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This paper draws on iconographic style, social psychology research, and archi-
tectural evidence to suggest that the Procession Panel on Comb Ridge, south-
east Utah, provides an accurate depiction of the households within an early
Mesa Verde community ca. A.D. 760–800. It argues that the Procession
Panel depicts a community in transition, when some households began to
reorganize as members of lineages and materialized this relationship by con-
structing large, multihousehold surface dwellings. However, not all house-
holds organized into lineage-scale groups, and these differences between
these two kinds of social organization created fault lines where social inequal-
ities could later develop.

Este artículo usa el estilo iconográfico, la investigación en psicología social y la
evidencia arquitectónica para sugerir que el “Procession Panel” en Comb
Ridge, sureste de Utah, proporciona una descripción precisa de las viviendas
dentro de una comunidad Mesa Verde entre A.D. 760– 800. Sostiene que el
Procession Panel representa a una comunidad en transición, cuando
algunas viviendas comenzaron a reorganizarse como miembros de linajes y
materializaron esta relación mediante la construcción de grandes superficies
casas de multifamiliares. Sin embargo, no todos las viviendas se organizaron
en grupos de escala de linaje, y estas diferencias entre estos dos tipos de orga-
nización social crearon líneas de falla donde las desigualdades sociales
podrían desarrollarse posteriormente.
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Introduction

This paper begins with a fairly straightforward question: do petroglyphs on the

Procession Panel at Comb Ridge in southeast Utah depict actual households? I

suggest that this petroglyph panel provides an unparalleled snapshot of a Mesa

Verdean community in transition: the moment when the first large, above-ground,

multihousehold structures were built within settlements that could be characterized

as “aggregated” villages. Drawing on iconography present on the Procession Panel

as well as the spatial organization of several nearby settlements dating to the A.D.

760–800 period, I argue that: (1) the procession depicted on the panel closely

matches the composition of early village communities in the Mesa Verde region

ca. A.D. 760–800; (2) village formation was partly a consequence of internally

driven social change within communities, such as the development of lineages

(cf. Ware 2014); and (3) the shift in organization to larger scale social groups

like lineages was incompletely realized, creating a point of tension between house-

holds within eighth and ninth century Mesa Verde communities.

I build my case that petroglyphs on the Procession Panel are depictions of actual

households in several ways. I present multiple lines of evidence that suggest it was

not only possible for the Procession Panel artist(s) to accurately depict villages,

households, and individuals, but it was also their intention. I find evidence of this

intention in the small stylistic differences in the execution of figures on the petro-

glyph panel. As I will show, household size as depicted on the Procession Panel

accords strikingly well with cross-cultural and historic Southwest Pueblo averages.

Archaeologists often extrapolate population estimates from architectural remains.

Here, I reverse this approach and propose some architectural correlates for the

groups shown on the Procession Panel. There are two schools of thought as to the

architectural correlate of an early Pueblo household in the Mesa Verde region ca.

A.D. 760–900 — one argues that it was the pithouse (Lightfoot 1994), the other

that it was the surface domestic habitation room (Wilshusen and Blinman 1992).

The research presented here offers a few suggestions as to which architectural corre-

late of the household is most plausible. I then propose several kinds of architectural

spaces that correspond to the groups shown on the Procession Panel. Drawing on

existing published data from the Mesa Verde region as well as recent survey data

from the McElmo Dome of far southwest Colorado I provide archaeological evi-

dence that these spaces existed ca. A.D. 760–800. I then return to a discussion of

figure style as it relates to early Pueblo architectural spaces to argue that as early

as A.D. 760 some households had organized into lineage-scale social groups,

while others had not.

The Procession Panel

The Procession Panel is a petroglyph panel located near the summit of Comb Ridge,

a striking monocline that rises hundreds of feet above Butler and Comb washes in

southeast Utah (Figure 1). It is not the only petroglyph panel in the northern South-

west to depict a procession (see Kitchell 2010), but it is certainly one of the most

impressive (to differentiate it from other procession panels, I will hereafter capitalize
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it — Procession Panel). The panel is positioned above a spot where the steep and

imposing cliffs of the monocline can be precariously traversed — prehistoric hand

and toeholds indicate that Ancestral Pueblo residents regularly used the route.

The jagged outline of Comb Ridge can be seen for dozens of miles, from Cedar

Mesa in the west to the flat mesa tops of the McElmo Dome to the east. During

the period when the Procession Panel was probably created, ca. A.D. 650–800,

Comb Ridge separated communities on Cedar Mesa from those along

Butler wash and areas further to the east (Allison et al. 2012:40–46; Robins and

Hays-Gilpin 2000:241).

Stretching for seven meters along a protected vertical face of sandstone, the Pro-

cession Panel depicts four lines of anthropomorphic figures converging on a large,

double circle (Figure 2). The longest line is depicted leaving a smaller double

circle (I infer the direction of travel based on those figures that are depicted either

carrying staffs or shown with a “bump” on their back — possibly denoting a

burden basket or child in a cradleboard). Some archaeologists have interpreted

these circular elements as great kivas or dance circles (Wilshusen et al. 2012:211),

though it is also possible that they represent places of emergence.

