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 According to data published by the tribe of the Taos Pueblo in New Mexico, the structure 

is 1000 years old or older, which makes it one of the oldest places in North America 

continuously inhabited by the same group (Taos Pueblo, Taos Pueblo). The Pueblo exists in a 

manner that is physically similar to when it was first constructed, without any modern 

conveniences (Taos Pueblo). Furthermore, preserving ancient traditions is one of the highest 

priorities for the people of Taos going into the future. To the people of Taos, the preservation of 

the physical space that the community has inhabited is a key part of these aims (Taos Pueblo). 

During the post-contact period, the architecture of the Taos Pueblo played a key role in the 

continuation of the society and culture in the Pueblo.  

Background 

 To begin with, there are several characteristics of Taos Pueblo that need to be considered. 

The construction of Taos Pueblo is traditional adobe construction. This form of building consists 

of a mud and rubble foundation with masonry walls made from sun dried mud and straw 

(Zamora and Judy 39). To finish the structure, the inside and outside is then covered with another 

layer of adobe wash (Zamora and Judy 39). Overall, the Pueblo structure provides protection 

from both enemies and the elements (Zamora and Judy 40). The basic organization of the village 

space consists of two larger buildings, which divide the community into 2 units known as the 

North and South Houses, organized around a central plaza (Zamora and Judy 38).  These two 

larger houses of multiple families are then divided into sub-houses of extended families 

consisting of several two room family units that may or may not be directly connected (Zamora 

and Judy 40). Finally, for most of the history of Taos, the construction, maintenance, and 

reconstruction of the Pueblo was an integral part of the lifestyle of those who lived in the Pueblo 

(Zamora and Judy 40). Even after many of them moved into more modern houses elsewhere on 
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community property outside of the physical pueblo walls in the 1970s this system of construction 

and reconstruction continued (Zamora and Judy 40). 

 On top of the construction of Taos, there are several basics of the cultural organization of 

the Taos Pueblo that have had significant impact on the physical structure of the pueblo. The 

social organization of Taos Pueblo, known as a kinship pattern (Ellis 149). In contrast to the 

pyramid-like social organization of clans where there is a definite social hierarchy, with the 

kinship pattern on a societal level there is little to no difference in social status between different 

individuals (Ellis 149). The basic organizational unit is the immediate family with equal ties to 

each parents’ extended family in a pattern known as bilateral kinship (Ellis 149). This pattern of 

relation then determines whether the resident is a member of the North House Moiety or South 

House Moiety  which in turn determines which of the two large buildings they live in (Ellis 149). 

Finally, in the culture of Taos Pueblo, the people of the society commonly only marry others 

from the community (Ellis 149).  

Architecture as Identity 

Physical proximity between members of a community plays an important role in the 

creation of a shared cultural identity in Taos Pueblo. This closeness contributed to the 

community’s survival into the post-contact period. Architecture influences behaviors by 

determining how people can and cannot interact with the space (Lockton). In addition to 

determining how people can interact with the space, design can influence the way people interact 

with each other through physical spacing (Lockton). Important characteristics are whether people 

are kept either close or far, whether or not a space isolates those using it or places them in 

crowds, and through other characteristics of the space (Lockton). One important example of a 

space influencing behavior is seen in airport design. The design of airports makes those who use 
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them feel isolated and lonely through the use of long empty corridors while corralling people to 

all head in the same direction without being able to stop and interact with each other easily 

(Lockton). Through the example of airports, a space designed specifically to make individuals 

feel isolated is established and can be contrasted with the following example of the design of 

Taos Pueblo. 

