian builders 

depicted a round sun as an oval. Romain’s interpreta-

tion makes MacLean’s “frog” just as inconvenient for 

him as it was for Squier, Davis, and Putnam. So, of 

course, he also would like to make it go away. 

In an effort to justify this erasure, Romain 

(2019:60-61) turned to LiDAR imagery to confirm that 

there are no “embankments or embankment remnants 

extending from the jaws of the serpent around the 

oval.” LiDAR, however, can show only what is, or is 

not, there now, not what was there prior to Putnam’s 

extensive excavations, restorations, and the construc-

tion of the paved path around the oval earthwork. I do 

not dispute Romain’s LiDAR results, but the obvious 

fact that the embankments are not there now is due 

solely to Putnam’s decision not to restore them. 

 

A Possible Representation of First Woman and the 

Great Serpent on a Fragmentary Stone Pipe from Ohio 

 

 The Mississippian iconography supporting the in-

terpretation of Serpent Mound as First Woman and her 

consort the Great Serpent derives almost exclusively 

from the Mississippian heartland in the Mississippi 

River valley and southeastern North America. Among 

the most important representations are ceramic and 

stone sculptures of a kneeling woman often interacting 

with a serpent, such as the Birger figurine found in the 

vicinity of Cahokia (Duncan and Diaz-Granádos 

2018b; Emerson 1982; Prentice 1986). The apparent 

absence of such representations from the Ohio valley 

might be thought to suggest that this iconography was 

not a part of the traditions of the cultures indigenous to 

this region and so any similarities to Serpent Mound 

could be dismissed as coincidental and therefore irrel-

evant to an understanding of its form and meaning. 

 The collections of the Ohio History Connection, 

however, include a fragment of a sandstone pipe from 

Morgan County, Ohio, which, based on its form and 

subject matter, is considered to date to the 

Mississippian/Late Prehistoric period. It depicts the 

lower torso and legs of a naked, kneeling humanoid 

figure with a serpent extending across its back from the 

left shoulder to the right buttock (Figure 3). Although 

fragmentary, on the basis of comparisons to the Birger 

figurine in particular, it may be part of another iconic 

representation of First Woman and the Great Serpent. 

The Morgan County pipe appears to have been delib-

erately broken “fitting the pattern of ceremonial 

‘killings’ of Mississippian statues and effigies” (Pren-

tice 1986: 248).  

 Squier and Davis (1848:248) documented a some-

what similar pipe found “on the banks of Paint creek, 

one mile distant” from Chillicothe in Ross County, 

Ohio. It was carved from a “compact reddish sand-

stone” and appears to represent a quadrupedal creature, 

though the “limbs are barely indicated,” with a human 

head and a large serpent draped around its neck. The 

serpent’s head and tail are “resting together upon the 

breast of the figure.”  

 The recently described Vaux pipe, supposedly 

found in Cumberland, Virginia, and therefore also “at 

the periphery of the Mississippian world” (Veit and 

Lobiondo 2018:56), was carved from a “fine-grained 

sedimentary stone, likely sandstone” (Veit and Lo-

biondo 2018:55). It depicts a “zoomorphic creature: in 

part a kneeling chunkey player and in part a taloned, 

rattlesnake-wrapped being that may be a Birdman, a 

Great Serpent, or a Great Panther” (Veit and Lobiondo 

2018:41).  

 Although these other pipes do not appear to depict 

First Woman, they show the Great Serpent in associa-

tion with other figures from the “pantheon of 

supernatural beings” that is characteristic of Mississip-

pian iconography (Duncan and Diaz-Granádos 

2004:215). And while it is regrettable that so little of 

the Morgan County pipe has been recovered and that 

there is no information regarding its specific proveni-

ence, its presence in southeastern Ohio corroborates 

the importance of these mythic figures in the traditions 

of at least some of the Late Prehistoric peoples living 

in the Ohio valley.  

 

Getting to the Original Purpose and Meaning of 

Serpent Mound 

 

‘The historical past was real, but the evidence 

that survives of it can be distorted and discon-

nected, like a shadow cast on a field of rocks. 

The evidence includes traditions often 
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imperfectly transmitted between generations; 

ceremonies whose symbolism has changed to 

become supportive of new values; origin myths 

naturalized to new locations; ceremonial ob-

jects whose full significance was known only to 

elders who have died; the bones of Indians 

whose deaths silenced personal stories that 

await telling; buried artifacts that speak of tech-

nologies long forgotten; and earth 

constructions that speak of rituals long aban-

doned.” Robert L. Hall (1997:169) 

 

Carolyn Boyd (2016:30) argues persuasively that 

“visual texts,” including pre-contact era rock art and 

effigy mounds, “can be read. In fact, they can be ana-

lyzed with the same logic, rigor, and success as printed 

texts.” In other words, we can hope not only to use the 

iconography of Serpent Mound to situate it within a 

particular temporal context, but also potentially to un-

derstand its original purpose and meaning. 

David Whitley (2011:307) regards “earth figures 

or geoglyphs” as a kind of rock art and asserts that the 

“majority was made for religious reasons.” We know 

this, according to Whitley, because of “the restrictive 

 

Figure 3. Fragment of a Late Prehistoric period sandstone pipe found in Morgan County, Ohio, depicting a naked, kneeling 

human figure with a serpent extending diagonally across its back. The regrettably small portion of the sculpture that remains 

is consistent with other Mississippian representations of First Woman and her consort, the Great Serpent (Duncan and Diaz-

Granádos 2018b:68). William Hook collection, Ohio History Connection (A76/001). 
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nature of the iconography of many corpora of art, 

sometimes by its location in unusual places…, and oc-

casionally by associations with other ceremonial 

objects” (2011:307).  

