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Historic Preservation, Self-Determination,
and the Resiliency of Traditional Pueblo
Villages: Traditional Cultural Place as an
Enabler of Change
SHAWN EVANS, AIA

ABSTRACT — The living cultures of the Pueblo tribes maintain the oldest traditions of architecture in the United
States. Advances in self-determination policy have enabled them to develop plans to preserve their historic villages
according to their own heritage values. Some Pueblos are renowned for resistance to change, while others view preservation with skepticism. What most tribes seek is revitalization, not preservation as defined by the federal government.
Most seek to extend the palpability of the past, but many are just as interested in meeting the needs of modern life
in these ancient places. This paper summarizes the results of a two-year study of the physical conditions and placebased preservation approaches of the Pueblos, as well as the completion of a rehabilitation project at Ohkay Owingeh.
The traditional cultural place (TCP) process typically involves a community invoking preservation policy to prevent
change at a place they hold dear but no longer fully control. The Pueblos demonstrate that the TCP process can also be
used to enable change in some of the oldest places in America. The elevation of place over material, and community
values over federal standards is challenging but provides a window to preservation for minority and traditional communities often averse to external influence.

INTRODUCTION

T

he traditional cultural place (TCP) concept
typically involves a community invoking federal preservation policy to prevent change at
a place they hold dear but no longer fully control.1 This
paper explores how the TCP process can also be used to
enable change in some of the oldest places in America.
The elevation of community values over federal standards
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is challenging but provides a window to preservation for
minority and traditional communities often averse to
external influence.
The living cultures of the twenty-one federally recognized Pueblo tribes in New Mexico, Arizona, and
Texas maintain the oldest traditions of architecture in
the United States (Figure 1). Many of the villages have
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Fig. 1. Map of Pueblo tribes. (Shawn Evans, AIA. Base map from www.bing.com.)

