
154. Mesa Verde cliff dwellings. Montezuma County, Colorado 

Ancestral Puebloan (Anasazi). 450-1300 C.E. Sandstone 

 Video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OFGoEesYLtE 

 600 structures (mostly residential but also for storage and ritual) into the cliff faces of the Four 

Corners region of the United States (the southwestern corner of Colorado, northwestern corner of 

New Mexico, northeastern corner of Arizona, and southeastern corner of Utah). 

 They accessed these dwellings with retractable ladders 

 Not everyone lived in cliff dwellings 

 The largest of all the cliff dwellings, Cliff Palace, has about 150 rooms and more than twenty 

circular rooms. Due to its location, it was well protected from the elements 

 The buildings ranged from one to four stories, and some hit the natural stone “ceiling."  

 stone and mud mortar, along with wooden beams adapted to the natural clefts in the cliff face 

 families lived in architectural units, organized around kivas (circular, subterranean rooms). 
o Other typical features of a kiva include a firepit (or hearth), a ventilation shaft, a deflector 

(a low wall designed prevent air drawn from the ventilation shaft from reaching the fire 

directly), and a sipapu, a small hole in the floor that is ceremonial in purpose. 
o Kivas continue to be used for ceremonies today by Puebloan peoples 

 Cliff Palace also features some unusual structures, including a circular tower. Archaeologists are 

still uncertain as to the exact use of the tower. 

 murals display geometric designs, while other murals represent animals and plants 

 the Ancestral Puebloan peoples produced black-on-white ceramics and turquoise and shell 

jewelry 

 the exact reasons for building the cliff dwellings remain unknown to us 
o sedentary farmers and cultivated beans, squash, and corn 
o Originally most farmers lived near their crops, but this shifted in the late 1100s when 

people began to live near sources of water, and often had to walk longer distances to their 

crops.  

 The cliff dwellings at Mesa Verde were abandoned around 1300 C.E. 
o Why? No one knows 

 Possibly: drought, lack of resources, violence or some combination of these. 



 

 

 