Serpent Mound certainly meets these loose crite-

ria. It has a (formerly) cryptic iconography. It also is 

situated on a prominent narrow bluff overlooking Ohio 

Brush Creek and it is associated with mortuary cere-

monialism, both more ancient and contemporary, in the 

form of nearby burial mounds as well as subsurface 

burials. And, as Putnam (1890:888) observed, given 

the magnitude of the effigy and the clear evidence for 

careful planning and deliberative execution, “what 

other than a religious motive could have been suffi-

cient?” 

Are we able, however, to say anything beyond the 

banal fact that Serpent Mound had a religious motiva-

tion and purpose? George Lankford, in his review of 

American Indian traditions relating to the Great Ser-

pent in eastern North America, recognized that the 

“functional importance of the Great Serpent” was as “a 

source of power” (2007:119). Lepper et al.’s 

(2018:447) conclusion that Serpent Mound is a repre-

sentation of the key moment in the Dhegihan creation 

story supports a religious motivation for the construc-

tion and suggests the uses to which the power of the 

Great Serpent could be applied. They proposed that 

Serpent Mound was not merely a static monument, but 

rather “an instrument through which the world could 

be actively renewed” (2018:447): 

 

“Through ritual performance, cosmogonic ac-

tions that were performed by gods at the 

beginning of time are not only commemorated, 

but repeated; thus human action in the present 

re-creates events of the past… myth, place, and 

image  become fused to create a time-trans-

cending reality” (Boyd 2016:160-161). 

 

Boyd (2016:160) concluded that the reason rock 

art exists “is very similar to what is at the core of much 

of Mesoamerican art: ‘prayer and direct communica-

tion with and participation in the sacred realm’ (Furst 

1978:19).” Similarly, I think Serpent Mound was all 

about “prayer and direct communication with and par-

ticipation in the sacred realm” with the expectation that 

the periodic invoking of the powers of the Beneath 

World could sustain and renew the life of the Middle 

World – the sphere of human existence.  

 

Serpent Mound as a Portal to the Beneath World 

 

 The oval enclosure at the head of the Serpent and 

its associated wishbone-shaped earthwork are potential 

keys to the meaning and purpose of Serpent Mound. 

Reilly (2015:137-138) interpreted the oval glyph in the 

Picture Cave tableau as a “toothy mouth,” a “pars pro 

toto representation” of the Great Serpent. Alterna-

tively, Richard Townsend (2015:156) identified it as a 

vulva or more specifically, if more anatomically im-

precisely, as the “Old Woman Earth Deity Vagina.” I 

favor Townsend’s interpretation though there is always 

the possibility that such ambiguous imagery was in-

tended to have multiple levels of meaning. Moreover, 

I suggest the analogous feature at Serpent Mound also 

represents the symbolically exaggerated vulva of First 

Woman rather than the gaping maw of the Great Ser-

pent. 

The interpretation of the wishbone-shaped earth-

work as First Woman is supported by its similarity to 

numerous more or less contemporary petroglyphs de-

picting her as a stylized female figure with legs spread 

in a broad U-shape and often in close proximity to im-

ages of serpents (Duncan and Diaz-Granádos 

2018b:70-71). The interpretation of the oval enclosure 

as the vulva of First Woman is suggested by its loca-

tion between the legs of First Woman and is supported 

by similarities to numerous petroglyphs representing 

vulvae (Duncan and Diaz-Granádos 2004:193, 196; 

2018b:60-61), which Diaz-Granádos (2004:142) ex-

plicitly argues are symbolic pars pro toto 

representations of First Woman – “the mother of all 

things in the heavens and the Middle World, also 

known as Corn Mother or Earth Mother, depending on 

the group, location, and associated oral tradition.”  

The Serpent Mound oval earthwork also is similar 

to the Osage Big Moon peyote ceremony altar (Figure 

4). Duncan and Diaz-Granádos (2004:205) describe 

the altar as a “vulviform” earthwork, which represents 

First Woman’s “female organ of the world” and “the 

portal where the dead begin their journey” (Duncan 

and Diaz-Granádos 2018b:61). Morning Star/Sun en-

tered this “portal to the Lower World” where he had 

“his contest with the snakes” (Duncan and Diaz-Gra-

nádos 2004:205-206; see also Lepper et al. 2018:446); 

and it is “where the sun enters the body of First Woman 

at day’s end” (Duncan and Diaz-Granádos 2018a:38). 

In addition to general shape, there are more partic-

ular similarities between the Big Moon altar and the 

oval earthwork at Serpent Mound that suggest a more 
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than superficial correspondence. The Big Moon altar 

has a central fire (Figure 4); and the Serpent Mound 

oval had a small mound of “large stones much burned” 

located at the center of the oval enclosure (Squier and 

Davis 1848:97). Unlike other peyote ceremony altars, 

the Osage altar “is not crescentic but vulviform … and 

always faces west” (Duncan and Diaz-Granádos 

2004:205); and the Serpent Mound oval also faces gen-

erally west. It has been suggested that it is aligned to 

the setting sun on the summer solstice (Fletcher and 

Cameron 1988; Hardman and Hardman 1987). There 

are, of course, differences as well. The Big Moon altar 

is smaller and is horseshoe-shaped with an east-facing 

opening (Figure 4), whereas the Serpent Mound oval is 

larger and has no opening.  

Duncan and Diaz-Granádos (2004:207) asserted 

that the Osage Big Moon peyote ceremony included “a 

lot of precontact western Mississippian symbolism.” 

