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Cultural Landscapes of Canyon de Chelly 
through Time

The Archaeological Past

Canyon de Chelly abruptly punctuates the desert landscape of the Navajo 
Reservation. Driving west on Highway 264 from Window Rock, Arizona, 
the road climbs the Defiance Plateau and crosses high elevation pine for-
ests for about 30 miles. Approaching historic Ganado, the road begins to 
descend and turn into Highway 191. At Burnside junction the 191 takes a 
sharp turn north, crossing the wide open desert landscape for approxi-
mately 40 miles. As the town of Chinle becomes visible in the distance, the 
road descends the long ridge of the Chinle formation and eventually enters 
the town that has grown alongside Highway 191. Driving through Chinle 
on the main road east, visitors are greeted by the brown sign of Canyon de 
Chelly National Monument Visitor Center. Past this point, the road divides 
into the North and South Rim routes, which climb the plateau. It is only 
at the first overlooks that the deep grandeur and magnitude of Canyon de 
Chelly open to visitors’ eyes (Figure 1.1). 
 Canyon de Chelly (coordinates 36 degrees 08’01.00”N, 109 degrees 
28’10.00”W) is situated today in northeastern Arizona, United States, and 
on the Navajo Reservation. Canyon de Chelly, Canyon del Muerto, and 
several smaller tributary canyons are the result of spectacular geological 
formations created more than 200 million years ago. Canyon de Chelly 
National Monument was established in 1931 and is administered jointly 
by the National Park Service of the U.S. Department of the Interior and 
the Navajo Tribal Council in Window Rock. Since then Canyon de Chelly, 
Canyon del Muerto, and several tributaries have been managed under Na-
tional Monument regulations. 
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Figure 1.1. Canyon de Chelly, canyon landscape. Photograph by Jessica Christie.

Map 1. Canyon de Chelly within the Navajo Reservation. Adapted Google Earth image.
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Literature Review

