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Up Front 

Meadowcroft 
By David Scofeld, Director, 

Meadowcroft Rockshelter and Historic Village 

Portraits of Prehistoric People 

No one knows the names of the frst people to 

set foot on the North American continent. No 

likenesses of their faces exist. In fact, after 19 

millennia, there is barely any physical evidence 

at all. But we know they were here. Real people 

just like us. Bold people who pressed into an 

unknown land. They lived a diffcult life as 

hunter-gatherers following the available food 

resources as they moved across the primeval 

landscape of an unexplored continent. 

From the comparative comfort of our 

21st-century lives, we like to think about these 

people. Professional archaeologists spend a 

great deal of time and money searching for 

more evidence of these so-called Paleoindians. 

We want to understand more about where 

they came from, what their lives were like, 

what their technology and their environment 

was like. Slowly our understanding grows. 

With rapidly advancing technology there is 

greater opportunity now for uncovering new 

information than ever before. But the fact 

remains, we cannot see the actual faces of 

prehistoric people. Our desire to meet these 

early people can only be partially satisfed by 

means of the artist’s craft. Several examples 

may be found in our collection. 

Nat Youngblood (1916–2009), the one-

time Art Director of the Pittsburgh Press, was 

a friend of Meadowcroft founder Albert Miller 
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Albert Miller (left) and Ned Smith at the Meadowcroft Rockshelter in 1975. 
HHC Detre L&A, Albert Miller Papers and Photographs, MSS 1095. 

Meadowcroft Rockshelter, watercolor by Nat Youngblood, date unknown. 
HHC Meadowcroft Collection, 2004.172.45. 

https://2004.172.45


 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

  

 

  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

  

  

 

 

  

 

  

Untitled Rockshelter oil painting on canvas by Nat  
Youngblood, date unknown. 
HHC Collections, 2017.60.1. Photo by Nicole Lauletta. 

Meadowcroft Rock Shelter, acrylic by Ned Smith, appeared as the cover image  
for the April 1976 issue of Pennsylvania Game News. 
Published with the permission of the Ned Smith center for Nature and Art.  

and served on the board of the Meadowcroft 

Foundation. He produced two paintings in 

which he depicts life during the last ice age. 

The frst is a watercolor study piece apparently 

done in preparation for the larger oil painting. 

The watercolor reveals a cold scene with three 

hunters in the foreground transporting their 

quarry back to the camp, which lies on the 

opposite side of the creek. A larger group 

awaits their return with fres burning under 

a large rock-shelter. In the far background, a 

small herd of mastodon amble through the 

scene above the cliff. 

In the similar but much larger oil 

painting, Youngblood traded one of the 

hunters in the foreground for a young person 

and an older man. The remaining two hunters 

are still present and have just dispatched what 

appears to be a caribou. The group beneath 

the rock shelter is largely unchanged but the 

mastodon herd is now absent and looming in 

the distance is the immense glacial front. 

A painting specifically depicting the 

Meadowcroft Rockshelter was done by another 

Pennsylvania artist, Ned Smith (1919-1985). 

Smith gained notoriety as a wildlife artist 

and had a long career as the staff illustrator 

for the Pennsylvania Game Commission. 

His rendering of Meadowcroft represents an 

archaic period scene, which would be several 

thousand years after Youngblood’s ice age 

depiction. In this image, two men are leaving 

for the hunt with atlatls and darts in hand 

(the atlatl or spear-thrower was the primary 

hunting weapon prior to the development of 

the stealthier bow and arrow). A woman and 

child are left behind to process the hide and 

dry the meat of their previous kill. 

As archaeologists continue to uncover 

new clues and refne our understanding of 

the lives of prehistoric people, artists like 

Smith and Youngblood provide a visual 

interpretation of that evidence. This is as 

close as we can get to meeting these 

ancient people. 
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