As they describe it, the ceremony is led by a holy man 

referred to as the “Roadman.” “The rites must take 

place around the altar representing the earth – the Old 

Woman’s vulva, the portal to the lower worlds” and 

during the night, the “sacred flame” is kindled inside 

the altar. Importantly, I am not suggesting that the Ser-

pent Mound oval earthwork is a peyote ceremony altar, 

but rather that it was an altar created for ceremonies of 

 

Figure 4. Osage Big Moon peyote ceremony altar, which Duncan and Diaz-Granádos (2004:192), citing Swann (1999:32), 

identified as “a vulviform altar that represents the earth or Old Woman.” Note the similarities to Serpent Mound’s oval 

earthwork with its central mound of burned stones. Redrawn from Duncan and Diaz-Granádos (2004:205) by Peter Lepper. 
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a similar character and its design was later adapted for 

the peyote ceremony. 

The earliest Osage Big Moon altars were con-

structed of “pond clay” (Swan and Simons 2014:327). 

Robert Hall (1997:18), citing W. C. McKern, notes that 

effigy mounds in Wisconsin “were sometimes con-

structed using special soils associated with wet, 

mucky, lake-bottom or riverside locations.” Hall 

(1997:19) related this to the Earth Diver creation sto-

ries in which an animal “dives into the depths of the 

sea to retrieve mud that then expands to create the 

land.” I think this is one of those examples of “precon-

tact…symbolism” to which Duncan and Diaz-

Granádos referred and which suggests a direct connec-

tion between ancient effigy mounds and historic and 

recent religious structures that are reliably linked to 

ethnographically-recorded indigenous genesis stories 

and world renewal ceremonies. 

 

An Historical Context for Serpent Mound 

 

My colleagues and I (Fletcher et al. 1996; Lepper 

2018a; Lepper et al. 2018; Lepper et al. 2019) have 

sought to make the point that “a monumental earth-

work constructed in the shape of a serpent is not likely 

to have existed in a cultural vacuum” (Lepper et al. 

2018:440). This paper is a further attempt to seek for 

that cultural context in the material culture of the peo-

ple that have been proposed as the original builders of 

Serpent Mound. Romain et al. (2017:216) suggested 

that it was “faulty logic” to expect that the indisputable 

importance of serpents to the builders of Serpent 

Mound necessarily would be reflected in other aspects 

of their material culture. Romain and his co-authors 

identified a number of Hopewell depictions of ser-

pents, including a mica effigy from the Turner site, 

which they suggested had certain similarities to Ser-

pent Mound (2017:216) and correctly observed that 

these similarities did “not make Serpent Mound 

Hopewell in origin” (2017:16). Nevertheless, it is log-

ical to expect that something of such profound 

importance as a gigantic serpent effigy mound would 

indeed find expression in the broader cultural context 

of its builders. 

In a subsequent paper, Romain (2019:67) implic-

itly accepted this logic in his attempt to make the 

argument that Serpent Mound is “well situated in an 

Adena culture context.” For example, he suggested that 

snake skeletons found in association with two Adena 

burials at the Wright Mounds in Kentucky find 

“analogous expression in the location of the Serpent 

Mound effigy in proximity to a burial ground” 

(2019:67). He also referred to a stone “effigy,” actually 

a C-shaped pavement of stones, that partially enclosed 

several of the Hopewell burials in Mound 1, Group 1 

at the Utica site. Romain considered the stone pave-

ment to be a serpent effigy similar to “stone effigies at 

the base of burial mounds” at other Hopewell sites 

(none of which are serpents), such as those docu-

mented by Warren Moorehead at Mound 25 at 

Hopewell Mound Group (Romain 2019:66).  

Although it’s a somewhat minor point, the Mound 

25 “boulder mosaics” were not located at the base of 

the mound as he states, but evidently had been laid out 

upon the surface of the mound at some relatively late 

stage of its construction (Moorehead 1897:236). 

Moorehead’s team encountered them “some three feet 

below the [1891] surface” of the mound, which was 23 

feet tall when they began their excavation (Moorehead 

1897:236-237). Thus, the association of these geo-

glyphs with particular burials is more tenuous than 

Romain supposes.  

Moorehead (1922:106) does mention encountering 

“a small mosaic of fine stones” along with “a layer of 

stones in the form of a semi-circle” on the floor of 

Mound 25; and perhaps it is these features that Romain 

thinks might represent effigies similar to the Utica site 

stone pavement. In subsequent excavations at Mound 

25, however, Shetrone (1927:98-99) found no evi-

dence to corroborate the “intentional use of colors to 

effect designs” and no evidence of stones placed in 

“any definite form.” He argued, instead, that the semi-

circular arrangements of stones were not “intentional 

figures,” but rather the “fringe of coarse gravel and fine 

stones” that delineated the outer margins of the “inte-

rior primary mounds.” 

Romain (2019:67) observed, correctly, that “ser-

pent associations with death and the Otherworld were 

not exclusive to Mississippian or Fort Ancient cul-

tures” and that “they originated at least as early as the 

Early Woodland period.” These observations are, how-

ever, irrelevant to providing a credible Adena cultural 

context for Serpent Mound. 

Lepper et al. (2018:15) already acknowledged Su-

san Power’s (2004:177) observation that the serpent 

was an “ancient image” and therefore, it is unsurprising 

that serpents made occasional appearances in Adena 

(and Hopewell) contexts. On the whole, however, ser-

pents are exceedingly rare in the archaeological record 

of the Early Woodland period.  
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As a counterpoint to Romain’s list of associations 

between snakes and Adena (and Hopewell) burials, I 

briefly reviewed the animal remains found in associa-

tion with Adena burials cataloged by William Webb 

and Ray Baby (1975). Based on frequency of occur-

rence, carnivores, especially wolves, bears, and 

cougars, were far more important to the Ohio and Ken-

tucky Adena than snakes. So, even if effigy mounds 

had been a part of the Adena cultural repertoire (and 

there is no convincing evidence to suggest they were), 

the question remains, why would they have chosen to 

construct a monumental effigy of a snake rather than a 

wolf or a bear? 

