Ancestral Puebloan Culture:  An Introduction
Ancestral Puebloan Culture of the Southwestern United States:
     Perhaps no other word in the Southwest carries as much weight and meaning as the Spanish word pueblo, as it has been used to describe architecture, people, language, culture, time and space.  The literal translation of “pueblo” from the Spanish language is simple, it means town, or village.  However, the term pueblo can also refer to the historical physical structures that these people live in, or it can refer to their government or the land set aside as independent nations.

When Spanish explorers came up the Rio Grande in 1540 A.D., they encountered Native American groups who were not nomadic, but were sedentary farmers who lived in independent communities, each with their own tribal elders, culture and language.  The Spanish named these people and the above ground dwellings they lived in Pueblos. Today, there are 19 remaining Pueblos in New Mexico out of an estimated one hundred villages prior to Spanish contact.  The 19 Pueblos do not include the Hopi of Arizona or the Tigua of Ysleta del Sur Pueblo of El Paso, Texas as they each have their own unique histories.  It is important to remember that each one of the Pueblo groups is separate, with its own culture, traditions, and secular government.  However, they all share a common traditional native religion, although there are some variances from pueblo to pueblo; a similar lifestyle, philosophy; and a common economy based on the same geographical area occupied by the Pueblos and their ancestors for thousands of years. Despite these common elements, each Pueblo maintains a distinct identity although the languages vary greatly.

Pueblo languages:
     Historically, the Pueblos have been classified according to language as well as culture and social relationships.  There are three language families each with its own origins.  These language families include Keresan, Tanoan, and Zunian.  The Hopi language makes a fourth Puebloan language which is Uto-Aztecan also shared by the Nahuas, or Aztecs of central Mexico and various other indigenous groups throughout northern Mexico and the southwestern United Sates.  The Tanoan language stock is further divided into three dialects including: Tiwa, Tewa, and Towa.  Today’s Pueblos speak languages as outlined here.

Tanoan:


Tiwa- Taos, Picuris, Sandia, and Isleta pueblos


Tewa- San Juan, Santa Clara, San Ildefonso, Nambé, Tesuque, *Hano, and Pojoaque pueblos


Towa- Spoken only at Jemez and the now abandoned Pecos pueblos

Keresan:


Acoma, Cochiti, Laguna, San Felipe, Santa Ana, Santo Domingo, and Zia pueblos

Zunian:


Zuni is spoken only by the Zuni

Uto-Aztecan:


Hopi villages:



First Mesa- Walpi, Sichomovi, Hano (Tewa), and Polacca (at base of First Mesa)



Second Mesa- Shungopavi, Shipaulovi, and Mishongnovi



Third Mesa- Kykotsmovi, Old Oraibi, **Moenkopi, Bacavi, and Hotevilla

*Hano is a Hopi-Tewa community on First Mesa in Hopi.  Tewa refugees from the Galisteo Basin 

  in New Mexico relocated and were allowed to settle on First Mesa when the Spanish returned 

  to New Mexico in 1693.  Tewa continues to be spoken at Hano. 

**Moenkopi is a branch of Old Oraibi originally established 40 miles west of Third Mesa as a farming 

    village.  Later, a permanent village was established.

The Puebloan languages give great insight into the origins and migrations of the people.  Due to the language diversity that existed in the Pueblo province, Pueblo people were multilingual, fluent in the surrounding languages of neighboring pueblos.  With the arrival of the Spanish and later the Americans, Many Pueblo people spoke their native language plus Spanish and English.  However, in today’s English dominated society, the younger generations of Pueblo people speak less Spanish and unfortunately, some are also losing their native language.

Art and Ancestral Puebloan Culture:

