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Discovering Mesa Prieta

Northern New Mexico has a very rich cultural history. People have lived here for at least 10,000 years and 
the cultures that have evolved over that time are still flourishing today. In our public schools the study 
of New Mexico history is emphasized in grade four. Unfortunately the information in text books is often 
superficial or generalized. Mesa Prieta Petroglyph Project, a not-for-profit organization in northern New 
Mexico, secured funding to develop a curriculum to supplement the text books.

The curriculum is called Discovering Mesa Prieta: The Petroglyphs of Northern New Mexico and the People 
Who Made Them. It contains detailed information and activities about the petroglyphs and the early peo-
ple who lived north and west of Española. You may not recognize the name “Mesa Prieta” because in the 
last hundred years it has been known as Black Mesa or Canoe Mesa. Since there are so many Black Mesas 
in the Southwest, we are returning to the use of the Spanish name, which means Dark Mesa. Before the 
coming of the Europeans, it was known as Tsikw’aye by the Tewa speaking people of the area.

It is estimated that there are over 70,000 petroglyphs on Mesa Prieta, the largest petroglyph site in New 
Mexico. The earliest petroglyphs were probably made by the Archaic people between 7500 and 800 years 
ago. Their images range from simple abstract designs to elaborate multi-element panels. As various 
groups of people moved into the area, the style of the petroglyphs changed. The majority of the petro-
glyphs were created by the Ancestral Puebloans, formerly known as the Anasazi, between 1200 and 1540 
AD. Their designs contain a large variety of pictorial elements such as shields, serpents, animals, birds 
and flute players in a style referred to as the Rio Grande style. Later, with the arrival of the Europeans, 
many elements associated with their Spanish-related culture became part of the mix of motifs. 

By studying the petroglyphs and cultures that made them, we have an opportunity to contemplate our 
place in time and connect with those who came before us. When we stand on the windy flanks of Mesa 
Prieta high above the Rio Grande and discover a huge boulder covered with mysterious designs, we can 
try to imagine what life might have been like in ancient times. When we visit Ohkay Owingeh to watch a 
sacred dance, we can feel the continuity of their cultural heritage, an unbroken, intimate connection to 
their past that is reflected in the long history of the nearby petroglyphs. 

Many students in the Española Valley have never seen these fascinating petroglyphs and have little con-
nection to the early history of this land. It is the hope of Mesa Prieta Petroglyph Project that Discovering 
Mesa Prieta will open the door of living history for our students and promote and encourage a sense of 
respect and appreciation for our Pueblo and Hispano peoples, early and recent, and New Mexico’s ancient 
heritage.

The field of archaeology is integrative and interdisciplinary. Similarly, this curriculum guide is activity 
based and cross curricular. It is designed to teach students to think holistically; to integrate information 
from different topics; to problem solve; use inquiry skills and to work cooperatively. Much of it is aligned 
with the NM Standards and Benchmarks formerly in use by educators. 

Using the Curriculum:

 a.    Grade level: This curriculum was developed to enhance the 4th grade study of New Mexico his-
tory and is also useful for 5th to 7th grades.

 b.   Duration: You may wish to use the whole curriculum but it is not essential to use every single 
unit and activity. The units marked with an asterisk in the Annotated Units section are consid-
ered core units. It is strongly suggested that the field trip to  Mesa Prieta or to Historic Los 
Luceros for their Field Work Day be included. Fall or spring is the best time for this field trip.
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      It is suggested that you use the curriculum as a fall semester project, presenting a different 
unit each week. It may also be started in the winter and completed in the spring. 

 c.   Field work day: The focal point of this curriculum is a field work day at Mesa Prieta to hike on 
private land with trained volunteer guides or a visit to Historic Los Luceros to see a working 
ranch and 19th century house. It is expected that at least four background activities will be 
completed before the trip. Follow-up activities may be utilized afterward. If a field trip is impos-
sible, there are many supplemental classroom activities that can be presented. 

 d.   Resource trunks: There are two resource trunks: one for Ancestral Pueblo content and one for 
Hispano content. These may be checked out at the Mesa Prieta Petroglyph Project office and 
contain materials and supplies for the activities, as well as books and DVDs. A trained volun-
teer may be able to come into the classroom to work with you on one or more of the activi-
ties. In order to reserve a trunk, schedule your Field Work Day, and/or classroom visit, please 
contact Janet MacKenzie at mesaprieta@cybermesa.com or 852-1351.

 e.   Student portfolios: It is suggested that each student keep a Mesa Prieta folder, journal or 
portfolio. There are student background information sheets and activity sheets for some of 
the lessons. These will provide an assessment tool as well as something that the students may 
share with their families. 

 f.   Extension activities: Many of the ideas in this curriculum have come from Intrigue of the Past: 
Discovering Archaeology in New Mexico published by the Bureau of Land Management and 
Petroglyph National Monument Teacher’s Guide which contain extension activities and many 
other resources. These guides are included in the resource trunk mentioned above. Some sug-
gested activities are listed on p. xxii. A fourth curriculum guide, The Ancestral Pueblo People 
of Bandelier: A Guide for 4th Grade Teachers, is available online at http://www.nps.gov/band/
forteachers/fourth-grade-lesson-plans.htm 

The Mesa Prieta Petroglyph Project* hopes that you and your students will become excited about the 
amazing petroglyphs of Mesa Prieta and all of the cultural resources of our land. Through knowledge 
comes respect and a desire to preserve the treasures of the past. May our children become the guardians 
of these treasures.

*Mesa Prieta Petroglyph Project is a 501(c)(3) non-profit community organization located in Velarde, 
NM. MPPP  documents, protects and sustains endangered archaeological treasures in the northern Rio 
Grande Valley.

Suggested Class Introduction to Discovering Mesa Prieta:

“Who knows where Black Mesa is? Which Black Mesa? The one between Chamita and Embudo. There are 
actually many Black Mesas in New Mexico and this one has had many names. The ancient Pueblo people 
called it Tsikw’aye, which means Hill Top of Dark Rock. The early Spanish people called it Mesa Prieta or 
Dark Mesa. Later it was called Mesa Canoa or Canoe Mesa because of its shape. When the Anglos came to 
New Mexico, they called it Black Mesa because of the black rocks that cover it. We have decided that since 
there are so many Black Mesas, we will use the name Mesa Prieta. 

“Who has seen the petroglyphs on Mesa Prieta? Petroglyphs are designs and pictures that are chipped 
into large boulders. As part of our study of New Mexico history, we will be learning all about Mesa Prieta, 
the petroglyphs and the people who made them. You will each keep a folder or journal of all your work 
and when we are finished, you may take it home and share what you have learned with your family.”
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