In contrast to an airport which is meant to isolate the individual, Lockton’s theory can be 

applied to Taos Pueblo to show how a space can bring a group of people. It is, however, 

necessary to visualize the physical design of the structures of Taos Pueblo through figure 1 

which is an aerial photograph of Taos Pueblo to understand this theory. The pueblo is organized 

in a relatively semicircular fashion (figure 1). On the outer edge of the pueblo is a wall broken 

for pathways in and out of the structure and for the river that runs through the center of the 

Pueblo (figure 1). Just inside of the wall is the grouping of the sub-houses that make up North 

and South Houses (figure 1). These sub-houses have relatively narrow pathways in between them 

to the extent in some areas that buildings almost touch (figure 1). The bottom half below the 

river known as the South House is more broken up into smaller structures with continued 

pathways between the buildings (figure 1). On the other hand, the top half which is the North 

House contains fewer separate structures and overall occupy a smaller portion of the overall area 

of the pueblo (figure 1). Finally, in the center of the pueblo is a large open plaza, which is mostly 

on the south side of the river (figure 1). The family units, sub-houses, and the buildings around 

the central plaza all keep the inhabitants of Taos physically close together. By applying 

Lockton’s theory, this closeness would force individuals to interact and prevent strong feelings 

of isolation from forming. These actions would have the added effect of helping to form a 

collective unity among the people sharing the space, which would create a stronger collective 
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cultural narrative 

 An important consideration is the key role Architecture plays in the creation of 

community (Jashari-Kajtazi and Jakupi 2). This basic theory can be applied to how the culture in 

the Taos Pueblo was able to survive in the post-contact period. Over time, buildings begin to take 

on a symbolic identity for the culture or region to which they belong (Jashari-Kajtazi and Jakupi 

2). More importantly, Buildings are also inherently political and overtly express the identity of 

the culture that inhabits them (Jashari-Kajtazi and Jakupi 3). Additionally, the style of regional 

architecture more than any other category of architectural styles reflects the culture of which they 

are part (Jashari-Kajtazi and Jakupi 5). When applying this philosophy to Taos, an important 

consideration becomes the length of time that the Pueblo has existed in essentially the same 

form. If something is not important it typically will not maintained, especially for the better part 

of a millennium. As well, after the people of Taos moved into more modern structures outside of 

the physical pueblo in the 1970s, they would have left it to waste if it was not important to their 

culture. Through this continued maintenance it could then reasonably be implied that the Pueblo 

in Taos is a key part of the culture for the Puebloan people who reside in it. 

 Another important relationship is the way that architecture and cultural identity are 

intertwined. Architecture depicts a community’s culture and brings it together with daily life 

(Ettehad 410). Space and culture combine to form part of the social construct, and space can be 

used to enhance or diminish any kind of cultural change (Ettehad 413). Eventually, architecture 

begins to play such an important role in each culture that it becomes a way to assess how a 

culture is doing as well as determine some of their values (Ettehad 413). Sometimes visual 

architectural symbols can become so important in a culture’s architectural language, like crosses 

on churches or minarets on mosques, that it can begin to symbolize the culture that it belongs to 
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(Ettehad 410). When looking at this theory, the ability to recognize a structure as belonging to a 

certain culture in part creates an identity. As well, the continuation of these cultures can then 

show the continuation of the culture since it is such an important part of the culture it belongs to. 

When looking back at the sheer age of this structure it shows how the pueblo buildings became a 

recognizable symbol for the people of Taos. Finally, the continued existence of the structure 

shows the continued existence of the culture and society within the Pueblo. 

To build onto the theory of how architecture effects identity, an important consideration 

in Taos is the role the physical structure took after contact with the Europeans. Following contact 

and the attempts at assimilating the residents of Taos, they began to see the structure as a way to 

set their own culture apart (Liebmann 46). The event where this massive shift took place is 

known as The Pueblo Revolt (Liebmann 48). During the Pueblo Revolt, the Pueblo People 

forced the Spanish colonists’ influence out of their communities through destructive ways which 

included murder and the destruction of churches and nondestructive ways which were simply the 

abandonment of Spanish cultural elements (Liebmann 48). The Pueblo Revolt played a key role 

in the establishment of the Pueblo as a physical piece of culture that could set the Pueblo people 

apart from the Spanish colonists that were trying to colonize them (Liebmann 48). Following the 