For the sake of description, I have labeled the procession lines on the panel

Groups A–D from left to right (Figure 2). When I refer to “major groups” or “pro-

cession lines” I mean Groups A–D. I refer to smaller units on the panel as “clus-

ters.” In total, there are about 194 figures within the four procession lines on

the panel, 37 in Group A, 13 or 14 in Group B, 14 or 15 in Group C, and

about 128 in Group D (there are a few ambiguous marks that may or may not

be actual figures).

figure 1. Map of the Four Corners region of Utah, Colorado, New Mexico and Arizona,
showing locations mentioned in the text and selected landforms and rivers.
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figure 2. The Procession Panel, showing major groups (A, B, C, and D), clusters of stylistically similar anthropomorphs (separated by dashed lines),
and the number of figures within each cluster. Total length of the panel is approximately 7 m. Figure adapted from Ann Phillips drawing of the panel,
reproduced in Wilshusen et al. (2012).
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The Procession Panel also contains about 15 additional anthropomorphic petro-

glyphs and about 10 zoomorphic petroglyphs, including two large creatures that are

most likely deer and several smaller quadrupeds. The additional anthropomorphic

figures are, in general, larger than those depicted within the four major procession

lines. Other visible petroglyphs include footprints, possible sandal imagery, atlatl

darts or arrows, incised lines, and clusters of peck marks. Based on superposition

there are few, if any, elements that pre-date the four procession lines, though there

are numerous elements that have been placed atop figures within the procession

lines. In several cases, anthropomorphs and zoomorphs appear to have been

placed relative to the layout of the four procession lines. None of the anthropo-

morphs within the four procession lines overlap with one another, although some

figures intersect the two double circles that may represent architectural spaces or

places of emergence. The lack of overlap among the figures in the four procession

lines, their placement relative to natural features, and the fact that many of the

later petroglyphs appear to be placed relative to the four procession lines all

suggest that the artist(s) laid out and executed the four principle procession lines

as a single composition.

Petroglyph panels depicting processions — including the Procession Panel — are

thought to have first appeared during the Basketmaker III period (A.D. 500–750)

based on stylistic evidence and the depiction of objects recovered from datable

archaeological contexts (Cole 1994:299; DeMarrais 2011:173; Grant 1978;

Hyder 2004; Kitchell 2010:834; Manning 1992; Robins and Hays-Gilpin

2000:241; Schaafsma 1980:121–134). Wilshusen, Ortman, and Phillips

(2012:210) argued that the Procession Panel itself dates between A.D. 650–800

based on depictions of bows and arrows, sandal imagery, the possibility that the

double circles represent great kivas or dance circles, and the known history of settle-

ment in the surrounding area.

There are several interpretations of processional imagery in rock art during the

seventh through ninth centuries. Robins and Hays-Gilpin (2000) proposed that

procession imagery denotes a shift in iconographic style from static images

focused on single individuals (e.g., San Juan Style anthropomoprhs) to active, rhe-

torical scenes meant to reinforce narratives important to the identity of commu-

nities, and that emphasized unity and convergence (Robins and Hays-Gilpin

2000:241, 247). Similarly, Wilshusen, Ortman, and Phillips (2012) argued that

processional imagery demonstrates a shift from communities based around geo-

graphic territories and competition for resources to communities where shared

ritual, exchange, and celebration of community scale achievements were empha-

sized. DeMarrais (2011:174) situates processional imagery within the milieu of

community formation and goes further, suggesting “figurative representation of

processionals and depictions of kivas may have been records of actual events,

intended to reinforce new local rules emphasizing solidarity and social cohesion.”

In contrast, however, Kitchell (2010:836) proposed that the iconography of proces-

sion panels is not part of a new ideology based around community-scale events, but

rather fits into a traditional manner of denoting the supermundane; thus, proces-

sional imagery was most likely meant to relate mythic stories or cosmological prin-

ciples, not actual events.
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Whether the artist(s) of the Procession Panel was/were showing a single gathering,

an amalgam of multiple gatherings, a gathering contained within a larger mythic or

origin narrative, or a moment of emergence, I propose that they drew upon detailed

knowledge of specific groups and individuals in this particular portrayal. In the next

two sections I explain why I think it is plausible that the Procession Panel artist(s)

depicted social groups with numerical accuracy, first drawing on research about

network size and individuals’ ability to recall information about other people, and

then pointing out several stylistic aspects of the panel’s imagery that suggests

groups were purposely separated into discrete clusters.

Network Size and Recalling Individuals

The Procession Panel shows about 194 individuals within the four procession lines

(Figure 2). It is possible that there were once a few more figures on the left-hand side

of Group A that have been lost to erosion, but the topography of the escarpment face

suggests that very few figures are missing. Is it reasonable to assume that the artist or

artists that created the Procession Panel could have been relatively familiar with this

number of people? Research in evolutionary psychology and applied anthropology

suggests that it is.

Robin Dunbar (1993) argued on the basis of a regression of primate neocortical size

that humans should be able to maintain stable interpersonal relationships with an

average of 147 individuals (with a 95 percent confidence range of 100–231). He sup-

ported this claimwith a cross-cultural ethnographic dataset that demonstrated a strong

preference for intermediate-scale social groups to average about 150 individuals (range

90–222). Dunbar suggested that this number represents an upper limit on the number

of stable relationships that can be maintained among individuals, and thus a rather

effective and consistent scale of social groups lacking hierarchical organization.

Dunbar’s (1993:691) number hypothesizes the number of people with whom we

can “maintain stable relationships.” Christopher McCarty et al. (2001) used a

slightly lower bar to estimate the average network size of individuals based on

their ability to “know” or recall people within a particular sub-population or

relation category. They ascertained that on average, their survey respondents

could recall about 290 individuals (McCarty et al. 2001:32). Interestingly, they

found that members of the clergy had significantly larger networks and knew on

average 598–948 individuals (McCarty et al. 2001:37), a reflection of their

expanded social role within the community.