The key point here is that Serpent Mound’s ex-

traordinary size, elegant design, and cryptic 

iconography indicate that the people who built it did 

not simply include serpents in their pantheon of spirit-

ually-potent other-than-human persons; serpents must 

have been of singular importance in their cosmology. 

None of the data presented by Romain support the pri-

macy of serpents in the Adena belief system. In stark 

contrast, the Mississippian period is partially defined 

by “new serpentine expressions…often distinguished 

by their unique size, placement, elaboration, and at 

times function” (Power 2004:177). 

Romain (2019:62) cautions that “it is not a good 

idea to date an earthwork effigy based on numeric 

counts of serpents,” but the iconographic argument I 

am making is not simply that serpents frequently ap-

pear in Mississippian/Late Prehistoric art and therefore 

Serpent Mound is Mississippian/Fort Ancient in 

origin. Power (2004:177) appreciated that while “the 

snake was an ancient image,” Mississippian represen-

tations of snakes were quantitatively and qualitatively 

different from everything that preceded them. Reilly 

and James Garber (2007:2) echoed and elaborated 

upon that assessment:  

 

“The Hopewell artistic tradition is partially 

identified by its naturalistic depictions of birds 

and animals [including the very occasional 

snake], while the Mississippian artistic tradi-

tion features often-bizarre configurations of 

dragon-like creatures whose images invoke 

mystery and hidden knowledge” (see, for ex-

ample, Figure 5). 

 

The iconographic arguments put forth by Lepper et 

al. (2018) find support in Robert Cook’s (2017) com-

prehensive overview of the Fort Ancient culture, which 

provides a coherent historical context for a Fort An-

cient Serpent Mound (Lepper et al. 2019). Cook 

(2017:58) observed, for example, that the guilloche de-

sign on pottery, which has been interpreted as an 

abstract representation of intertwined serpents, became 

common between about 1000 and 1400 C.E. This pe-

riod encompasses the radiocarbon dates for Serpent 

Mound obtained by Fletcher et al. (1996) and Lepper 

et al. (2019). Moreover, Serpent Mound is “located 

squarely within…this concentration of guilloche de-

signs” (Cook 2017:60). Cook (2017:137) interprets the 

guilloche design motif as “a local take on Mississip-

pian Ramey-style designs,” which appeared abruptly 

“in a relatively large quantity” in southwestern Ohio 

and neighboring parts of Indiana and Kentucky. This 

abrupt appearance of Mississippian influence coin-

cides with a drought that affected much of the 

Mississippi valley except for the Fort Ancient region. 

The fact that the Ohio valley was not experiencing 

drought conditions “may well have acted as a pull for 

Mississippians to come into the region” (Cook 

2017:107).  

At about this same time, around 1000 C.E., “there 

was an artistic explosion” throughout much of eastern 

North America, which included “a surge in the por-

trayal of the familial pantheon of supernatural beings, 

perceived to be both the creators and ancestors” of the 

Mississippians (Duncan and Diaz-Granádos 

2004:215). Prominent among these portrayals were the 

“new serpentine expressions” referred to by Power 

(2004:177). Lepper et al. (2018 and 2019) argued that 

Serpent Mound was a part of that artistic explosion as 

it reverberated through the Ohio valley. 

In contrast to the abundance of serpent imagery in 

the Mississippian and Fort Ancient cultures, there is a 

nearly complete absence of serpent imagery in Adena 

iconography. In addition, virtually every well-dated 

and convincingly naturalistic effigy mound in eastern 

North America, including Ohio’s Alligator Mound 

(Lepper and Frolking 2003) and the Kern serpent effi-

gies (White 1986, 1987), was created during the Late 

Woodland – Mississippian periods; none whatsoever 

are known to have been built by the Adena culture 

(Lepper et al. 2018:441).  

Also relevant to this discussion is Cook’s observa-

tion that the Fort Ancient culture tended to occupy sites 

where already ancient mounds were present. For exam-

ple, the Kern stone serpent effigies are located in the 

valley below and are aligned with the Hopewellian 

Fort Ancient earthworks (Cook 2017:121). Alligator 
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Mound is another possible example as it is built on a 

prominent bluff just upriver from and in sight of the 

Newark Earthworks. Cook suggested that this was an 

intentional strategy of non-local Mississippians “to es-

tablish a connection to local traditions” (2017:118); 

and it provides a compelling explanation for why the 

Mississippians, or the Mississippianized Fort Ancient 

culture, would have built Serpent Mound in close prox-

imity to existing Adena burial mounds.  

Conclusions 

 

“A specific aspect of materialization of Native 

American belief…is the widely-held idea that 

the invisible worlds around us are connected to 

ours by permeable boundaries of perception, 

portals, which can be crossed in places where 

they intersect the visible world.  

… and the creation of cultural landscapes 

 

Figure 5. Mississippian sandstone tablet with an engraved design incorporating two intertwined serpent creatures with rattle-

snake tails and the opposing canine teeth of a mammalian carnivore, possibly a felid (Prentice 1986:245). These are typical of 

the “often-bizarre configurations of dragon-like creatures whose images invoke mystery and hidden knowledge” (Reilly and 

Garber 2007:2) that were an important component of the Mississippian artistic tradition. The tablet often is referred to as the 

“Issaquena Disk” for Issaquena County in Mississippi where it was found. Marshall Anderson collection, Ohio History Con-

nection (A14/023). 
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often involved locating and materializing 

these access points. Ritual specialists then 

used these created spaces as stages for their 

ceremonial and transformational activities” 

(Sabo and Simek 2018:27). 