     The western notion of art differs greatly from the Puebloan concept of artistic expression.  Art in and of itself as a concept is a western idea where art is defined as, “the quality, production, expression, or realm, according to aesthetic principles, of what is beautiful, appealing, or of more than ordinary significance.”  Unlike the Puebloan view, this definition implies no spiritual significance.  It is difficult to apply the word art to puebloan culture as the concept of art is a European concept as there is no Puebloan word for art.  However, for lack of a better term in English, “puebloan art,” will be used for the purposes of this description.  Puebloan art embodies a spirit and energy for pueblo people.    It is a way to outwardly express an otherwise esoteric concept where esoteric refers to secret knowledge not accessible to the uninitiated.  Western art is also meant for the general public unlike much Pueblo art which is often fashioned for sacred purposes and those initiated into ceremonial societies and not meant for the general public.  To Pueblo people, art is an integral part of spirituality.  Some would argue that it would be difficult to separate out spirituality from artistic puebloan expression.  Much of Puebloan art is the embodiment of a sacred entity such as rain, sun, or other natural force necessary for harmony and balance in life.  The materials used are also often symbolic as to embody a particular entity or idea.  Puebloan cosmology is filled with esoteric symbols, songs, and dances that are meant to address the sacred spirits responsible for bringing rain to a dry climate.  Everything has meaning such as the colors, designs and materials used.  Much of what the Ancestral Pebloans left behind were the offerings left for their ancestors or cloud spirits.  As offerings, they went to great lengths to obtain the best materials and fashion these artifacts in the best way possible.  These artifacts were meant to mirror the order and chaos of the natural world as well as the beauty.  
     Other aspects looked at when considering Pueblo classification are the records left behind by the Ancestral Puebloans including pottery shards, murals, textile remnants, stone tools, petroglyphs, ruins, etc.  Advancements in the art of the people give great insight into the changes in the social fabric of the Ancestral Puebloan culture.  One such example can be seen in the use of baskets, indicating a hunter-gatherer society, to the construction and use of pottery, indicating a more sedentary and agricultural lifestyle.  The advent of pottery suggests that people were putting significant amounts of time and energy into food preparation and storage.  Examples of pottery vary across the American Southwest in both time and space and give great insight into the cultures they come from.  The manifestation of trade suggests even greater advancements as not only material goods were exchanged but ideas, language, blood (intermarriage), and ceremonies were also exchanged.  The following is a general timeline of some of the cultural changes based on migrations and developments in architecture and agricultural techniques.  





Paleo-Indian 

9500-9000





Archaic

7000-1500 

Basketmaker II
50 B.C.-A.D. 450

Basketmaker III  
A.D. 450- 700

Pueblo I  

700-900

Pueblo II

900-1100

Pueblo III

1100-1300

Pueblo IV

1300-1600

Historic

1600-1880

Modern

1880- 1950

Contemporary

1950-present

     The easiest way to make sense of these dates is to understand that they are guidelines for development of Puebloan culture.  For example, nomadic peoples, i.e. hunter gatherers, have little use for heavy fragile pottery, hence the name “basketmaker.”  This does not mean that the modern pueblos no longer make baskets, it simply means that the proliferation of pottery in the Pueblo province has become an indicator in time of certain cultural advancements.  Although pottery was being produced and traded further south in Mexico, the people of the southwest had little use for pottery prior to the year 100, a period which marked the beginning of a sedentary lifestyle and the development of agriculture.  Fluctuations in population may have impacted the development of certain art forms such as pottery.  Pottery and textiles developed into various forms and styles primarily for utilitarian purposes until around 1400 when populations dropped due to various causes including drought, raiding tribes, and disease.  Prior to 1600, pottery was widely traded until the arrival of the Spanish to the Southwest in the 1500’s.[image: image1.jpg]
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  This map shows the occupation areas of the earlier cultural groups of the Southwest including the Mogollon, Hohokam, and what some archeologists refer to as Anasazi, now referred to as the ancestors of today’s Pueblo peoples, or Ancestral Puebloan people.  These distinct cultural groups were contemporaries of each other that interacted and traded with eachother.  The Mogollon first appeared around 300 B.C. in eastern Arizona.  By 1150, they spread throughout the Mimbres Valley.  

     The Ancestral Puebloans, formerly known as the “Anasazi,” occupied the four corners region and are most known for their black on white pottery. In reference to their ancestors, the Hopi do not use the term “Anasazi,” a Navajo word meaning, “enemy ancestors.”  The Hopi much prefer the Hopi term, “Hisatsinom,” meaning “long ago people.”  Most Pueblo people prefer the term Ancestral Puebloan when referring to their ancestors.  The Ancestral Puebloans were the first to produce pottery for trade by the year 800, around the same time high-rise architecture developed.  Black on white pottery decoration developed around 600 and by 850, they were producing corrugated utilitarian cookware.  

     The mysterious Hohokam were the first to build relatively large settlements of pit houses in their region but they were not densely populated Pueblos as seen with the Ancestral Puebloans.  Hohokam, in the Pima language means, “those who have vanished.”  For the most part, the Hohokam have been the subject of much debate and not much is known about them other than the buildings and pottery they left behind.  Some theories indicate that they may have gone south to join their trade partners in Casas Grandes, Chihuahua.  

     The Salado culture was first identified as a distinct group living in the Tonto basin of south-central Arizona.  Thye appear to have originated in the upper reaches of the Gila, Salt, and Little Colorado river drainages along the borders between the Ancestral Puebloan and Mogollon regions.  By 1450, the Salado vanished.  Unlike the Salado, the Sinagua are known as “the ones who didn’t vanish,” and are said to be the ancestors of the present-day Hopi.  The yellow color of their pottery is due to the clay which is still in use at Hopi today. Both the archeologists and the Hopi agree that the Sinagua are the direct ancestors to the Hopi.  The Sinaguas openly traded wares and other goods with the other Ancestral Puebloan, Mogollon and Salado cultures.  Between 1200 and 1300, the Ancestral Puebloans built on top of the Mesas in central Arizona where they remain today.  The same can be said of the Rio Grande Pueblos as the Ancestral Puebloans set off on their migrations, they founded Pueblos as each group established their new home.  Many of these locations continue to be remembered in the oral tradition of the Pueblo people today as pilgrimages and offerings continue to be made at some of these sites.  Many of the same cultural traditions from ancient times continue to be practiced in many of the Pueblos of New Mexico and Arizona today.  Pottery and the textile arts are two examples.  Although several Pueblos almost lost these arts, pottery and textile traditions have continued.