The number of figures on the Procession Panel (about 194) is within the range pre-

sented by Dunbar and certainly within the range proposed by McCarty and col-

leagues. A petroglyph composition of the scope and complexity of the Procession

Panel may have been created by an artist or artists who held a special role, such

as a community spiritual leader. In kinship societies, these are precisely the kinds

of individuals who retain specific and detailed knowledge on community

members, their relationships to each other, and their relationships to other commu-

nities. I therefore think it is very reasonable that the Procession Panel could accu-

rately depict the composition and size of particular households within an early

Pueblo community.
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Stylistic Differences in Procession Panel Figures

In no place is there overlap between the figures on the Procession Panel who are

depicted within the four procession lines. The artist(s) laid out and executed the

processional imagery as a single composition, at times making use of natural fea-

tures on the sandstone face to orient certain groups of individuals. In addition, the

artist(s) employed a variety of techniques and styles to differentiate figures in the

procession lines. Some figures have thin, lightly pecked bodies, others are squat

and robust. Some have thick, pecked legs, while others have thin, incised or

scratched legs. Some have carefully pecked oval or round heads, but others have

blobby, irregularly shaped heads. Many appear to have distinctive hairstyles or

headdresses, and a few are gesturing or carrying objects such as lobed circles or

hooked staffs. These qualities have led Wilshusen et al. (2012:212) to suggest

that in some cases the artist(s) may have been showing known characteristics of

specific community members.

Figures created using a particular style or technique are not randomly distributed

within the four major lines of the panel. They occur in clusters that are often con-

nected by faint incised or pecked lines and separated from other clusters by small

gaps between figures, abrupt changes in style, or offsets in the procession lines

(Figure 3). Based on these criteria, I have defined 20 clusters within the four main

lines of the Procession Panel (Figure 2). In the next two sections, I compare the

size of these clusters to ethnological data on household size.

Procession Panel Clusters

The 20 clusters on the Procession Panel range in size from a group of three (incom-

plete due to erosion of part of the panel) to a group of 46 (Figure 2, Table 1).

figure 3. Close up view of several portions of the Procession Panel, showing stylistic differ-
ences that were used to differentiate clusters. Adapted from Ann Phillips drawing of the
panel, reproduced in Wilshusen et al. (2012).
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Excluding these outliers, the average size of a cluster on the Procession Panel is eight

individuals with a range from 4 to 11. The distribution of the average has two

modes, one at 5 and another at 10.

Ethnographic Estimates of Household Size

Defining households and exploring aspects of their organization has been an impor-

tant facet of archaeological research for over 30 years (Blanton 1994; Lightfoot

1994; Netting et al. 1984). Archaeologists have defined the household on the

basis of behavioral patterns such as co-residence, and shared production, distri-

bution, and reproduction (Wilk and Netting 1984). A great deal ethnological and

ethnoarchaeological research has shown that the average size of the household is

remarkably stable cross-culturally and through time. Laslett (1972) noted that

around the world, households tend to have between 4.2 and 7 individuals

(Table 2). Late- nineteenth- and early- twentieth- century census data from

pueblos in the US Southwest provide similar average household sizes. Cameron

(1996) notes that among Rio Grande pueblos, the average was 4.7 individuals per

household, at Zuni it was 5.7 individuals, and at Hopi it was 5.4 individuals per

household (Table 2). Hill (1970), drawing on a similar data set that combined

eastern and western Pueblos, derived an average of 6.1 individuals per household

(Table 2). Beaglehole (1935) found an average of 6.25–6.83 individuals per house-

hold at Mishongnovi and Shipaulovi (Second Mesa Hopi) in the 1930s (Table 2).

Drawing on these data, Lightfoot (1994) proposed that Pueblo I (A.D. 750–900)

households comprised between five and eight individuals, while Wilshusen and

Blinman (1992) used a figure of four to seven individuals per household.

The average size (about eight) of the clusters depicted on the Procession Panel is at

the high end of these historic and cross-cultural averages (Table 2), but not so much

as to be implausible. The bimodal distribution (modes at 5 and 10) suggests that

artist(s) depicted both nuclear and extended families. The elevated average house-

hold size on the Procession Panel is mainly driven by the presence of numerous clus-

ters of 9 or 10 individuals. The range (4–11, excluding outliers), is very similar to

TABLE 1

CLUSTERS OF INDIVIDUALS ON THE PROCESSION PANEL (DEPICTED IN FIGURE 2). COUNT PROVIDES THE
NUMBER OF FIGURES IN EACH GROUP, WHILE THE SIZE OF EACH CLUSTER IS SHOWN IN “HOUSEHOLDS BY

SIZE.” GROUP MEANS AND THE TOTAL MEAN ARE DEPICTED TO THE RIGHT

Group Count Households by size Mean

A 37+ 3a, 6, 10, 7, 11 8.5

B 14–15 10, 5–6 7.75

C 13 8, 5 6.5

D 127 4, 9, 5, 10, 7, 11, 9, 46*, 10, 9, 8 8.2

Mean 8.03

Mode 10 (5)

aExcluded from calculations.
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that found by Beaglehole at Mishongnovi and Shipaulovi (which was 2–11). Fur-

thermore, several scholars (Kohler et al. 2008; Wilshusen and Perry 2008)

propose that between A.D. 500–1000 the northern Southwest was experiencing a

Neolithic Demographic Transition, one consequence of which was elevated birth

rates and larger household sizes than we see today. Directly calculating population

growth from archaeological evidence has yielded rates as high as 1.5–2.6 percent

per year during this period (Schlanger 1987:605–606; Stodder 1987:424 — cited

in Wilshusen and Perry 2008). Coupled with the fact that household size at historic

Pueblos was undoubtedly affected by over 300 years of disease and deprivation

(Cameron 1996:83), these results suggest that the size of the clusters of individuals

on the Procession Panel may accurately represent the size of households within an

early Mesa Verdean community.

Despite the similarities in cluster size on the Procession Panel, cross-cultural

household size, and historically documented Puebloan households, there are

several aspects of households that the panel does not perfectly represent. For

example, where are the children? In a growing agriculturalist population a large pro-

portion of the population should be children. Although some clusters contain one or

two figures that are smaller than the others, most are fairly similar in size. Some

figures have humped backs that could represent small children in cradleboards.

However, if the Procession Panel exhibits actual households, the artist(s) depicted

toddlers and young adolescents using the same iconographic style as adults.