 

The iconography of the uniquely enormous Ser-

pent Mound is pregnant with mystery and hidden 

knowledge. It has everything to do with Mississippian 

iconography and conversely practically nothing at all 

to do with Adena or Hopewell iconography. The Mis-

sissippian glyphs of Picture Cave provide particular 

analogs for virtually all the (formerly) obscure ele-

ments of Serpent Mound, from the oval 

egg/heart/eye/mouth/vulva and its associated frog/First 

Woman to the horns/wings/earspools at the neck of the 

serpent (Lepper et al. 2018:442-443).  

Mississippian refugees arriving in Fort Ancient 

villages gripped by the urgency of finding ways of 

averting the environmental catastrophe afflicting the 

lands to the west could well have provided the means 

and motive for recreating the mythic moment when 

First Woman mated with the Great Serpent and thereby 

bridged the cosmos, “bringing the life-giving powers 

from the Beneath Worlds to the Middle World, the 

Earth” (Lepper et al. 2018:446). Knowledge of con-

temporary Upper Midwestern effigy mounds could 

have provided the inspiration for re-creating that mo-

ment in three dimensions and on a monumental scale. 

The location may have been chosen, at least partly, be-

cause the bedrock outcroppings along the bluff on 

which Serpent Mound was built bear a striking resem-

blance to a gigantic serpent seeming to emerge from 

the earth (Holmes 1886:627). According to Lucy Lip-

pard (1983:222), this is an instance of “a meaningful 

land form eventually being refined by sculptural or ar-

chitectural techniques,” which is not uncommon in 

indigenous art going back to the Upper Paleolithic 

(Bahn 2016:159-162). Thus, this landscape may have 

been perceived to be a place where the Lord of the Be-

neath World already was immanent.  

Serpent Mound then, and in particular the oval vul-

void earthwork, served as a materialization of a portal 

to the Beneath World and a stage for “ceremonial and 

transformational activities” (Sabo and Simek 

2018:27).  Mississippian religious leaders could use 

this portal to transfer offerings of supplication and 

thanksgiving to the Powers of that other world in return 

for the power needed to save their world. The fact that 

Adena and Late Woodland mortuary facilities already 

were present on that landscape allowed the Mississip-

pian immigrants to build upon and draw legitimacy 

from that ancient foundation of ceremonialism. 

Kubler (1962:8) observed that every human-made 

object “arises from a problem as a purposeful solu-

tion.” Based on the available data reviewed here and in 

previous papers, I assert that Serpent Mound is best un-

derstood as a Mississippian solution to a peculiarly 

Mississippian problem. And, for all intents and pur-

poses, it appeared to have worked for them. The middle 

Ohio valley never suffered the extended droughts that 

wracked the central Mississippi valley (Comstock and 

Cook 2018). 

 

Epilogue 

 

“The study of symbolism in archaeology, and 

particularly in the pursuit of culture history, is 

no less important because of its difficulty. Re-

gardless of its shortcomings on which I have 

been harping, doubtless to the irritation of 

many of my colleagues, archaeologists cannot 

in conscience ignore its enlightening potential.”  

Ronald Mason (2006:178) 

 

 One of my goals in writing this paper is to inspire 

further research that might lead to a more definitive an-

swer at least to the question of the antiquity of Serpent 

Mound. We may never know with any degree of cer-

tainty its original meaning, or indeed, meanings, since 

there is no reason to expect that every participant in the 

construction and subsequent use of Serpent Mound 

would have had an identical understanding of its mean-

ing; or, indeed, that its designer imbued it with only 

one layer of meaning. Yet it is important that we con-

tinue to try to recover those meanings; and regardless 

of the limitations of the Direct Historical Approach and 

being mindful of the temptation to engage in what Ma-

son (2006:179) referred to as “speculative thinking 

about the past,” it is becoming increasingly apparent 

that the traditions of the American Indian tribes that 

were indigenous to the Ohio valley can contribute to 

our understanding of at least some aspects of pre-con-

tact material culture (Lepper 2018b). In this regard, the 

research approach of the Mississippian Iconography 

Conference has been shown to be highly productive 

and has much to offer us in our search for answers to 

questions about the original purpose and meaning of 

Serpent Mound. 

With regard to the specific question of the age of 
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Serpent Mound, it is clear that neither particulate char-

coal incorporated in mound fill nor bulk soil organics 

sampled from a truncated soil layer can provide radio-

carbon dates that, by themselves, definitively establish 

the age of the original construction of Serpent (or any 

other) Mound. That said, however, it could be argued 

that all the radiocarbon dates so far obtained for Ser-

pent Mound are not inconsistent with a Fort Ancient 

age. Even the several radiocarbon dates obtained by 

Herrmann et al. (2014:121), because of their problem-

atic contexts and the uncertainty regarding how the 

bulk soil organics that produced the dates relate to the 

actual date of the mound’s construction, indicate only 

that “the mound could have been constructed any time 

after 300 BC”; and 1100 CE certainly came after 300 

BCE. 

 

Acknowledgements: First of all, I extend my heart-

felt thanks to James Duncan and Carol Diaz-Granádos 

for sharing their insights on Mississippian iconography 

and for their encouragement of my efforts to interpret 

Serpent Mound through the lens of this imagery. They 

also provided helpful comments on the Morgan County 

effigy pipe. I also thank Tod Frolking for his invalua-

ble assistance with interpreting soils. I thank Bill 

Pickard, Linda Pansing, and Meghan Marley of the 

Ohio History Connection’s Archaeology Department 

for their work on the 2017 project to remove the stone 

steps from the tail of Serpent Mound. I thank James 

Morton and Linda Pansing for drawing my attention to 

the Morgan County effigy pipe; and I thank Thomas 

Emerson for sharing his thoughts about the pipe with 

me. 

