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Abstract

2014 in several canyons of the southwestern Colorado, USA. The project involves detailed research into the settlement model 

recorded and analysed. 

settlement structure, site layouts, new types of architecture and material culture; this was also present at the sites examined 

within the project. 

The sites investigated in the paper probably formed a cluster or community of allied sites that functioned in the thirteenth 

century A.D. This community was a part of a larger settlement system consisting of community centres, sometimes called tow-

ns, that were surrounded by dispersed small villages. There were more than sixty such communities in the central Mesa Verde 

region in the thirteenth century A.D.

Resumen

numerosos ejemplos del arte rupestre y pinturas murales sobre paredes de piedra. El siglo XIII fue la época primero del máximo 

de los asentamientos, el diseño urbano, nuevos tipos de arquitectura y cultura material presentes en los sitios estudiados en el 

en el siglo XIII. Dicha comunidad fue parte de un sistema de asentamientos más grande que consisitía en centros urbanos, 
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de Mesa Verde hubo más de sesenta comunidades de este tipo.

Palabras clave: 

del paisaje

INTRODUCTION

-

-

-

sequence, led to migration and the depopulation of the entire region during the thirteenth century A.D.1

locality in the Montezuma County, southwestern Colorado. These canyons contain the remains of 

around forty small sites (settlements and limited activity sites) and one large site or community center 

sites investigated by the project are part of the Canyons of the Ancients National Monument (CANM) 

SETTLEMENT AND SOCIAL STRUCTURE IN THE MESA VERDE REGION

environmental, demographic, social changes, to name but a few. At the same time, the locations of 

their settlements shifted from the mesa tops and uplands to canyon rims, cliff alcoves, overhangs 

rectangular, or D-shaped towers, underground tunnels connecting two or more structures in a settlement, 

1
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Figure 1. The location of the central Mesa Verde region and the project research area in the North American 

Southwest (after Varien 2000: 8).

Figure 2.
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loopholes in towers or in enclosing or protecting walls, and massive stone walls that partly or fully 

The settlement pattern or model that existed during the thirteenth century A.D. in the central Mesa 

Verde region included communities or clusters of habitations consisting of a community center and 

about 15-40 small settlements near the community center (Varien 1999). A community center in the 

central Mesa Verde region was a settlement with more than 50 structures or 9 or more households 

1999b: 303-310; Varien 1999) that were the longest occupied sites in the region and served as centers 

natural resources, provides a level of social identity for its constituent households, and serves as 

for local populations within the broader regional system” (Varien et al. 1996:100; see also Adler 2002; 

may be perceived as an “important social element in formative agricultural societies, particularly in 

terms of suprafamily economic and social integration” where integration is perceived “as important 

Snead 1997:610, after Johnson and Earle 1984:131).

Figure 3. Spruce Tree House, one of the biggest cliff dwellings dated to the 13th century A.D. from Mesa Verde 
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The greatest estimated number of people inhabiting the area at that time is about 30,000-45,000, and 

however, other estimates propose that the number of people living in the area was 10,000 to 15,000 

and perhaps from the north as well.

of the area and shed new light on the reasons for the migration.

Figure 4. -
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METHODOLOGY OF RESEARCH

site. Great emphasis was also put on modern techniques of documentation including photogrammetry 

and 3D documentation of selected sites using a laser scanner. Geophysics research including mainly 

seasons were conducted in April, May and June of every project year, because of the weather conditions 

and the possibility of having much wetter soils during the spring that other times of the year in order 

to obtain more precise images of electrical resistivity surveys.

Datums

datum points for at least 14 sites. Those sites did not have datums or they had been destroyed by 

natural conditions or vandals and there was a need to set up new datums, both for the project research 

for the coming seasons and other research in the future. Datums were set up with the help of Gerald 

Figure 5.
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with site boundaries, maps of the cliff alcoves with location of different levels within the alcoves 

The documentation of the standing architecture in all the examined sites included a 1:20 scale 

drawing on millimeter paper for the interior and exterior walls of all of the architecture visible on the 

modern ground surface and accessible for such documentation. The digital documentation included 

photography, photogrammetry, and laser or 3D scanning (laser scanning was especially important in 

parts of the sites that are not accessible for traditional drawings, for example being located in places 

sites thus far. 

Additionally to these methods of documentation, six sites were scanned by the ArcheoExplorers 

been gathered; the other three are waiting for data processing and analysis. The scanning allowed 

architecture, views and plans of the sites. This type of documentation is especially important for the 

Geophysics research

The geophysics research (mainly electrical resistivity) was conducted in thirteen sites in 

interval was 1x1 m and in some cases 0.5x0.5 m. In one of the sites, located in Sandstone Canyon, 

were collected during the initial surveys conducted in the 1970s and 80s by American scholars. The 

collection of pottery, lithic and stone materials as well as organic materials from Sand Canyon locality 

students from our project team are currently writing their M.A. theses on the basis of research on this 

collection.
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Figure 6. 
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LOWER SAND CANYON LOCALITY – SUMMARY AND RESULTS
 OF RESEARCH FROM 2011 to 2014

were probably connected by different types of ties with the community center. 