Similarly, gender is not prominently portrayed on the Procession Panel. Indicators of

gender difference are culturally specific, and the indication of gender in rock art is com-

plicated by the conventions used by different groups to transfer three-dimensional

human beings to two-dimensional surface (Hays-Gilpin 2004:23, 36). Hair whorls

and aprons are often associatedwithdepictions of post-pubescentwomen inSouthwest

rock art, while flutes and bows are usually associatedwithmen (Hays-Gilpin 2004:37;

Robins and Hays-Gilpin 2000:240). About one in five figures on the Procession Panel

TABLE 2

ETHNOGRAPHICALLY DOCUMENTED HOUSEHOLD SIZE IN THE US SOUTHWEST AND GLOBALLY

Cameron (1996) Average

19th–20th- century Rio Grande Pueblos 4.7 (0.76 S.D.)

19th–20th- century Zuni 5.7 (1.8 S.D.)

19th–20th- century Hopi 5.4 (0.88 S.D.)

Beaglehole (1935)

1930s Mishongnovi and Shipaulovi 6.25–6.83 (2–11 range)

Hill (1970)

Eastern and Western Pueblos 6.1

Laslett (1972)

Worldwide ethnographic sample 4.2–7

Procession Panel 8.03 (4–11 range)

Notes: Data compiled from Beaglehole (1935), Cameron (1996), Hill (1970), and Laslett (1972). Where possible ranges

are presented, but in many cases only averages or standard deviations were provided with the original data.
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are depicted with unique hairstyles or headdresses, or shown carrying distinctive

objects (Wilshusen et al. 2012:212). It may be possible to undertake a concerted

effort to identify gendered figures on the panel, although I did not for this study.

Architectural Spaces and the Procession Panel

In the preceding sections, I have presented evidence that: (1) the Procession Panel

may represent a specific event or events, (2) it is plausible that the artist or artists

could have been intimately familiar with all the individuals and groups they chose

to portray on the panel, (3) stylistic differences separate figures on the panel into

clusters, and (4) these clusters conform to the expectations for household size in

cross-cultural contexts, in the US Southwest during the historic period, and for pre-

historic communities in the Mesa Verde region. In this section, I explore the kinds of

architectural spaces that may correspond to the social groups represented on the

Procession Panel. Archaeologists frequently estimate the number of people who

lived within a particular architectural space. Going the other direction — starting

with people and ending with architecture — involves the same assumptions about

ratios of roofed area per person and what constitutes “domestic space.” However,

before discussing architecture associated with groups and clusters on the panel, I

first address two additional pertinent issues: whether the groups on the panel

lived in pithouses or pueblos, and what, precisely, is the correlate of the early

Pueblo Mesa Verdean household.

Pithouses or Pueblos?
The first major hurdle to address is the fact that the proposed dates of the Procession

Panel overlap a period of significant architectural change in the Mesa Verde region

that is commonly glossed as the “pithouse to pueblo” transition. Prior to about A.D.

760 surface architecture was relatively insubstantial, consisting of oval, adobe and

jacal storage structures and occasionally rectilinear, covered surface work areas,

located north or northwest of a domestic pithouse (Chenault and Motsinger

2000; Wilshusen 1999a). After A.D. 760, rectilinear surface architecture appeared

that consisted of adobe, jacal, and occasional spalls of masonry, often (but not

always) with slab-lined foundations (Brew 1946; Wilshusen 1999b; Wilshusen

et al. 2012). These structures were also located north or northwest of domestic pit-

houses. Some of these surface structures were up to 100 m or more in length, fronted

by many pithouses.

If the panel dates prior to A.D. 760 each cluster most likely represents the occu-

pants of individual pithouses, but if it was created after A.D. 760 some of the clusters

could conceivably have been the occupants of surface domestic rooms in a single,

large surface structure. I believe that the Procession Panel households most closely

fit the expectations for a Mesa Verdean community circa A.D. 760–800, after

many households began to construct substantial surface architecture and occupy

surface domestic rooms in addition to pithouses. As I will show, the Procession

Panel clusters and groups appear to correspond most closely with the architecture

of communities in which large surface habitations have been constructed.
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What Spaces Did the Early Pueblo Household Occupy?
A second hurdle to overcome is that there is not agreement on what is the architec-

tural correlate of the late eighth and ninth century Mesa Verdean household. Most

archaeologists working in southwest Colorado and southeast Utah equate house-

holds with pit structures (Lightfoot 1994; Ortman et al. 2007). Drawing on exca-

vation and analysis of the Duckfoot site by Crow Canyon Archaeological Center

in the 1980s (Lightfoot 1994; Lightfoot and Etzkorn 1992), they argue that pit

structures were part of a domestic suite that included two or three surface domestic

rooms as well as storage rooms, and that only the domestic suite can be conclusively

linked to the full range of productive, distributive, and reproductive aspects of

households.

In contrast, other archaeologists have proposed that domestic surface rooms cor-

relate most closely with the household (Kane 1986; Wilshusen 1999b; Wilshusen

and Blinman 1992). Domestic surface rooms are usually identified by their size,

the presence of a formal hearth, and floor assemblages representing domestic activi-

ties like food preparation. By the mid-A.D. 800s, there were usually two or three

domestic surface rooms per pit structure within a house, so population estimates

can diverge by a factor of two depending on which space one accepts as a correlate

of the early Pueblo household.

