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Characteristics of the Anasazi 

 

The Anasazi were a highly advanced indigenous group that lived in the 

American Southwest nearly one thousand years ago. The Anasazi homeland was 

centered in the Four Corners region of the Colorado Plateau, with major 

population centers in New Mexico and Arizona. 

This region's earliest inhabitants were originally hunters and gatherers. In 

time, agricultural knowledge came north from Mexico. Farming became the 

mainstay of the economy. The Anasazi farmed small patches of land on mesa 

tops, plains, and canyon bottoms. Between 1200-1300 CE, pueblos started to 

be built into shallow caves, and were called cliff dwellings. Within the villages 

were “Great Kivas” or sacred spaces. 

The Anasazi made homemade pottery to cook, eat, and store their food. 

The earliest Anasazi pottery has simple decorations like lines, dots, and 

zigzags. In later times, more elaborate pottery patterns began to emerge. 

Black-on-red pottery from Arizona was traded throughout the Four Corners, as 

were Red-on-buff styles from Utah. The Anasazi also painted figures on rock 

walls. These are called "pictographs", and were likely connected to Anasazi 

rituals for success and harmony. 

The Anasazi were matrilineal, meaning that clan affiliation was 

established through the mother’s side of the family. Anasazi spiritual beliefs 

were based on maintaining harmony with the natural world. Observation of the 

sun, moon, and stars was essential for planting crops. 

As the Anasazi grew, trade in goods reached as far as the large 

civilizations of Mexico. But most trade took place amongst the various Anasazi 

areas. The Anasazi traded in items like California sea shells, parrots, and 

copper bells from Mexico. The people wore woven cotton textiles whose fabrics 

had been obtained during trading. 

The Anasazi also wove blankets, shirts, kilts, socks, and belts using 

vegetal fibers and hair. They made robes using split feathers or fur strips 

wrapped around a yucca fiber core. Jewelry, hair combs, and pins were made 

from wood, bone, shell, coral, and turquoise or stone beads. Jewelry defined 

social status in communities. 
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The Anasazi were successful in the Four Corners area for over a number 

of centuries, but by 1300 AD they had left the region. Long-term climate 

change may have been among the reasons that they left. After that time, the Rio 

Grande pueblos and the Acoma, Laguna, and Zuni pueblos grew in great 

numbers. Today, the Acoma of New Mexico and the Hopi of Arizona both claim 

clans from the Four Corners region. 
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