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Narrow paths between the densely packed residences highlight
the striking contrast between intensive pueblo land use and the
openness of the surrounding terrain.




Laguna: The Place

The date most often given for Laguna
Pueblo’s settlement is 1699 based on the estab-
lishment of the San José de la Laguna Church.
Laguna oral tradition, backed up by archeo-
logical studies made during the past 30 years,
argues that the area was occupied long before
the coming of the Spanish Catholic fathers
who built the church. The many archeological
sites found on the Laguna reservation tell of a
people whose lifeways have been shaped by
migration and associations with other Pueblo
people.

In 1699, the valley of the Rio San José,
where the pueblo stands today, had long been
inhabited by the Laguna people. The archeo-
logical record suggests the main village,
known as Old Laguna, may have been occu-
pied as early as 1400 A.D., perhaps even ear-
lier. One traditional explanation tells of splin-
ter groups from Acoma and Santa Ana
Pueblos joining forces to create a new group,
now recognized as Laguna. A variation of this
theory is that Indians from Hopi and Mesa
Verde, driven out of their Black Mesa and San
Juan homes because of drought, combined
with Indians from Santa Ana and Acoma to
form Laguna sometime in the 13th century. A
third tradition holds that the early Lagunas
emerged from the Shipap’u, in the fourth
world, looking for their appointed home. Ac-
cidentally, they bypassed their intended loca-
tion and went all the way to Acoma. In time,
they recognized their mistake, and a group
left Acoma to settle further north.

Archeologists studying the origins of La-
guna have looked to the traditional explana-
tions and found support for them in the ar-
cheological record. A site called Punyana, on
the southwest corner of an old lakebed adja-
cent to Laguna, shows the remains of a 140-
room pueblo. Fragments of Acoma and Mesa
Verde pottery dating to the late 13th century,

and found there in significant numbers, and
at Old Laguna village as well, confirm the oral
tradition. Although their studies have been far
from exhaustive, archeologists have found evi-
dence of a great many habitations scattered
over the Laguna reservation. The sites repre-
sent a wide range of types and eras as well,
from Paleo-Indian settlements, to Punyana, to
small sheepherding camps like the ones still
used today.

-t ""'?;Mm—- 8
San José de la Laguna Church in the early 1900s, prior to major
renovation and application of concrete stucco. Courtesy of the
Museum of New Mexico.

Modern life at Laguna is concentrated in the
six main villages of Old Laguna, Paguate,
Mesita, Seama, Encinal, and Paraje. Because
of the historical pattern of many small settle-
ments, it is difficult to know precisely when
these villages were first formed. Descriptions
of Laguna and Paguate, which suggest they
may have existed as the main villages, date to
the mid-1600s. In 1776, Laguna was described
as a church and convent with seven clusters
of dwellings surrounding a ceremonial plaza.
Most of the old houses are freestanding now;

the old ring pattern is only faintly suggested.
The smaller villages developed as seasonal
farming and herding sites and were not occu-
pied permanently until much later. It is also
likely that during the 1700s, when Navajo and
Apache raids became a serious problem, La-
gunas living in isolated settlements moved to
the larger, more defensible towns for protec-
tion. There is still a watchtower standing in
Paguate, and photographs from the late 1880s
show another, this one in ruins, standing in
the northwest corner of Old Laguna’s plaza.
From these towers, a sentry could spot invad-
ers while still a great distance away and warn
the villagers in time to bring their families and
livestock together for protection. These watch-
tower, along with the siting and forms of the
villages and the homes, are physical evidence
of a time when Lagunas used their architec-
ture to meet their defensive needs.

The need for protection, however, is only
one reason among many for the particular ar-

Current reservation boundaries.
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Plan views of Old Laguna illustrate the progressive deterioration of the original “‘seven clusters” of dwellings described by Fray
Dominguez in 1776. The 1923 view is adapted from Elsie C. Parsons’ Laguna Genealogy. The 1974 view is adapted from Perry

Borchers’ photogrammetric interpretation.

rangement of the village structures and the ar-
chitecture of Laguna. Villages were sited with
practical consideration for subsistence as well
as for defense. They were placed in locations
with favorable soil and geology and with nat-
ural boundaries such as rivers and mesa tops.