It must be clearly stated that the great majority of published sources were 
written with the academic mindset to collect, preserve, and interpret data 
and disseminate new information about U.S. cultural patrimony. Many 
fieldwork projects were funded by the National Park Service, the mission 
of which is to “preserve . . . the natural and cultural resources and val-
ues . . . for the enjoyment, education, and inspiration of this and future gen-
erations” (https://www.nps.gov/aboutus/index.htm). With few exceptions 
(noted later), Navajo people, the present owners and inhabitants of the can-
yon system, were not employed as consultants but as guides and laborers.
 The first published excavations were performed in Mummy Cave in the 
1930s by Earl Morris (1938). Academic archaeological work began in the 
1950s with the surveys conducted by David de Harport, leading up to his 
unpublished doctoral dissertation (1951; 1953; 1959). De Harport’s surveys 
included thorough mapping and documentation of sites, but they only cov-
ered the main canyon, Canyon de Chelly. The comprehensive landmark 
study of Canyon de Chelly, Canyon del Muerto, and most side canyons, 
with a special emphasis on rock art, was accumulated by Campbell Grant 
from 1969 to 1975 and published in 1978. He offers an overview of Bas-
ketmaker through Navajo occupations. Grant was the first researcher to 
devote scholarly interest to rock art in Native North America (1967) and 
remains an authoritative figure in the field. At the time of Grant’s fieldwork, 
Don Morris directed archaeological excavations at Antelope House in Can-
yon del Muerto, funded by the National Park Service and spanning the field 
seasons of 1970 through 1973. Morris (1986) published the results of his 
project in an extensive report covering settlement patterns, architecture, 
social organization, plant foods, animals, diet and health as well as arti-
facts including weaving, basketry, wooden items, ceramics, bone and stone 
artifacts. More recent studies of limited scope have appeared in articles 
and book chapters. As part of the Canyon de Chelly rock art recording 
project of 1999–2003, Larry Loendorf (2010) investigated relations between 
painted stick figures and Basketmaker II storage cists, which sometimes 
partially cover the paintings. He was able to obtain radiocarbon dates as 
early as c. 200 A.D. from organic material mixed with mud from a stor-
age cist built over paintings of anthropomorphic figures. Polly Schaafsma 
(2014) discusses the sequences of rock art styles in the Canyon de Chelly 
system within the regional context of the San Juan River cultural area.
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 After 2000, Navajo people and their knowledge have been increasingly 
included as primary sources of information. The deep-seated feelings of 
a Navajo elder, Mrs. Mae Thompson from Canyon del Muerto, regarding 
Anasazi people were recorded in an interview with Navajo linguist Irene 
Silentman (2014). Stephen Jett’s (2001) book about Navajo place names and 
trails stays focused on Canyon de Chelly and connected canyons, whereas 
other studies cover the entire reservation and contain references to Canyon 
de Chelly (Linford 2000). Their linguistic focus is of great importance to 
my work since place names in the Indigenous language reveal relationships 
with the land. An authoritative study of Navajo landscape and places with 
a specific focus on aspects of the sacred was carried out by Klara Bonsack 
Kelley and Harris Francis (1994). They consulted with community members 
in thirteen chapters of the Navajo Reservation in New Mexico and Arizona 
on behalf of the Historic Preservation Department of the Navajo Nation 
in Window Rock. The goal of their ethnographic fieldwork carried out in 
1987–1988 was to hear from local residents about culturally significant sa-
cred places and create a list upon which the newly established department 
could direct their protection efforts. Although the Chinle chapter was not 
included, numerous statements made by Navajo elders about sacred places 
and more general discourse regarding sacred landscapes are applicable to 
Canyon de Chelly. In the early 1990s the two authors continued their eth-
nographic fieldwork regarding traditional places, specifically in Canyon de 
Chelly and Canyon del Muerto (Francis and Kelley 1990, 1992). This work 
is reported in two confidential manuscripts.
 In the following sections we mine the historical occupation layers of 
the main canyons, Canyon de Chelly and Canyon del Muerto, and inves-
tigate how succeeding groups have constructed their cultural landscapes 
in a physical or material sense but also on mental and spiritual levels. The 
main source materials are archaeological reports; however, they provide 
limited insights, since only a small percentage of canyon sites have been 
excavated and have had results published. Rock art studies have included 
a wider range of sites, and rock art iconography offers a magnifying lens 
for people’s notions regarding cultural landscapes. With the arrival of the 
Navajo at Canyon de Chelly in the late eighteenth century, source materials 
are augmented by historical documents and ethnography.

The earliest inhabitants of Canyon de Chelly were Basketmaker people be-
fore A.D. 450 (Grant 1978:24–25).1 In Mummy Cave, Canyon del Muerto, 
Earl Morris excavated one storage cist containing 700 ears of corn; another 

proof



Cultural Landscapes of Canyon de Chelly through Time: The Archaeological Past   ·   21

one yielded gourds, and a third contained a more uncommon type of seed 
that is still known to the Navajo today (in Grant 1978:26). The quantities 
of agricultural products and especially of corn indicate that Basketmakers 
in Canyon del Muerto had mastered farming techniques. Regarding burial 
cists, Morris (1938) came across a significant male elite burial.
 These first canyon residents painted rock walls in some shelters with 
large polychrome human figures in frontal view, symmetrically balanced, 
and frequently accompanied by positive handprints (Schaafsma 2014:137–
140). Ear Cave (Figure 1.2; site CDM-123) features a fantastic array of such 
static anthropomorphs executed in white and dark red to purple pigments. 
Many stand out for their elaborate head ornaments, often appended to the 
left ear. At least two pairs can be distinguished, raising questions of binaries 
and perhaps even early social groupings into moieties.2 In Blue Bull Cave 
(Figure 1.3; site CDM-263), carefully drawn frontal anthropomorphs with 
angled arms can be made out with some later faded white overlays. They 
are white and yellow, sometimes outlined in red and indicating details of 
the body in red lines, and some show feather-like head ornaments from the 
top and sides. 

Figure 1.2. Canyon de Chelly, Ear Cave, Basketmaker anthropomorphs. Photograph by 
Jessica Christie. proof