Evidence from excavated sites in the Mesa Verde region suggests that both these

architectural correlates of the household may be correct, at least for a period of time

during the late eighth century when there were two different kinds of houses con-

structed in the region. Sagehill phase habitations consisted of residential pithouses

with minimal evidence for surface habitation spaces — at best, a single lightly

built surface domestic room or ramada — and they date between A.D. 725–800

(Kohler 1988: Table 3.7). Several Sagehill phase structures have been excavated

on the McElmo Dome that date as late as A.D. 800 or 810 (Cavanagh 1982;

Morris 1988; Spears 1982). Dos Casas phase settlements include a pithouse and

two or more surface domestic rooms with attached rectilinear storage rooms, and

date between A.D. 725–840 (Kohler 1988:Table 3.7). Therefore, there was a 75-

year period of overlap when some households were building habitations with archi-

tecture that was essentially unchanged from the preceding 150 years (pithouses with

minimal surface architecture), while others had adopted a new style of house that

had more surface architecture and at least two surface habitation rooms for each

pithouse.

Procession Panel Households and Architecture
Architectural design is flexible and can be suited to the constraints of the environ-

ment and the needs of social groups. Architectural spaces therefore often correspond

to social groups in predictable, patterned ways (Naroll 1962; Rapoport 1969). Con-

sequently, the scale of the social groups on the Procession Panel could correspond to

real architectural spaces.

The four lines of people on the Procession Panel may represent separate settle-

ments of different size. They are explicitly shown arriving at the circle from different

directions, suggesting that they came from geographically separate areas. The
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TABLE 3

ESTIMATES OF ARCHITECTURAL SPACE BASED ON PROCESSION PANEL HOUSEHOLD CLUSTERS, USING METHODS PROPOSED BY LIGHTFOOT (1994) AND WILSHUSEN AND
BLINMAN (1992)

Group No. of figures Clusters on the panel Households
(Lightfoot 1994)a

Pithouses
(Lightfoot 1994)

Roomblock
length (Lightfoot
1994)

Households
(Wilshusen and
Blinman 1992)b

Pithouses
(Wilshusen and
Blinman 1992)c

Roomblock
length (Wilshusen
and Blinman
1992)d

Low High Low High Low High Low High Low High Low High

A 37+ 5 4.6 7.4 5 8 50 80 5.3 9.3 2.4 4.2 29.5 60.0

B 15 2 1.9 3.0 2 3 20 30 2.1 3.8 1.0 1.7 5.3 17.7

C 13–14 2 1.8 2.8 2 3 20 30 2.0 3.5 0.9 1.6 4.2 15.8

D 128–130 11 16.3 26.0 17 26 170 260 18.6 32.5 8.4 14.8 131.7 238.8

Notes: This table shows that estimating households from pithouses provides results closer to the number of households shown in each group on the Procession Panel, at least for groups

smaller than 40 individuals. Table 3 also shows estimated length of surface architecture and estimated numbers of pithouses using both the Lightfoot and Wilshusen and Blinman methods.
a 5–8 people per household.
b 4–7 people per household.
c 2.2 households per pithouse.
d (y − 1.45)/0.13 = x.
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position of the panel near the summit of Comb Ridge at a point where the imposing

landform can be (somewhat precariously) traversed, suggests that the panel may

be showing groups arriving from the east and west sides of the ridge (Robins and

Hays-Gilpin 2000:241).

Each cluster within the procession lines could represent a social group that occu-

pied a single-household, pithouse-focused habitation (e.g., Sagehill phase struc-

tures). Alternately, each procession line could show the occupants of a large

multi-household surface structure. Group D, at least, probably represents groups

inhabiting several structures. There are 128 people in Group D (Figure 2), and

there are no known single structures dating between A.D. 650–800 that could

have housed this many people, regardless of what architectural space one chooses

to associate with the household. Groups A, B, and C are more equivocal, with popu-

lations of between 13 and 37.

Another issue is what amount of architectural space to associate with each house-

hold. Lightfoot (1994) argued that a household was comprised of five to eight

people and was associated with a pithouse and two domestic surface rooms,

while Wilshusen and Blinman (1992) proposed that households were four to

seven people associated with each surface domestic room (and with two or three

households sharing a pithouse). If the Procession Panel shows households size, it

may be possible to determine which method for relating households to architecture

is more accurate. For less than 40 people, the Lightfoot (1994) method (which

associates five to eight people with a pithouse) more closely matches the number

of household shown in each of the four lines on the Procession Panel (Table 3).1

The Wilshusen and Blinman method appears to consistently overestimate the

number of households. However, both methods completely overestimate the

number of households present in Group D, which has about 128–130 individuals.

This is because there is one group of 46 individuals within Group D.

Several of the households depicted on the Procession Panel are significantly larger

than averages used by Lightfoot or Wilshusen and Blinman. Ten or 11 individuals is

probably more people than could fit in all but the largest domestic pithouses of the

seventh and eighth centuries, and more than could fit within a surface domestic

room of the period. Households of this size are probably extended family, multige-

nerational households, though the Procession Panel artist(s) chose to depict them as

units with similar iconographic style. Perhaps part of the impetus for increased

surface architecture circa A.D. 760–800 was to associate more people with particu-

lar pit structures than would physically fit within them. This may explain the discre-

pancy between the ratio of surface domestic rooms to pithouses between Sagehill

and Dos Casas phase structures (Wilshusen 1988)— that is, Dos Casas phase struc-

ture were inhabited by larger, multigenerational extended families that still sought to

associate themselves with a single pit structure.

The Lightfoot (1994) method appears to be more precise for social groups num-

bering less than 40. Consequently, households probably correlate most closely with

pit structures, regardless of whether substantial surface structures existed (i.e.,

post-A.D. 760) or not (i.e., pre-A.D. 760). If Groups A, B, and C are thought to

be represent the inhabitants of single discrete structures, they are roughly equivalent
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to a large hamlet (Group A) with 50–80 m of surface architecture, and two small

hamlets (Groups B and C) with 20–30 m of surface architecture (Table 3).2

The number of people in Group D is too large to fit in any single structure of the

time period, and both methods of estimating households vastly overestimate in com-

parison to the number of clusters actually shown on the Procession Panel (Table 3).