Pueblo Revolt, living in the physical structure of a Pueblo became one way of continuing on with 

their own culture instead of completely assimilating into the culture of the Spanish colonists and 

living in missions and vistas (Liebmann 48). In this manner, the physical continuation of the 

pueblo can be seen as an example for the continuation of the culture of Taos as a whole into the 

post-contact period. The pueblo structure becomes a physical reminder that the people who are 

members of the community are different from those who are not from Taos. 

Another important part of architecture impacting identity is the way that architecture and 
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identity meet is the way that spaces can be used to establish a collective identity (Shortell and 

Krase). Even as the world becomes more and more interconnected and globalized, collective 

identities of communities are still preserved (Shortell and Krase). Even in large global cities 

there are still small enclaves that maintain collective identities, whether they are traditional 

residents of an area or small immigrant communities that have established a community far away 

from their traditional homeland (Shortell and Krase). In their theory, the main requirement is a 

shared space to establish these collective identities (Shortell and Krase). When applying this 

theory to Taos, even in the face of assimilation attempts, they still are able to preserve their 

culture based on a shared space. By preserving and using their traditional dwelling and 

ceremonial spaces the residents of Taos are further able to keep their culture alive. This space, 

according to Shortell and Krase’s theory would help preserve that collective identity in the 

pueblo. 

In addition to the physical maintenance of the Pueblo structure, the lack of architectural 

development in other areas can be seen as a continuation of their culture as well. Blue Lake and 

the surrounding wilderness are sacred to the people of Taos for ritual use and is referred to as 

their “open air cathedral” (Deverell 57). When the lake and the surrounding wilderness was 

taken by the United States Government for the creation of Carson National Forest it hurt the 

continued practice of their traditional religion (Deverell 59). One example use of the space is for 

the ritual journey that is part of the kiva training for certain boys (Deverell 59). Additional, these 

lands, and Blue Lake specifically, contained spirits important to their traditional religion 

(Deverell 73).  By taking the land, a disconnect was created between the practice of their 

traditional religion and the location where it could be practiced (Deverell 59). Eventually in 

1970, these problems all disappeared when the land was returned to Taos Pueblo (Deverell 73). 
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Therefore, by reunifying these sacred lands with the pueblo, it can be interpreted as continuing 

on the culture of Taos Pueblo. Simply by leaving these lands to their traditional use and not 

developing them any further helps to continue on the society and culture of the pueblo. In this 

case the lack of any special architecture is able to help preserve their society and culture. 

 Another important consideration becomes the way that architecture influences the way 

that the people of Taos Pueblo interact with outsiders. The various powers on the tribal continue 

to uphold the traditional nature of the complex in order to resist assimilation and preserve their 

traditional ways (Rodríguez 544). For example, even while the Euromerican styled homes 

around the pueblo apply similar design elements, the mentality is that they are not the same as 

Taos Pueblo (Rodríguez 544). As well, there are many parts of Taos Pueblo that are not open to 

outsiders and remain inaccessible for nonmembers (Rodríguez 544). Additionally, the use of the 

inaccessible physical structure of Taos Pueblo like underground kivas can further prevent 

knowledge of the culture from getting out (Rodríguez 546). These different elements create a 

mentality that people from places other than Taos are considered different and do not have the 

same access as those from there. This mentality would then lead to a state where the people of 

Taos Pueblo get to decide how their culture continues on and prevent undue influence and 

judgement from people outside of the pueblo. 