The elevation of the area ranges between approximately 1650-2100 m above sea level in the 

northern part of the area (Adler and Metcalf 1992: 52-53; Gleichman and Gleichman 1992:58-62; 

Canyon area. The requirements for successful farming in the area are primarily a minimum of 120 

frost-free days and about 14 inches (35 cm) of precipitation per year.

Figure 7.
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65). The distance to the water sources varied at those sites: water is available within the boundary 

of most sites or very close to them, and in several cases it is in a distance of several hundred meters 

Although other sites in the area might also contain such features; however, the available data are 

basis of Varien’s estimates of the size of community catchments in the Mesa Verde region as four to 

(stone circles approximately 5 to 10 m in diameter) are located roughly to the north, west, east, and 

The sites fully or partly documented and investigated during the 2011-2014 seasons include:

- Sites located in Sand Canyon: 5MT125, 5MT126, 5MT127, 5MT129, 5MT135 (Sunny Alcove), 

5MT181 (Mad Dog Tower), 5MT182, 5MT183, 5MT185, 5MT186, 5MT261, 5MT262 (Saddlehorn 

- 

sites 5MT135, 5MT264, and 5MT1831). In 2014 there was an initial survey and inventory of the wood 

signs of multiple habitation; however it is clearly visible that large parts of the sites were also located 

allowed for this (for example at sites 5MT264, 5MT265, 5MT1831) and/or on the mesa tops above the 

alcoves and niches where the sites were located. The nearest water sources such as springs and seeps 
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5MT1831 (one or two towers), at site 5MT1842, and at sites 5MT2799/5MT2800 (one or two possible 

towers; one was located in a very high and inaccessible place attached to the cliff face and several 

meters to the east of the main part of the site, the alcove (facing directly south, in a manner that 

Figure 8. 
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allows visual communication with several other sites in the canyon, for example with the tower at 

area. The alcove itself with a 10-meters long wall with eleven loopholes (probably for observating the 

surrounding area) and with only one entrance could have served as a refuge for the inhabitants living 

pinnacle and, as noted by the project team, this location allows visual communication between the 

above-mentioned sites and several more sites including sites 5MT2636, 5MT1829, 5MT13251, and 

5MT14659. In this cluster, two towers were probably crucial for the visual or communication system: 

5MT1842 and 5MT2799/5MT2800, and these two were also in visual contact. 

again in 2013 revealed that apart from the architecture in the cliff alcoves, at least the same or a similar 

alcove and the buildings inside the alcove might have served as storage rooms and places of refugee in 

Figure 9. 
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but there is not much evidence of permanent habitation there besides the massive wall that goes across 

the entire length of the alcove.  The wall has only one opening or entrance leading inside the alcove; 

there are also several loopholes in different levels of the wall. This is probably because some more 

have been also used by people living in nearby sites 5MT1827 and 5MT1828.    

Most of the images received from the geophysics research at sites 5MT264 and 5MT265 overlap 

where we found many artefacts such as parts of or whole manos and metates for grinding corn and 

In this site there are also some petroglyphs (mostly holes drilled in the cliff face in the form of lines or 

zigzags); they are located mostly in the northern part of the site.

 

Figure 10. 
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(ca. 500 B.C.-700 A.D.) (e.g., Cole 2009; Schaafsma 1980, Schaafsma 1994) and are dated much 

one painted in red and the second in white have their hands lowered along their sides while the 

symbolically represented serpent, a symbol indicating the fertility of the land and the underground 

and Dean 2000). All of the plaster seems to have been situated on the second story of the building 

including initials, names and other modern specimens of vandalism left on the plaster and mural by 

people in the 19th and 20th centuries, often referred to in American archaeological terminology as 

. 

Figure 11
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Sand Canyon

This is the main canyon in the project research area, running roughly north-south, with a total 

on both sides of the canyon and also in spurs running east and west from the canyon. Seventeen 

Figure 12. Mural in Room B at the Site 5MT264 (The Gallery) in the context of the preserved part of the 

architecture. Drawing by A. Kucia and J. Nawrot.
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and 5MT2797). Two of them (5MT181 and 5MT2797) were towers with a few associated structures 

and one site (5MT2796) was probably a shrine. In the cliff alcove sites it is clearly visible that large 

The village was probably founded in the 1250s A.D., as indicated by tree-ring dates. The latest tree-

ended. Excavations conducted in the 1990s by Crow Canyon Archaeological Center revealed that the 

some showing signs of violent death, as well as burned structures. These data correspond with the oral 

tradition of the Hopi people that was recorded in the 1870s about an ancient battle that could have 

 

In the lower part of Sand Canyon there were at least four more towers besides the nine towers in 

Figure 13.