A population of 130 people is as large as an entire village during the A.D. 760–800

period (Wilshusen 1999b:232). That Group D represents a discrete village-scale

settlement is reinforced by the fact that the artist depicted the group originating

from a large pecked circle that may represent a great kiva or dance plaza (though

there are other possible interpretations of this circular element on the Procession

Panel). These large non-domestic structures were common at large settlements

and villages throughout the seventh and eighth centuries, but ceased to be con-

structed for a time in the early-to-mid-ninth century in the Mesa Verde region

(Wilshusen, Ortman, and Diederichs 2012:24).

Estimates for the total amount of architecture associated with this group range

from 8 to 26 pithouses and 130 to 260 m of surface architecture (Table 3). I also cal-

culated the architectural spaces (pithouse and surface structures) associated with

each cluster within Group D using both the Lightfoot and the Wilshusen and

Blinman methods.3 Although the results differ in terms of their absolute predicted

architectural length, they both have nearly identical proportional relationships

between structures predicted for Group D. If each cluster in Group D on the Proces-

sion Panel suggests separate structures, the result is a settlement comprised of one

long surface structure (95–120 m long), many medium length structures (15–20 m

long), and a few small ones (7–10 m long) (Table 4).

TABLE 4

GROUP D CLUSTERS CONVERTED INTO ARCHITECTURAL SPACES (SURFACE ARCHITECTURE AND
PITHOSUES) USING METHODS SUGGESTED BY LIGHTFOOT (1994) AND WILSHUSEN AND BLINMAN (1992)

Number of
people in
cluster

Households
(Lightfoot 1994)

Pithouses
(Lightfoot
1994)

Length of
architecture
(Lightfoot 1994)

Households
(Wilshusen and
Blinman 1992)

Surface habitation
rooms (Wilshusen
and Blinman 1992)

Length of
architecture
(Wilshusen and
Blinman 1992)a

4 0.6 1 10 0.7 1 7

9 1.4 2 20 1.6 2 15

5 0.8 1 10 0.9 1 7

10 1.5 2 20 1.8 2 15

7 1.1 2 20 1.3 2 15

11 1.7 2 20 2.0 2 15

9 1.4 2 20 1.6 2 15

46 7.1 8 80 8.4 9 66

10 1.5 2 20 1.8 2 15

9 1.4 2 20 1.6 2 15

8 1.2 2 20 1.5 2 15

a Total length calculated using (y − 1.45)/0.13 = x, then space assigned proportionally to each household (because

otherwise the equation does not provide accurate estimates for small room blocks).
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Does this pattern reflect actual village layouts during the A.D. 760–800 period? In

the following section, I present evidence from documented communities on the

McElmo Dome in Southwest Colorado, as well as data from excavated villages,

that suggests this pattern conforms to villages known from the A.D. 760–800 period.

Archaeologically Documented Communities of Similar Scale to the
Procession Panel Social Groups

Two communities (5MT955 and 5MT1700/1699/1704/6732) recently documented

byWoods Canyon Archaeological Consultants in Canyons of the Ancients National

Monument, southwest Colorado, provide evidence for the kinds of villages that

Group D may represent. Comb Ridge is visible from one of these sites (5MT955),

and I therefore think it is appropriate to use them as examples. We really have

very little idea how far people would travel for ceremonial events during the

seventh through ninth centuries. I do not think it is unreasonable that people were

regularly traversing the boundaries of the view shed from their home villages —

an area that may be quite substantial for sites located on the mesa tops of the south-

western portion of the McElmo Dome, which has expansive views west across Mon-

tezuma Canyon and as far away as Navajo Mountain and Monument Valley.

5MT955
This site is located on a slight ridge near the middle of Mockingbird Mesa

(Figure 1). It consists of the remains of one large surface habitation structure

with a widespread midden, eight small habitation areas marked by scattered sand-

stone rubble and sheet trash, one additional artifact scatter than may be a ninth

small habitation, and a suspicious, shallow, 23 m diameter depression visible

with LiDAR data and on the ground that may be a great kiva (Figure 4). A pre-

ponderance of plain grayware, Chapin grayware, Basketmaker III–Pueblo I white-

ware (thinly slipped grayware), Abajo Red-on-orange, and Bluff Black-on-red

suggests that the occupation dates between A.D. 725 and 800. The limited, but

spatially patterned, early Pueblo I artifact scatter suggests a relatively short occu-

pation. There is very little Moccasin grayware on the site, and that which does

occur is probably attributable to an early Pueblo II habitation component (A.D.

930–1025) that overlays part of the A.D. 725–800 village at the north end of

the site. There was also a small late Pueblo II (A.D. 1075–1140) use of the

area, and a series of Late Pueblo II-Pueblo III (A.D. 1075–1280) field houses

and agricultural features at the south end of the site. Much of the site area was

mechanically chained in the 1960s.

The large A.D. 725–800 roomblock at the north end of the site is approxi-

mately 99 m in length and has a distinct “hook” at its east end. It may be two

contiguous room blocks. The visible architecture of the roomblock is partially

obscured by two later, smaller, early Pueblo II (A.D. 930–1025) masonry struc-

tures and pit houses. The A.D. 725–800 architecture consists of numerous

upright slabs, aligned clusters of 50–60 sandstone cobbles, and many scattered

pieces of sandstone to south of the cobble clusters. The roomblock is defined
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at its northeast and southwest end by two earthen mounds between 0.75 and

1.0 m in height that may, in fact, be melted adobe — though whether this struc-

tural feature belongs with the A.D. 725–800 occupation or the A.D. 930–1025

occupation is unclear.

The additional habitation areas are arrayed in orderly fashion evenly spaced in

two lines for about 350 m along the crest of Mockingbird Mesa to the southwest.