 In order to further complicate their argument, Sylvia Rodríguez argues that the 

architecture of Taos Pueblo is not an important part of why the culture is surviving, it is simply 

based on money (Rodríguez 544). She argues that the historic structure was merely turned into a 

museum in order to force tourists to spend money that would end up in the bank account of the 

Pueblo (Rodríguez 543). As well she goes on to state the secrecy is just used to create mysticism 

that makes the people of Taos feel like an authority to just sell more admissions tickets and 
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souvenirs (Rodríguez 547). Overall, this opinion is short sighted and focuses too much on one 

measurable item to identify why the culture of continues to survive. By this way of thinking, the 

people of Taos could at any moment just abandon the pueblo if tourism levels begin to drop. Her 

argument also ignores the desire to connect to the history of their community that many people 

have. While money can be helpful in purchasing materials needed for continuing on cultural 

elements, in the case of Taos it doesn’t seem to be the main reason why the society has 

continued. During the Pueblo Revolt discussed before, there was not mention of money as a 

factor in why they rebelled, for example.  In an event this large, if income was a central part in 

continuing the culture it more than likely would have come up. 

Architecture as a Safe Haven 

 The physical structure of the Pueblo also contributed to the preservation of the culture of 

Taos into the post-contact period. When looking at image, the structure is visually heavy (figure 

2). There are occasional wooden elements like the casements of doors and windows along with 

various containment walls, roofing materials, and ladders, however, overall the building is 

constructed from the same sculpted adobe (figure 2). The visual heaviness is enhanced by the 

building be a fairly dark brown and the walls being fairly thick (figure 2). Overall the structure 

feels to be a singular mass with few interruptions in the façade (figure 2). The only interruptions 

are the various small windows and doors along with the occasional drain spout (figure 2). As the 

structure goes up it has a similar feature as steps where each new level is set back from the one 

under it (figure 2). Additionally, each of the doors is fairly close together, which shows that each 

separate unit in this structure is fairly close together (figure 2). These different units seem to 

come together in a similar fashion to single floor apartments not like a multilevel townhome 

which further increases the sense of mass for the structure and density of occupation (figure 2). 
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Overall this structure has the feel of protecting its occupants from the outside world by keeping 

them separate. 

 These visual characteristics of Taos Pueblo begin to form a similar narrative to a fortress. 

A fortress is described as having thick outer walls and multiple stories that create a strong visual 

weight that can be seen from afar (Nowicki 355). Additionally, fortresses are designed around a 

central water source and courtyard (Nowicki 355). Finally, an important element becomes the 

separation from the outside world (Nowicki 362). While Taos Pueblo is not a fortress, many of 

these characteristics can be found in the site, for example separation from the outside and outer 

walls. These characteristics become important because they help the residents of Taos treat the 

pueblo as a separate place from the rest of the world. This spatial distinction helped Taos survive 

post-contact by helping the residents feel like they are separate from the society encompassing 

them like the Spanish or now the United States. 

 In addition to the other physical characteristics of Taos Pueblo, one type of structure 

more than any other helped the pueblo survive into the post contact period. Taos is organized 

around six small kivas (Hawley 287). Additionally, each of these kivas belongs to a kiva group 

which is determined by the two overarching moieties (Hawley 287). In Taos Pueblo, they use the 

kivas in order to give offerings to the Katcina spirits, instead of dancing to represent them 

(Hawley 288). Each kiva has a specific purpose based on the Katcinas that are communicated 

with inside (Hawley 288). Since these special structures were created specifically for ceremonial 

use this creates another connection between the society of Taos Pueblo and the culture of the 

community. In this use, essential rituals to their important spirits are directly tied to a specific 

structure in the pueblo. The survival of these structures therefore becomes directly linked to the 

survival of these rituals. So, by this line of reasoning as long as the structure of the Pueblo is 
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surviving so is the culture and society. 