85Pueblo community in the Lower Sand Canyon locality, Colorado

clusters of sites within the community consisting of four or more sites that were near to each other or 

part of Sand Canyon: 5MT135 (Sunny Alcove) with an isolated tower (Site 5MT13446) on the western 

side of the canyon and the sites on the eastern side: 5MT125, 5MT126, 5MT182, 5MT183, including 

the shrine (Site 5MT2796). A second group consists of sites: 5MT181 (Mad Dog Tower), 5MT1804, 

5MT2797, 5MT2801 located on the eastern side of Sand Canyon and sites 5MT262 (Saddlehorn 

the Mad Dog Tower site and the isolated tower (Site 5MT13446), located close to Sunny Alcove from 

intervisibility between the two sets of sites.

Most of the small sites from Sand Canyon documented by the project are dated to the thirteenth 

III occupation, although above the biggest structure in the alcove, on the niche ceiling there is a 

Figure 14.
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north face of the butte where the site is situated and depicts three people with rectangular or globular 

other sites (e.g., Site 5MT129 and some other sites) we noticed and documented more examples of 

petroglyphs that is situated on the cliff face directly facing south, just west of the alcove where the 

part of the site was located. There are engraved spirals, rectangular shapes connected by a line, lines 

of the panel at this site is already completely destroyed probably both by atmospheric and modern 

for example in Sunny Alcove (Site 5MT135).

Figure 15. Map showing possible visual contact between the dwelling sites and towers in Sand Canyon. 
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Figure 16.

Figure 17.
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CONCLUSIONS

culture during the thirteenth century A.D. in the central Mesa Verde region, southwestern Colorado. 

changes including those of an environmental, demographic, and social changes. At the same time, the 

locations of their settlements shifted from the mesa tops and uplands to canyon rims, cliff alcoves, and 

overhangs (e.g., Varien 1999; Varien et al. 1996). There was also a change in the settlement pattern, 

2002); they became more populated, and some were well-planned. Additionally, many types of public 

The characteristic settlement pattern that existed during the thirteenth century A.D. in the area 

also included communities or clusters of habitations consisting of a community center and clusters 

more than 60 structures including habitation and storage rooms as well as public architecture that 

might have functioned as a community center, and around 40 other small sites. All of these sites 

because only part of the architecture has been preserved and is still visible on the surface, especially 

in the cliff alcoves. 

The results of the geophysical research are very promising, for they show that the extent of 

niches, but that a large part of the buildings was also located outside of them. Geophysical surveys 

help, for example, to answer questions about the demographics of particular sites and of the whole 

settlement group, and they already suggest a much greater density of settlement and population in 

the studied micro-region and beyond than previously thought. We are now trying to reconstruct the 

potential number of structures at every site under examination; this may shed more light on how many 

Community.

Buildings and features that might have functioned as defensive structures in villages in the central 

mainly include towers, protecting walls, village-enclosing walls, underground tunnels, loopholes, 

and presumably other constructions such as D-shaped buildings and other tall structures. The data 

suggest that the small sites in cliff alcoves were situated more defensively than the large cliff dwellings 

described above, in that ladders were necessary in order to enter many of them. Hand-and-toe holds 

are associated with a few sites in the lower portion of the Sand Canyon locality. Walls extend the 
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entire length of the alcove and create only one entryway into at least six of the examined sites. At 

two cliff dwellings there is not much evidence of permanent habitation within the alcove, although 

there is evidence of structures below the shelters. These alcoves might have functioned as refugees for 

inhabitants living below the alcoves and also for people at other nearby small habitations.

towers that were located in proximity to the sites. Some free-standing towers in the lower portion of 

the Sand Canyon locality are very close to the habitation sites; the distances range from several to 30 or 

40 meters to as far as 100-350 meters. We consider all of these towers to have been associated with the 

nearest habitation. We propose that the primary function of these towers was communication, because 

most are intervisible with nearby sites, and that their secondary function was defense. Among the sites 

consist of four or more sites that were near each other or within visual contact. 

into one closely cooperating community. This community might have been created, and might have 

attempt to better defend the inhabitants of particular settlements and the entire community. Individual 

communities were probably independent and autonomous, although inter-community alliances might 

occurred between communities rather than within communities.

groups (Upham et al. 1994; Wilcox 1991) that have been supported in some cases by archaeological 

“increasingly intense warfare, evidenced by settlement location shift from lowland areas to defensible 

hilltops and the palisading villages” (Spielmann 1994: 51). Spielmann also points out that alliances 

among pueblos in one cluster may have developed in part for mutual defense, whereas confederacies 

“may have been equally important in suppressing hostilities within local areas.” Also, to defend 

and in some cases even more important than, building defensive architecture and constructing sites 

sites and the absence of intervisibility with another “set” of sites within, for example, the Kayenta 

region (Haas and Creamer 1993) may be inferred as evidence for the presence or absence of political 

alliances respectively (Wilcox and Haas 1994: 217). There may have been a similar state of affairs at 
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