Scatters of the remains of surface architecture range in length from 6 to 35 m,

and consist of aligned clusters of sandstone cobbles, gravel scatters, and occasional

upright slabs. Ceramic assemblages are similar to that associated with the early com-

ponent of the large roomblock at the north end of the site.

5MT1700, 1704, 1699, 6732
This community of late Basketmaker III-early Pueblo I sites is located on an

unnamed mesa that overlooks Yellow Jacket Canyon northwest of Goodman

figure 4. Survey-based plan map of 5MT955, showing the large surface roomblock (upper
right) and the smaller habitations extending to the southwest. Map depicts documented
surface architecture, middens, the extent of artifact scatters surrounding surface architec-
ture, ash stains and burned rock piles representing surface activity areas.
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Point. 5MT1700 is the largest site in the community, centrally located along the crest

of the mesa. The other sites are scattered along the mesa top for 400–500 m in either

direction (Figure 5). Ceramics on the sites consisted predominately of plain gray

ware, Chapin grayware, Chapin Black-on-white, and Basketmaker III–Pueblo I

figure 5. Survey-based plan map of 5MT1700 community, which is spread along a mesa
top. Map depicts documented surface architecture, middens, the extent of artifact scatters
surrounding surface architecture, ash stains and burned rock piles representing surface
activity areas. Upper map shows site boundaries, while lower expanded view shows features
within site. Expanded maps are depicted at the same scale.
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whiteware (thinly slipped grayware). A very few Abajo Red-on-orange sherds were

observed, and no Moccasin grayware. These assemblages are consistent with an

A.D. 725–775 occupation of the mesa top.

Site 5MT1700 consists of three room blocks, a late Basketmaker III-early Pueblo I

midden, and a possible trash-filled pithouse. The largest of the room blocks, the

southwestern-most, is obscured by a badly looted Pueblo II-III habitation, but

may be up to 80 m long. The visible architecture consists of aligned clusters of

50–60 sandstone cobbles. Between the clusters are scattered pieces of sandstone

and artifacts. A 5.5 m diameter area of dense Pueblo I–Pueblo II sherds, burned

rock, and flaked stone appears to be a trash-filled pithouse associated with this

roomblock. The central roomblock is a low mound of rubble, aligned clusters of

sandstone cobbles, and several upright slabs on the northeast end. It measures

about 40 m long. The northeast roomblock is less substantial and consists of a

scatter of sandstone cobbles and cobble clusters, and a couple upright slabs. It

measures about 45 m long. All told, within an area 200 × 150 m there may be up

to 160 m of surface architecture.

The remaining sites are substantially smaller. Site 5MT1704 consists of a single

roomblock up to 39 m in length evident as aligned clusters of cobbles and a series

of upright slabs along its northeast end. Site 5MT1699 is a low, U-shaped arc of

sandstone rubble with a few upright slabs measuring about 24 m in length. Site

5MT6732 is small roomblock evident as sandstone rubble and three rooms deli-

neated by upright slabs — it measures about 12 m in length.

Additional Early Pueblo Villages
I augment the data from these sites with excavation and survey data from other

Mesa Verde region sites dating to the A.D. 760–880 period. There are surprisingly

few well-mapped early Pueblo I sites in the central or western Mesa Verde region, so

I have included several sites dating between A.D. 800–880 to help establish a pattern

for village organization. In addition to 5MT955 and the 5MT1700 community, I

measured the length of room blocks at nine additional villages: Alkali Ridge

(Brew 1946), Martin 2 (Martin 1939), Morris 13 and 33 (Wilshusen and Blinman

1992), Grass Mesa (Lipe et al. 1988), McPhee Village (Kane and Robinson

1988), House Creek (Robinson and Brisbin 1986), Cline’s Crest (Wilshusen et al.

2012), and Morris 25 (Wilshusen et al. 2012).

Comparing the Procession Panel and Pueblo I Villages

As early as A.D. 760–800, a pattern of two kinds of villages emerges: those that have

a numerous short room blocks in addition to one particularly long roomblock, and

those that have mostly medium and long room blocks (Figure 6). This pattern cor-

responds to similar observations made by Wilshusen and Ortman (1999) as well as

Chuipka (2008). The predicted architecture of Group D on the Procession Panel

appears most similar to sites like 5MT955, 5MT1700, and ninth- century sites

like Morris 13 and 33, Morris 25, Cline’s Crest, and McPhee village (Figure 6), con-

sisting of one long roomblock and numerous smaller ones. None of the early Pueblo
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I villages has a roomblock that exceeds 100 m in length. While the structure of the

population depicted in Group D is very similar to many villages occupied after A.D.

760, it is nonetheless possible that Group D depicts the development of social struc-

tures within late Basketmaker III (i.e., A.D. 700–760) communities that presaged the

rapid appearance of aggregated villages around A.D. 760.

figure 6. Roomblock length at nine Pueblo I villages (ca. A.D. 760–880) compared to two
methods of estimating roomblock size from clusters in Group D of the Procession Panel. The
top five sites and the two Group D examples exhibit one roomblock that is significantly larger
than others, while this pattern is less evident at the bottom four sites.
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Discussion and Conclusions

I have argued that the Procession Panel artist(s) was/were capable of accurately

depicting the scale and composition of a seventh through ninth- century commu-

nity. The average household size in the community depicted by the artist was

eight individuals, within the boundaries of cross-cultural averages, and the range

(4–11) was similar to ethnographically documented households in the US South-

west. The architectural spaces these households may have occupied accord well

with excavated examples from southeast Utah and southwest Colorado —

Group A resembles a large hamlet, Groups B and C resemble small hamlets, and

Group D resembles a village. While it is difficult to assess whether Groups A, B

and C, represent the inhabitants of several discrete habitation units or residents

in a single multihousehold surface structure, households depicted in Group D

must have inhabited several separate structures. Comparison with several villages

in southeast Utah and southwest Colorado suggest that Group D is similar to

those that had one large surface structure and numerous smaller habitation units

nearby. In this section, I extend these results to some of the larger questions

about households, architecture, and early aggregated villages in the Mesa Verde

region.