Prehistorically, small farming settlements
evolved from round pithouses, simple shelters
dug into the earth. The round form changed
to oval, and then to rectangular, with the orig-
inal round shape often retained for ceremonial
purposes. Some of the villages changed fur-
ther, evolving into the classic C- and D-
shaped pueblos, like those at Chaco Canyon
or Aztec in northern New Mexico. These large
pueblo towns were located on rivers and
streams which provided irrigation for the
crops necessary to support large populations.
At Laguna, the Punyana settlement was repre-
sentative of this period of Pueblo culture
which reached its peak during the 12th

through 14th centuries. With some variation,
it is a form that remains in the 19 inhabited
pueblos in New Mexico. The classic pueblo
form experienced additional alterations. The
Hispanic influence became important, and,
continuing through the 19th and 20th centu-
ries with the influence of the Anglo-Ameri-
cans, the architecture of Laguna Pueblo incor-
porated selected elements from those outside
cultures. What stands today as characteristic
Laguna architecture is a blend of traditional
forms and newer additions, a reflection of the
people themselves.

While they share a common tradition of
building technology and materials, each of the
villages has its own look. Some of the variety
stems from their setting in different parts of
the reservation landscape; sometimes it de-
rives from the type of stone or the color of the
mud plaster used; at other times, the differ-
ence evolves from historical function.

In order to devise a plan that could be
adapted to fit all of the communities, the com-
munities were all analyzed with reference to a
number of visual and spatial qualities. When
described according to siting, form, orienta-
tion, visual focal points, and building mass,
patterns begin to emerge. Of the six main vil-
lages, the four oldest—Old Laguna, Paguate,
Mesita, and Encinal—possess similar charac-
teristics. The two younger villages, Paraje and
Seama, have patterns and characteristics of
their own.

The basic form of the four older villages is
similar to the patterns seen in their prehistoric
forerunners. They were built with an eye to
military defense and function and they ex-
press the religious and social needs of the
community. The four older villages are all
sited on top of hills or mesas. Their bounda-
ries are sharply delineated on two or three
sides by the terrain, and views from the vil-
lage are directed outward over the mesa’s
edges. Homes are built close to the edges.
Where the hillside or mesa becomes steep, the
village ends. Newer growth occurred naturally
away from the physical barriers, and there the
settlement edges are less well defined. Such
an arrangement protected the residents from
easy attack, since enemies would have to ap-
proach uphill. Because of the long, undis-
turbed views permitted by the siting, the La-
gunas could generally see the oncoming threat
and prepare for defense in time.

Looking toward each village, the church
forms an important focal point and occupies a
high and visually prominent position. The cer-
emonial plazas in the older villages are also
situated in important positions, but they are
not easily seen from outside the village. A vis-
itor might never know they exist. The plazas
are located in the physical and spiritual center
of the communities, surrounded by closely set



This historic photograph of the east end of Old Laguna illustrates the blend of pre-Hispanic pueblo survivals, Spanish hand-crafted
detail, and territorial-era influence that composes “traditional’”” Laguna architecture. Courtesy of the Museum of New Mexico.
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Once used in the defense of the village, years of neglect and van-
dalism have left little more than a ruin of the Paguate watch-
tower.



Home life and subsistence activities are often one and the same
for the Laguna extended family. Both interior and exterior spaces
are used to advantage. This historic photograph shows the home
as a living, storage, and preparation area. Courtesy of the Mu-
seum of New Mexico.

View across plaza in Mesita. A newer Laguna village, at the
base of a mesa, Mesita is sited with less concern for defense.

Use of exterior space is shown in this historic photograph of one
of the few extant multi-storied structures in Old Laguna. Small,
loosely defined areas alongside the home were, and are, used as
storage areas for firewood and tools, and for bread ovens, which
are located downwind from the house. Besides their use as “‘ob-
servation decks’ for dances, roof terraces were used for drying
meats and vegetables, for grinding corn and clay, and as a hot
weather sleeping space.

One side of this building, one of the few remaining tiered struc-
tures in Old Laguna, faces inward to the ceremonial plaza.
When the building was in good condition, the roof was a favorite
spot from which to watch dances. Roofs on the other side were a
good place to grind corn or dry fruits and vegetables.