I am grateful to my son Peter Lepper for his ren-

derings of Figures 2 and 4; and Bill Pickard for the 

image of the Mississippian pipe fragment (Figure 3). I 

thank Chris Carr for his thoughtful suggestions on a 

portion of a previous incarnation of this manuscript. 

And I extend my sincere appreciation to three anony-

mous reviewers of this manuscript for their unusually 

thorough and helpful comments on the penultimate 

version of this paper. The current version has benefited 

greatly from their suggestions. I thank Jarrod Burks for 

coming up with the idea for a special issue of the Jour-

nal of Ohio Archaeology devoted to Serpent Mound 

and for serving as its editor. I also find myself, not at 

all grudgingly, extending my thanks to Bill Romain 

and his colleagues for re-opening this important dis-

cussion, because I believe it has resulted in much 

fruitful debate. Finally, I thank Terry Cameron and the 

late Robert Fletcher for inviting me, more than a quar-

ter of a century ago, to join in the work of determining 

the age of Serpent Mound. 
 

References 
 

American Antiquarian Society 

1884 Proceedings of the American Antiquarian Society 

at the Annual Meeting Held at Worcester, October 22, 

1883.  

Bahn, Paul G. 

2016 Images of the Ice Age. Oxford University Press, 

Oxford. 

Boyd, Carolyn E. 

2016 The White Shaman Mural: An Enduring Creation 

Narrative in the Rock Art of the Lower Pecos. University 

of Texas Press, Austin. 

Broad, William, and Nicholas Wade 

1982 Betrayers of the Truth: Fraud and Deceit in the 

Halls of Science. Simon & Schuster, New York. 

Brose, David S., editor 

1997 Tribute to James Griffin (1905-1997). Midconti-

nental Journal of Archaeology 22:125-157. 

Brown, James A. 

2007 On the Identity of the Birdman within Mississip-

pian Period Art and Iconography. In Ancient Objects and 

Sacred Realms: Interpretations of Mississippian Icono-

graphy, edited by F. Kent Reilly III and James F. Garber, 

pp. 56-106. University of Texas Press, Austin. 

Burks, Jarrod 

2012 Ohio’s Great Serpent Mound Surveyed. ISAP News 

32:6-7. 

Cole, W. H., and W. C. Mills 

1921 Serpent Mound. Ohio Archaeological and Histori-

cal Quarterly 30:529-530. 

Comstock, Aaron R., and Robert A. Cook 

2018 Climate Change and Migration Along a Mississip-

pian Periphery: A Fort Ancient Example. American 

Antiquity 83:91-106. 

Cook, Robert A. 

2017 Continuity and Change in the Native American Vil-

lage: Multicultural Origins and Descendants of the Fort 

Ancient Culture. Cambridge University Press, Cam-

bridge. 

Diaz-Granádos, Carol 

2004 Marking Stone, Land, Body, and Spirit: Rock Art 

and Mississippian Iconography. In Hero, Hawk, and 

Open Hand: American Indian Art of the Ancient Midwest 

and South, edited by Richard F. Townsend and Robert V. 

Sharp, pp. 139-149. Art Institute of Chicago in associa-

tion with Yale University Press, New Haven. 

Diaz-Granádos, Carol, James R. Duncan, and F. Kent Reilly 

III, editors 

2015 Picture Cave: Unraveling the Mysteries of the 



Journal of Ohio Archaeology Vol. 7, 2020 Lepper 

 

53 

 
 

Mississippian Cosmos. University of Texas Press, Aus-

tin. 

Diaz-Granádos, Carol, Marvin W. Rowe, Marian Hyman, 

James R. Duncan, and J. R. Southern 

2001 Radiocarbon Dates for Charcoal from Three Mis-

souri Pictographs and Their Associated Iconography. 

American Antiquity 66:481-492. 

Duncan, James R., and Carol Diaz-Granádos 

2004 Empowering the SECC: The “Old Woman” and 

Oral Tradition. In The Rock Art of Eastern North Amer-

ica, edited by Carol Diaz-Granádos and James R. 

Duncan, pp. 190-215. University of Alabama Press, Tus-

caloosa. 

2018a The Big Five Petroglyph Sites: Their Place in Re-

lation to Their Creators. In Transforming the Landscape: 

Rock Art and the Mississippian Cosmos, edited by Carol 

Diaz-Granádos, Jan Simek, George Sabo III, and Mark 

Wagner, pp. 30-56. Oxbow Books, Havertown, Pennsyl-

vania. 

2018b Landscape, Cosmology, and the Old Woman: A 

Strong Feminine Presence. In Transforming the Land-

scape: Rock Art and the Mississippian Cosmos, edited by 

Carol Diaz-Granádos, Jan Simek, George Sabo III, and 

Mark Wagner, pp. 57-74. Oxbow Books, Havertown, 

Pennsylvania. 

Emerson, Thomas E. 

1982 Mississippian Stone Images in Illinois. Circular 

No. 6. Illinois Archaeological Survey, Urbana. 

Feder, Kenneth L. 

2017 Ancient America: Fifty Archaeological Sites to See 

for Yourself. Rowman & Littlefield, Lanham, Maryland. 

2018 Frauds, Myths, and Mysteries: Science and Pseu-

doscience in Archaeology. Ninth edition. Oxford 

University Press, New York. 

Fletcher, Robert, and Terry Cameron 

1988 Serpent Mound: A New Look at an Old Snake-in-

the-Grass. Ohio Archaeologist 38(1):55-61. 

Fletcher, Robert, Terry Cameron, Bradley T. Lepper, Dee 

Anne Wymer, and William Pickard 

1996 Serpent Mound: A Fort Ancient Icon? Midconti-

nental Journal of Archaeology 21:105-143. 

Furst, Peter T. 