The comparison between households depicted on the Procession Panel and archi-

tectural spaces that existed during the eighth century revealed that households may

correlate more strongly with pithouses than with surface domestic rooms, at least

when considering groups smaller than about 40 people (like Group A). However,

neither method of correlating architecture and social group produced believable

results for Group D because of the large cluster of 46 individuals. The fact

that the correlation between architecture and household breaks down with this

cluster suggests that groups this size were using space differently than the groups

that conformed closely to cross-cultural averages and ranges for household size.

For example, several large (60–80 m), multi-household surface structures ca. A.D.

760–800, such as Martin 2 (Martin 1939) and Alkali Ridge (Brew 1946), have

far more than two surface habitation rooms for each pit structure.

John Ware (2014) has argued that lineages appeared in the northern Southwest

during this period of time. Perhaps lineage members materialized their relationships

to one another through a reconfiguration of household space and architecture;

that is, they moved into large surface habitations and began to use pithouses as

multihousehold spaces. The development of surface pueblos (i.e., the “pithouse

to pueblo” transition) was an outcome of these changes in social organization.

However, the architectural data and evidence from the Procession Panel suggest

that many, if not most, households continued to dwell in habitations focused on

pithouses. Some of these households reorganized their surface habitation spaces

into domestic room suites not unlike the large, multi-household structures, but

many others continued to build relatively insubstantial surface structures until at

least A.D. 800, 40 years after the first substantial surface structures were built.

Archaeologists have a tendency to view transformations like shifts in social organ-

ization as processes that were fully achieved by all of society — as if a particular

community achieved a new level of sociopolitical organization that was more
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efficient, better integrated, or served a particular function. However, these tran-

sitions were never “fully realized” by all households, and the differences between

groups who organized as lineages and those that did not may have been important

loci for the creation of inequalities and social difference in early village contexts.

Lineage members probably had advantages due to resource sharing, labor

pooling, and factional support.

The artist(s) that created the Procession Panel depicted great variety among the

individuals within most of the clusters — idiosyncrasies and even a degree of per-

sonality can be seen in many of the figures. However, figures within the large

cluster of 46 individuals, as well as the two clusters to its right, are depicted as

nearly identical (Figure 2). In each cluster, the individual who is leading the

group carries a crooked staff, which is often a symbol of importance or veneration

(Cole 1994:305; Robins and Hays-Gilpin 2000:242). The iconographic style of the

figures suggests that the artist(s) may have been expressing how the individual

identities of people within developing lineages were subsumed by the identity of

the group — in this case groups with leaders indicated by the slightly larger

figures carrying crooked staffs.

Both the Procession Panel and architectural data suggest that if lineage-based

organization was appearing, in only a few cases did more than half the inhabitants

in a community actually rematerialize their living space in such a way as to mark

this relationship. Sites like Alkali Ridge Site 13 and Martin 2 have been our type-

sites for the A.D. 760–800 period in the Mesa Verde region, but they are, in fact,

somewhat atypical in only having large, lineage-scale architecture. The evidence

from the Procession Panel, Mockingbird Mesa, Yellowjacket, and other sites

suggest that there was often one apical family or lineage that anchored a commu-

nity and several unattached households nearby — a pattern mirrored by many

later Pueblo I and Pueblo II villages and communities. I think it is likely that the

Procession Panel represents the kind of community that existed at the very

moment when some, but not all, households joined together to construct these

large, above-ground room blocks.
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Notes

1 Starting with the total number of individuals in

each line of the Procession Panel, I calculated the

potential number of households, pithouses, and

the total length of architecture based on the

average household size used by Lightfoot (1994),

which was five to eight individuals. I calculated

the same totals using the average household size

proposed by Wilshusen and Blinman (1992),

which was four to seven, and also accounted for

the fact that they associated households with

surface domestic rooms instead of pithouses. I

used a total of 2.2 domestic rooms per pithouse

to make the conversion, based on data for Dos

Casas phase structures from the Dolores Project

(Kohler 1988:Table 3.7).

2 The Lightfoot method suggests that a large hamlet

of thirty-seven or so people that dates after A.D.

760 would be about 50–80 m long and have five

to eight pithouses, while the Wilshusen and

Blinman method suggests a slightly smaller 30–

60 m with only three to five pithouses. By the

Lightfoot method, the two small hamlets of thir-

teen to fifteen individuals would have two or

three pithouses and perhaps 20–30 m of surface

architecture. The Wilshusen and Blinman

method suggests one to two pithouses and about

5–18 m of surface architecture. Five meters of

surface architecture is paltry even during the

seventh century — the Wilshusen and Blinman

methods was really designed to work with the

total length of large, linear, aggregated room

blocks within a large village, rather than small,

one or two households settlements, and it

appears to underestimate the amount of architec-

ture associated with the household under these

conditions

3 I combined three clusters within Group D that

were stylistically identical — relatively simple

and undifferentiated thin-bodied figures following

larger figures bearing curved staffs. I converted the

households shown on the panel into “Lightfoot”

households by dividing by 6.5, and into

“Wilshusen and Blinman” households by dividing

by 5.5. I then rounded up to the nearest whole

number to identify the minimum number of pit-

houses, in the case of the Lightfoot method, and

surface rooms, in the case of the Wilshusen and

Blinman method. I then calculated the total

number of architectural “households” for each

method, and converted this into length of surface

architecture. For the Lightfoot method, this

involved multiplying the number of households

by 10 (the approximate number of linear meters

per household at the Duckfoot Site). For the

Wilshusen and Blinman method, this involved

using the regression equation. I then evenly

apportioned architecture to each of the house-

holds or household clusters.
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