Farming was once a mainstay of Laguna subsistence. This c.
1925 photograph of a corn field, now fallow, at the edge of Pa-
guate, is representative of early patterns of local economy. Cour-
tesy of the Museum of New Mexico.




View to west end of plaza in Old Laguna—today, and recon-
structed from c. 1880 photographs. The San José de la Laguna
Church rises over the western elevation. During ceremonial days
the bancos along the plaza walls and the rooftops are filled with
people observing the plaza activities.

buildings that protect the privacy traditional
Indian ceremonies require. Like the pueblo
houses, plazas sit squarely on the east-west
axis. During dances and celebrations, the
roofs of the surrounding houses are favorite
viewing positions. Some plazas have low
walls as well, with bancos, or wallbenches,
built along the inside. The physical placement
of the churches and plazas within the village
core mirrors the Lagunas’ attitude toward the
coexisting Christian and Indian religions. Both
are part of the culture and most Lagunas ad-
here to elements in each religion. While Chris-
tianity is global, however, the Laguna religion
is uniquely their own, and its traditions and
rituals are closely guarded.

The early economic activities of the pueblo,
farming and herding, were organized around
the village according to the time, area, and at-
tention they needed. The oldest homes sur-
round the plazas, the newer ones were built
in rings or clusters emanating outward from
the village centers. The farmlands along the
flood plain of the Rio San José are set away
from the residences. Historically, different
types of farming ringed the villages. Moving
outward, first came irrigated farming, dry
farming next, then horse and cattle grazing,
and finally sheep grazing. Small sheep camps
for seasonal use lay some distance from the
permanent settlements. This pattern allowed
Lagunas more convenient access to those
crops and herds that needed more frequent at-
tention. The mesa-top siting and concentric
rings of development, which characterize the
older villages came from an earlier pueblo tra-
dition which expressed concern for practicality
and military defense.



The route of the Rio San José bisects the reservation, bringing it
into contact with most Lagunas. Over time, its role in the life-

ways of the Laguna people has changed. Still, aesthetically, cul-
turally, and economically it remains a strong source of identifi-
cation for the pueblo.




Old Laguna

Again, each village is an expression of Laguna
life and its expectations. The main village of
the reservation, Old Laguna, sits at the top of
a hill about 45 miles west of Albuquerque. As
one approaches the village, or passes by it on
Interstate 40, attention is drawn first to the
San José de la Laguna Church, standing out
brilliantly white at the peak of the hill. Farther
down the hill is the Laguna Tribal Office
Building, larger and more modern than the
buildings surrounding it.

The village has two main entry roads, one
from the northwest, the other from the south-
west. The northwest road runs along the
ridgeline between outlying flatlands and the
northern edge of the village. From this van-
tage point, there are views in all directions,
down into the village and off into the distance
toward New Laguna and beyond. The south-
west entry is marked by a concentration of
commercial establishments: two stores, two
gas stations, a post office, a laundromat, and
the Tribal Housing Authority. The sense of ar-

Old Laguna plan view.

rival is stronger from this direction than from
the upper road but still indefinite. It is not un-
til reaching the Tribal Office Building, with its
large parking area, that one arrives at a clear
stopping point.

The outer village lies east of the northwest
access road. It is low lying and affords few

Three views of Old Laguna from the south. Top to bottom: late 1800s, 1930s, and 1979. 1800s and 1930s views courtesy of the
Museum of New Mexico.

vistas except toward the church and Tribal Of-
fice Building. The individual structures in this
area relate only loosely to one another and
lack an overall unity. By contrast, the inner
village is well focused and forms a unified ar-
chitectural entity for religious and functional
reasons.

When the Atlantic and Pacific Railroad ran
through Old Laguna, its roadbed formed an
edge between the inner village and the river-
front. The old track bed is now a road which
runs along the back of the village. From here,
views turn outward to the river below, the in-
terstate, and the mesas in the distance. The
few structures that stand below the old rail-
road grade are generally storage sheds and
corrals. They relate to the flatlands, which
open out to the west of the village, formerly
farm and grazing land.

Old Laguna houses much, though not all,
of the reservation’s commercial and institu-
tional activity. At the entrance to the village,
where the stores and services are, there was
once a mill and trading post, a water tower,
and other structures used by the railroad. Just