 Another important consideration is the physical nature of the kiva itself. Kivas are 

isolated subterranean spaces used primarily for rituals (Adler 324). The structure of one of the 

pueblo buildings makes roughly an L shape around a circular platform in roughly the middle of 

the image (figure 3). There are several wooden pieces distributed throughout the image, some 

creating platforms near the building, others creating ladders, and finally a large one creating a 

cylinder on top of the platform (figure 3). On a side near the building and right next to the 

cylindrical wooden bundle, there is a small interruption in the platform the appears to be some 

kind of entrance into the kiva space below (figure 3). Finally, this platform is set off from the 

area around it by soil that has been built up around the platform further setting it off from the 

plane that is around it and further making the structure feel separated from the building behind it 

(figure 3). In this case the kiva is specifically set apart from the rest of the village. Since it was 

already discussed that the pueblo is seen as being separated from the outside world, this 

additional degree of separation adds another element of separation for the rituals that take place 

inside. The sacred meaning of the kiva is then heightened through this disconnect from the 

outside world. Through the survival of this space and the survival of the separation of this space 

the society and culture of Taos Pueblo further survives. 

To build onto the separation of the kiva, the access control to these spaces is also 

important. These kivas would be considered off limits since it is a site relate to their traditional 

religion (Taos Pueblo, Taos Pueblo). Again while this structure is not a fortress, there are several 

characteristics of a fortress mentioned in the Nowicki article that are again showing up. A 

decision was made to separate the space from the outside world and control access. This decision 

creates privacy in the space. The main impact of this privacy is that the rituals are again safe 
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from the judgement and influence of outsiders and it allows the people of the pueblo the ability 

to control the flow of information about their traditional religion. Additionally, separation like 

the physically isolated structure can also prevent outside figures from purposefully interrupting 

rituals in possible assimilation attempts or other nefarious causes. These all have the added effect 

of allowing the society and culture of Taos Pueblo the ability to continue on into the post-contact 

period without undue influence or judgement.  

Summary 

 Overall, the pueblo structure contributes to the formation of an identity for the people 

who live in Taos Pueblo. First, the physical proximity contributes to the formation of a shared 

cultural identity. This identity is established through the physical proximity of the people in the 

Pueblo. Overall, physical structures express the identity of its inhabitants and begin to take on 

the identity of that community over time. This relationship is established through intertwined 

relationship of architecture and cultural identity. Following contact with the Europeans this 

relationship between the culture of Taos and the pueblo structure took on an even more 

important role through the Pueblo revolt. Furthermore, all groups establish a collective 

community identity in the face of greater societies and authorities. The lack of architectural 

development outside of the main pueblo also shows a continuation of the culture of Taos as well, 

through the return of Blue Lack and the surrounding wilderness. Overall the way that 

architecture creates a collective identity and helps reinforce that identity also impacts the way 

that community outsiders are treated. As well, while money can lead to the continuation of 

culture, in the case of Taos it simply exists as one of many elements that comes together along 

with architecture to help the society continue but it is not the only reason why the people of Taos 

Pueblo are attempting to preserve their society and culture into the future. 
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 In addition to the formation of identity, architecture also serves as a safe haven for 

cultures to be able to continue on into the future. In this case the physical structure of Taos 

Pueblo was well suited for protection from outsiders. The overall language of the structure is one 

that creates a feeling of protection like a fortress without being a fortress. Additionally, the 

presence of the kivas for ritual use contributed to the continuation of the structure into the post-

contact period and contributed to the survival. The kivas as well, included a similar exterior 

visual narrative that contributes to a secondary fortress like structure that specifically separates 

and protects rituals. Finally, the access control for outsiders into specific areas of Taos Pueblo 

like kivas further contributes to the survival of the society and culture of Taos into the post-

contact period. Overall, the society and culture of Taos Pueblo was able to continue on into the 

post-contact period through the architecture of the pueblo.  
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Figure 1. Taos. Taos Pueblo. 1979. 
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Figure 2. Taos (American). Taos Pueblo, general view. 2nd Century. 
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Figure 3. Vroman, Adam Clark. View of South Pueblo and Kiva. 1899. 
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