1978 The Art of “Being Huichol.” In Art of the Huichol 

Indians, edited by Kathleen Berrin, pp. 18-34. Fine Arts 

Museum of San Francisco, Harry N. Abrams, New York. 

Griffin, James B. 

1966 The Fort Ancient Aspect: Its Cultural and Chrono-

logical Position in Mississippi Valley Archaeology. 

Anthropological Papers No. 28. Museum of Anthropol-

ogy, University of Michigan, Ann Arbor. 

1978 The Midlands and Northeastern United States. In 

Ancient Native Americans, edited by Jesse D. Jennings, 

pp. 221-279. W. H. Freeman, San Francisco. 

Hall, Robert L. 

1997 Afterword: Connecting with the Past. In An 

Archaeology of the Soul: North American Indian Belief 

and Ritual, edited by Robert L. Hall, pp. 169-171. Uni-

versity of Illinois Press, Urbana. 

Hardman, Clark, and Marjorie H. Hardman 

1987 The Great Serpent and the Sun. Ohio Archaeologist 

37(3):34-40. 

Hawkes, Jacquetta 

1967 God in the Machine. Antiquity 41:174-180. 

Henning, Dale R. 

1993 The Adaptive Patterning of the Dhegiha Sioux. 

Plains Anthropologist 38:253-64. 

Herrmann, Edward W., G. William Monaghan, William F. 

Romain, Timothy M. Schilling, Jarrod Burks, Karen L. Le-

one, Matthew P. Purtill & Alan C. Tonetti 

2014 A New Multistage Construction Chronology for 

the Great Serpent Mound, USA.  Journal of Archaeolog-

ical Science 50:117-25. 

Holmes, William H. 

1886 A Sketch of the Great Serpent Mound. Science 

8:624-8. 

Kubler, George 

1962 The Shape of Time: Remarks on the History of 

Things. Yale University Press, New Haven. 

Lankford, George 

2007 The Great Serpent in Eastern North America. In 

Ancient Objects and Sacred Realms, edited by F. Kent 

Reilly III and James F. Garber, pp. 107-135. University 

of Texas Press, Austin. 

Lepper, Bradley T. 

2018a On the Age of Serpent Mound: A Reply to Romain 

and Colleagues. Midcontinental Journal of Archaeology 

43:62-75. 

2018b Insights into Hopewell Material Culture Derived 

from the Contemporary Ceremonial Practices of the 

Shawnee Tribe: A Case Study Supporting the Value of 

Collaborative Research with Native American Tribes. 

Current Research in Ohio Archaeology 2018, https://ohi-

oarchaeology.org/articles-and-abstracts-2018, accessed 

5 June 2020. 

Lepper, Bradley T., James R. Duncan, Carol Diaz-Granádos, 

and Tod A. Frolking 

2018 Arguments for the Age of Serpent Mound. Cam-

bridge Archaeological Journal 28:433-450. 

Lepper, Bradley T., and Tod A. Frolking 

2003 Alligator Mound: Geoarchaeological and Icono-

graphical Interpretations of a Late Prehistoric Effigy 

Mound in Central Ohio, USA. Cambridge Archaeologi-

cal Journal 13:147-67. 

Lepper, Bradley T., Tod A. Frolking, and William H. Pick-

ard 

2019 Debating the Age of Serpent Mound: A Reply to 

Romain and Herrmann’s Rejoinder to Lepper Concern-

ing Serpent Mound. Midcontinental Journal of 

Archaeology 44:42-56. 

 



Journal of Ohio Archaeology Vol. 7, 2020 Lepper 

 

54 

 
 

Lippard, Lucy R. 

1983 Overlay: Contemporary Art and the Art of Prehis-

tory. Pantheon, New York. 

MacLean, John P. 

1885 The Great Serpent Mound. American Antiquarian 

7:44-7. 

Mason, Ronald J. 

2006 Inconstant Companions: Archaeology and North 

American Indian oral Traditions. University of Alabama 

Press, Tuscaloosa. 

Milner, George 

2005 The Moundbuilders: Ancient Peoples of Eastern 

North America. Thames and Hudson, London. 

Monaghan, G. William, and Edward W. Herrmann 

2019 Serpent Mound: Still Built by the Adena, and Still 

Rebuilt During the Fort Ancient Period. Midcontinental 

Journal of Archaeology 44:84-93. 

Moorehead, Warren K. 

1897 The Hopewell Group. The Antiquarian 1:113-120; 

153-158; 178-184; 208-214; 236-244; 254-264. 

1922 The Hopewell Mound Group of Ohio. Publication 

211, Anthropological Series, Volume 4, No. 5. Field Mu-

seum of Natural History, Chicago. 

Pickard, William, Meghan Marley, Linda Pansing, Bradley 

Lepper, and Karen L. Leone 

2018 Stone Steps Removal at Serpent Mound: Site 

Maintenance Provides Additional Radiocarbon Dates. 

On file, Ohio History Connection, Department of Ar-

chaeology, Columbus. 

Power, Susan C. 

2004 Early Art of the Southeastern Indians: Feathered 

Serpents and Winged Beings. University of Georgia 

Press, Athens. 

Prentice, Guy 

1986 An Analysis of the Symbolism Expressed by the 

Birger Figurine. American Antiquity 51:239-266. 

Putnam, Frederic W. 

1888 Twenty-Second Report to the Trustees of the Pea-

body Museum of American Archaeology and Ethnology 

4(2):49-52. 

1890 The Serpent Mound of Ohio. The Century 39:871-

888. 

n.d. Sketch of Serpent Mound by F.W. Putnam. Pea-

body Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, Harvard 

University; Image number 2004.24.32579A. On-line col-

lections at https://pmem.unix.fas.harvard.edu:8443/peab 

ody/view/objects/asitem/search$0040/1/title-desc?t:stat 

e:flow=9fda5a71-fb58-4ad3-9740-16a3e51ad035; acce 

ssed 5 September 2018. 