Mesoamerican influence:

When considering Ancestral Puebloan culture, it is important to also examine Mesoamerican culture as it influenced the early cultures of the Southwest to varying degrees.  Some researchers would venture to say that although the Southwest tradition is distinct, in broad perspective, it mirrors Mesoamerican cultures.  Some of the basis for this is the fact that many of the domestic crops such as corn, beans, squash, and chili all were cultivated in Central and Southern Mexico long before they appeared in the Southwest.  The cultivation of maize is estimated to have begun around the year 5000 while agriculture did not appear in the Southwest until about 4000 bp.  Aside from food, the arts were also greatly impacted with everything from design in cotton textiles, pottery, shell and stonework, and parrot/macaw featherwork.   Evidence also suggests that weapons such as the atlatl also originated in Mexico.  Aside from material goods that were brought north by the Mexican traders or pochtekah, Nahuatl for merchants, ideas, beliefs, and stories were also exchanged between people.  Many ceremonies, religious beliefs, design and rituals were thought to have originated in Mexico.  This theory is supported by various southwestern tribes such as the Hopi of Arizona who recognize their relationship with the Nahuas of  Mexico.  Other Rio Grande Pueblos also recognize connections with various indigenous groups of Mexico as preserved in the memory of the people.      

     Various Mexican indigenous groups had traditions of trade which required them to travel long distances in order to distribute and collect goods, such as turquoise, shells, and obsidian from other areas.  Trade centers were established in key areas such as Northern Mexico in the Casas Grandes and Paquimé area as well as other centers in the Southwest like Chaco in the late eleventh and mid-fourteenth centuries.  Evidence of this is taken from the variety of luxury/ceremonial artifacts found in these areas such as inlayed shells, fetishes, etc.  There is also much evidence of inter-cultural exchange between Mexican indigenous group and various indigenous groups of what is today the American Southwest as can be observed in that art of the Ancestral Puebloans such as kiva murals, pottery styles and designs, as well as textiles.  The prevalence of macaws and jaguars in the kiva murals of Pottery Mound, New Mexico suggest a close relationship with various cultures of the south where such fauna can be found. 
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Pottery Mound, New Mexico kiva murals showing macaws feasting on corn.  The second mural shows a jaguar, generally associated with a warrior society in Mexico with a quiver and arrows.  The bird image may represent an eagle.  This may have some relationship with the two warrior societies of Mexico, the eagle and the jaguar warrior societies.   

     The sharing of ideas and their influence on the artifacts they produced, as in the case of pottery, can be traced back to a particular region and time period.  The following table illustrates the continuous thread that connects many Puebloan communities to their ancient past.  The example of pottery suggests this relationship in a general way.  There are five main colors of pottery used over the history of pottery in the Southwest, each with a specific cultural group associated with them.  These clay colors and associations are outlined in the following table:

Clay and people of the Southwest

	Color
	Pre-historic
	Modern

	Brown
	Mogollon
	Navajo

	White
	Ancestral Puebloan
	Acoma/Zuni

	Buff
	Hohokam/Casas Grandes
	Northern and mid Rio Grande, southern Arizona and Casas Grandes

	Red
	Salado
	Mid-Rio Grande

	Yellow
	Sinagua/Hopi
	Hopi


The variety and skill evident in much of today’s Pueblo pottery mirrors the long traditions and techniques used by the ancient Pueblo ancestors.  In most cases, this art was almost lost in several of the pueblos with strong pottery traditions.  Many of these pueblos have not only rescued their unique tradition but refined and innovated their techniques while holding true to their tradition.


     This map shows the current locations of today’s Pueblos and identifies them according to language group.  Due to relative isolation, the Hopi of Arizona have maintained much of the traditional arts and religious practices, man of which have disappeared along the Rio Grande.  The Hopi village of Awat’ovi was the only Hopi village that agreed to become Christianized by the Spanish.  The mission at Awat’ovi was reestablished in 1699.  This upset many Hopi in other villages and in 1701, Awat’ovi was destroyed for accepting the Spanish back and the people of the village were either destroyed or redistributed throughout the other Hopi villages with the notable exception of Shungopavi.    In this way, the Catholic influence at Hopi was eliminated although other vestiges of Spanish culture remained such as livestock, fruit trees and wheat. 
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