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The Puebloan cliff dwellings against an evening sky over a great and vast desert. This scene has to be among the most 
iconic in all of American archaeology. The Puebloan dwellings in the Four-Corners region of the United States certainly 
gives meaning to the rich culture of Native American life. They serve as a permanent marker from the Puebloan people 
of their distinct and distinguishing contribution to our greater cultural world. 

 
 

  
Map of the major Puebloan settlements of             A map of the various Puebloan communities 
central New Mexico 

 
But how did they get there? Where did they come from? Ancestral Puebloans have an extremely early recorded 
archaeological history as far as New World standards are concerned. Their story begins around 7000 BC. We know of 
their culture by the archaeological presence of baskets.  These were gatherers of many different kinds of seeds; but as 
the fauna became extinct, they moved into a hunting mode. 
 
The Puebloans moved through a variety of different stages, gathering new technologies along the way, increasing their 
societal complexity: 
 
Archaic – (Early Basketmaker Era) 7000 BC to 1500 BC – Characterized by the early baskets made. 
 
Early Basketmaker Era II 1500-BC-50AD - The cultivation of maize began. 

 (cont’d on page 3) 
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By 1150, another prolonged drought ensued. More 
from Chaco Canyon came to Mesa Verde.  Several 
changes occurred simultaneously. First the 
economic system across the Four Corners area 
seemingly collapsed, and it appears that Mesa Verde 
became more isolated. Secondly, the immigrants 
from Chaco Canyon brought new technology and 
new ways of constructing buildings. Thirdly, as 
drought killed off native plant species that might be 
used to gather nuts and seeds, domestic growing of 
crops became even more important. 

 

 

 
<<  A panoramic view of the cliff dwellings of Mesa Verde 

 
For Mesa Verde, this era was the beginning of the production 
of the Cliff Palace.  Life had to revolve around being near a 
viable water source, and to be protected from enemies. The 
Cliff Palace offered both of these necessities, and became truly 
one of the archaeological wonders of the world. By around 
1350, it is estimated that 22,000 people lived in the Mesa 
Verde area. Most lived on the plains that are just above the 
cliff pictures in more simple, modest homes. However, the 
epicenter of the settlement was almost certainly the Cliff 
Palace. 

 
 
Puebloan architecture is remarkable. Windows nearly always 
faced south and where often U, E, or L-shaped. Many 
buildings were inaccessible except for ladders, making them 
a much safer haven from would-be enemies.  Extended 
families might share many rooms together and then shared a 
kiva. Doors and windows became in the late Pueblo III era 
were T-shaped, a characteristic shared with Chaco Canyon.   
Puebloan architecture expanded to include reservoirs, silt- 
retaining dams, and towers for use as lookouts. 
 

 
The magic of Mesa Verde in the morning 

 

 

 
Pottery became more sophisticated. Sizes and shapes 
varied greatly. The black dye used for decoration came 
from nearby plant material. Different clays were used: 
some left the pottery a tan-brown, and others, like 
those from southeastern Utah, left the pottery red. A 
variety of different temperatures appeared to be used to 
make pottery to further change the color of the finished 
product. Overall, it seems that a vast amount of 
variation was used, with considerable time and expertise 
needed to produce such a variety of exquisite products. 

 

 (cont’d pg 5) 
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As is the case for so much of archaeology, much of the time and expertise of archaeologists investigates the demise of 
the civilization. Mesa Verde’s demise was no different than other Puebloan settlements: drought.  An overreliance on 
maize led to over-farming, so when drought conditions became particularly severe around 1350, there simply wasn’t 
enough food grow to go around. The people of Mesa Verde had to relocate or face starvation.  
 

Most scholars today don’t think of it as a dissolution of a culture. Instead, that exodus follows a trend that has been part 
of the Puebloan culture for nearly 3000 years. A particular place becomes fertile and hospitable and is used. When 
climate changes occur and people must move on, they simply do. In the case of Mesa Verde, little evidence exists as to 
where the people went. However, due to the styles on the paucity of pottery found in the Four-Corners region during 
this era, it is thought they went further south toward southern Arizona and New Mexico, and perhaps the Santa Fe- 
Albuquerque region of central New Mexico. 
 

The Puebloans were a considerable nation when the Spanish encountered them nearly 16th-century.  Despite the un-
fortunate and customary stories of disease and violence from the new settlers, the Puebloan culture has remained strong 
and vibrant, and is considered a dominant culture in western New Mexico today. Pottery is still made, the traditions of 
the Puebloans continue, and the architecture of sandstone and adobe prevails throughout much of the region. 
 
The stamps.  Beautifully done, the Pueblo pottery stamps (Scott #1706-09) feature four distinct Puebloan 
communities:  The Zia, the San Ildefonso, the Hopi, and the Acoma.  Each of these communities, although distinctly 
Puebloan, are part of a whole separated into communities by both geography and linguistics: 
Keresan: family to which Western and Eastern Keres belong, considered by some a language isolate consisting of a dialect 
continuum spoken at the pueblos of Acoma, Laguna, Santa Ana, Zia, Cochiti, Kewa, and San Felipe. 
Kiowa-Tanoan:  stock to which the Tanoan (or Puebloan) branch belongs, consisting of three separate sub-branches: 
Towa: currently solely spoken at Jemez Pueblo. 
Tewa: the most widespread Tanoan language with several dialects, spoken at Ohkay Owingeh, San Ildefonsao, Santa 
Clara, Tesuque, Nambé, and Pojoaque Pueblos. 
Tiwa: the only Tanoan sub-branch consisting of separate languages:  
Northern Tiwa: a language with two dialects, one spoken at Taos and the other at Picuris. 
Southern Tiwa:  also consisting of two dialects, spoken at Sandia and Isleta Pueblos.  
Uzo-Aztecan: stock to which Hopi belongs, spoken exclusively at Hopi Pueblo. 
Zuni:  family to which Zuni belongs; it is a language isolate, currently spoken exclusively at Zuni Pueblo.  
(Taken from Wikipedia) 
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Each of these exquisite pieces is in a regional museum, having been produced between 1880-1920.  The stamps are 
photogravured to bring each work sharpness and clarity on the stamps. 
 

A single variation in the Scott catalogue exists.  A block or strip of 4 that is imperforated, as opposed to the usual 
perforations, can fetch up to $2000. 

     
Imperforated error                               Paper fold error 
 

 
 
Misperforations exist as well, also not acknowledged 
by the Scott Specialty Catalogue.  These stamps 
have an off-centered vertical perforation which cuts 
through the pictures of the pottery.  Prices for a 
misperforated plate block reach approximately $125. 
 
 

  
 

  
Yet another form of the paper fold error 
 

Other variations do exist.  Paper fold errors, where the margins are over-perforated in a variety of places and patterns 
also exist, with at least four having been identified by this author.  Unfortunately, Scott, even in their specialty catalogue, 
do not acknowledge these.  Pricing for these reaches approximately $150 on common auction websites. 
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