Reilly, F.K., III 

2015 The Cave and the Beneath World Spirit: Mythic 

Dragons from the North American Past. In Picture Cave: 

Unraveling the Mysteries of the Mississippian Cosmos, 

edited by Carol Diaz-Granádos, James R. Duncan, and F. 

Kent Reilly III, pp. 133-143. University of Texas Press, 

Austin. 

Reilly F. Kent, III, and James F. Garber 

2007 Introduction. In Ancient Objects and Sacred 

Realms, edited by F. Kent Reilly III and James F. Garber, 

pp. 1-7. University of Texas Press, Austin. 

2011 Dancing in the Otherworld: The Human Figural Art 

of the Hightower Style Revisited. In Visualizing the Sa-

cred: Cosmic Visions, Regionalism, and the Art of the 

Mississippian World, edited by George E. Lankford, F. 

Kent Reilly III, and James F. Garber, pp. 294-312. Uni-

versity of Texas Press, Austin. 

Romain, William F. 

2019 Serpent Mound in its Woodland Period Context: 

Second Rejoinder to Lepper. Midcontinental Journal of 

Archaeology 44:57-83. 

Romain, William F., and Edward W. Herrmann 

2018 Rejoinder to Lepper Concerning Serpent Mound. 

Midcontinental Journal of Archaeology 43:76-88. 

Romain, William F., Edward W. Herrmann, G. William 

Monaghan, and Jarrod Burks 

2017 Radiocarbon Dates Reveal Serpent Mound is More 

than Two Thousand Years Old. Midcontinental Journal 

of Archaeology 42:201-222. 

Sabo III, George, and Jan F. Simek 

2018 Materiality and Cultural Landscapes in Native 

America. In Transforming the Landscape: Rock Art and 

the Mississippian Cosmos, edited by Carol Diaz-Gra-

nádos, Jan Simek, George Sabo III, and Mark Wagner, 

pp. 1-28. Oxbow Books, Havertown, Pennsylvania. 

Schwarz, Kevin R., and David Lamp 

2012 Archaeological Investigations at Serpent Mound 

State Memorial (33AD1) for the Proposed Restroom 

Renovation and Sewage Disposal Installation, Bratton 

Township, Adams County, Ohio. ASC Group, Inc. Co-

lumbus, Ohio. 

Shetrone, Henry C. 

1927 Exploration of the Hopewell Group of Prehistoric 

Earthworks. Ohio Archaeological and Historical Publi-

cations 35:1-227. 

Sims, Steven R. 

2010 Traces of Fremont: Society and Rock Art in Ancient 

Utah. University of Utah Press, Salt Lake City, and Col-

lege of Eastern Utah Prehistoric Museum, Price, Utah. 

Spencer, J. 

1909 Shawnee Folklore. Journal of American Folklore 

22(85):319-326. 

Squier, Ephraim, and Edwin E. Davis 

1848 Ancient Monuments of the Mississippi Valley. Con-

tributions to Knowledge vol. 1. Smithsonian Institution, 

Washington D.C. 

Steponaitis, Vincas P. 

2007 Foreward. In Ancient Objects and Sacred Realms, 

edited by F. Kent Reilly III, and James F. Garber, pp. ix-

x. University of Texas Press, Austin. 

 



Journal of Ohio Archaeology Vol. 7, 2020 Lepper 

 

55 

 
 

Swan, David C. 

1999 Peyote Religion Art, Symbols of Faith and Belief. 

University Press of Mississippi, Jackson. 

Swan, David C., and Lauren M. Simons 

2014 An Ethnobotany of Firewood in Osage Big Moon 

Peyotism: Practical Knowledge, Ritual Participation, and 

Aesthetic Preference. Ethnobotany Research & Applica-

tions 12:325-339. 

Thomas, David Hurst 

2000 Exploring Native North America. Oxford Univer-

sity Press, New York. 

Townsend, Richard F. 

2015 The Cave, Cahokia, and the Omaha Tribe. In Pic-

ture Cave: Unraveling the Mysteries of the Mississippian 

Cosmos, edited by Carol Diaz-Granádos, James R. Dun-

can, and F. Kent Reilly III, pp. 145-165. University of 

Texas Press, Austin. 

Veit, Richard, and Matthew Lobiondo 

2018 A Problematic Mississippian Pipe from the Wil-

liam Vaux Collection. Midcontinental Journal of 

Archaeology 43:35-61. 

Waters, Michael R., Joshua L. Keene, Steven L. Forman, El-

ton R. Prewitt, David L. Carlson, and James E. Wiederhold 

2018 Pre-Clovis projectile Points at the Debra L. Fried-

kin Site, Texas—Implications for the Late Pleistocene 

Peopling of the Americas. Science Advances 4, http://ad-

vances.sciencemag.org/content/4/10/eaat4505; accessed 

10/29/2018. 

Webb, William S., and Raymond S. Baby 

1957 The Adena People No. 2.  The Ohio Historical So-

ciety, Columbus. 

White, John R. 

1986 The Kern Effigy: Evidence for a Prehistoric Fort 

Ancient Summer Solstice Marker. North American Ar-

chaeologist 7:137-165. 

1987 Kern Effigy #2: A Fort Ancient Winter Solstice 

Marker? Midcontinental Journal of Archaeology 12:233-

242. 

Whitley, David S. 

2011 Rock Art, Religion, and Ritual. In Oxford Hand-

book of the Archaeology of Ritual and Religion, edited 

by Timothy Insoll, pp. 307-326. Oxford University Press, 

Oxford. 

Willoughby, Charles C. 

1919 The Serpent Mound of Adams County, Ohio. 

America Anthropologist 21:153-163. 

 

 