Fig. 2. Collapsing adobe home at Ohkay Owingeh, 2006.
(Photo by Shawn Evans, AIA.)
been in their current locations since time immemorial,
with several known to have been occupied for more
than a thousand years. The homes have undergone
countless cycles of growth, contraction, and alteration.
Maintenance of their earthen walls and roofs was woven
into the tribal traditions, and the homes were understood
to be of the living earth.2 When a structure outlived its
usefulness, it was returned to the earth and was built anew
(Figure 2). “Preservation,” as defined today by national
standards and most international charters, is antithetical to the worldview of these communities. While some
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Pueblos are renowned for resistance to change, most view
preservation with great skepticism. Physical materials
hold significance, yet conservation beyond maintenance
is not traditionally practiced. Despite the constant change
occurring to the physical structures, the timeless villages
are preserved through an understanding that values place
over materiality.
Over the last half century two distinct changes in
place and material have had a significant impact on the
use and condition of the Pueblo villages, particularly
with respect to the traditional homes. Much of the threat
faced by the built heritage of these communities is the
result of these two changes. Since the 1970s, the villages
have been marginalized through federal housing initiatives that provided families with contemporary homes in
nearby tract developments (Figure 3). Less than half of
the nearly 3,000 homes in these villages are now used as
primary residences, and many have fallen into disrepair.3
Compounding the effects of reduced usage is the application of Portland cement to the exteriors of the homes.
Installed with good intentions as a replacement for the
earthen plasters that required frequent care, cement has
caused extensive damage through the retention of moisture in the adobe walls. Most of the resulting damage
happens unseen, often only manifesting itself through
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Fig. 3. Tract development at Ohkay Owingeh, 2000. (Photo by Jamie Blosser, AIA.)
severe structural conditions, including sudden collapse
(Figure 4).
These communities have until recently resisted federal investment in preservation that would be completed
according to foreign and systematized heritage values.
Tribes only gained the authority to set their own housing agendas with the passage of the Native American
Housing Assistance and Self Determination Act of 1996
(NAHASDA). Before this, the federal government coordinated housing and little attention was paid to local
cultural traditions. The Pueblos have recently begun to
use this newfound authority to use federal funds toward
the rehabilitation of homes on their timeless plazas. As
nearly all of the traditional villages are listed as districts
on the National Register of Historic Places, this federal funding triggers review under Section 106 of the
National Historic Preservation Act and requires that the
Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for the Treatment of
Historic Properties (Secretary’s Standards) be adhered to
in order to avoid a finding of “adverse effect” (National
Park Service 1995). If a federal undertaking (which
includes funding) is determined through the 106 process to cause an adverse effect on the historic resource,
the State Historic Preservation Office (SHPO) or Tribal
Historic Preservation Office (THPO) “may suggest
changes in a project or impose conditions so that adverse
effects can be avoided.” (Advisory Council on Historic
Preservation 2016). Housing quality standards devised by
the US Department of Housing and Urban Development
(HUD) must also be met when HUD funds are used,
demanding contemporary infrastructure and generously
sized windows (US Department of Housing and Urban
Development 2015). Balancing these requirements is difficult, especially when crafting a preservation approach
that fits the cultural values of a traditional community.
Advances in self-determination policy have enabled
the Pueblos to develop and implement plans to maintain
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Fig. 4. Failing cement plaster on Pueblo home, 2011. (Photo
by Shawn Evans, AIA.)
their historic villages according to their own heritage
values, which vary from tribe to tribe. What most tribes
seek is revitalization—not preservation, not rehabilitation, not restoration, and not reconstruction. They seek
to extend the palpability of the past, or at least the process of the past, but most are just as interested in meeting
the needs of modern life in these ancient places. The
“traditional cultural place” approach provides a larger
toolbox for preservation policy. Indeed, the Pueblos
of Acoma, Laguna, and Zuni, the Hopi Tribe, and the
Navajo Nation recently collaborated to establish Mount
Taylor as a TCP in order to protect it from the destructive
impacts of uranium mining (National Trust for Historic
Preservation 2015). When the TCP process is applied to
their villages, however, the vocabulary of “identification,
documentation, and mitigation” continues a European
materials-based and monument-based understanding
of the past, inappropriate in vernacular communities
where the only constant is change. Nevertheless, the TCP
approach remains the best means of ensuring that cultural values regarding the past are respected.
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HISTORIC PRESERVATION AND NATIVE AMERICANS
Preservation is always about more than bricks and
buildings. This truth is perhaps strongest when dealing
with tribal preservation, where preservation is, in fact,
rarely about physical patrimony. Historic preservation in
these communities must be understood as a component
of a broader cultural preservation effort. Contemporary
Native Americans are engaged in an urgent effort to
sustain their cultural traditions, particularly their endangered languages, though many view the imposition of
historic preservation standards as another means for the
government to meddle in Indian affairs.
Most American Indian tribes were relocated from their
homelands by the American government and previous
European settlers. This forced separation from traditional
and sacred places caused profound losses of identity and
traditional knowledge. Prior to the current policy of
self-determination, firmly established in 1975 with the
Indian Self-Determination and Education Assistance
Act, a sequence of federal Indian policies were enacted
with varied approaches to remove, assimilate, and terminate tribes and their sovereignty. While tribes continued
their cultural traditions, against the will and law of the
European, Mexican, and American governments, most
were unable to continue their traditional settlement
patterns or architectural traditions. Their history was
interrupted and their heritage preservation efforts are
understandably focused on healing the break caused by
dislocation from their sacred places. The use of TCP as
a strategy to protect sacred sites through designation or
determination of eligibility for the National Register is a
profound tool for cultural preservation for most tribes.
Pueblo Indian history is different from the primary
narrative of the American Indian. The Pueblos were
understood by the Spanish to be a different kind of
Indian—a more civilized people, because they lived in
permanent cities not nomadic encampments. Following
the Pueblo Revolt of 1680, when the Pueblos successfully expelled the Spanish from New Mexico, treaties
and land grants established the legal land rights of these
peoples. These treaties and land grants were largely recognized by the Mexican and American governments that
followed, and the Pueblos were thus spared from relocation and reservation efforts that impacted most other
Native Americans.4
Native Americans have been studied by outsiders
for over two hundred years. Most of these studies were
done without consent and without respect. The Pueblos
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were certainly not spared from this, and many cultural
atrocities occurred: sacred artifacts, funerary objects, and
human remains were stolen and either destroyed or taken
away to be stored and studied in museums or universities.
Tribes were given some authority over such collections
in 1990 with the passage of the Native American Graves
Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA). Shortly
thereafter, in 1992, The National Historic Preservation
Act was amended to allow tribes to establish their own
THPOs, with all the roles and responsibilities of a SHPO.
As of March 2016, 167 of the 567 federally-recognized
Indian tribes have established a THPO office, including eight of the twenty-one Pueblo tribes (National
Association of Tribal Historic Preservation Officers 2016).
The THPOs are primarily engaged in NAGPRA activities
and archaeological consultation on ancestral sites.
Contemporary developments with NAGPRA were the
publication of Keepers of the Treasures: Protecting Historic
Properties and Cultural Traditions on Indian Lands and
National Register Bulletin 38, Guidelines for Evaluating
and Documenting Traditional Cultural Properties (hereafter NRB 38)(Parker 1990; Parker and King 1991).
These two publications helped broaden the discussion
of preservation away from its focus on buildings and
constructed landscapes to traditional places, lifeways,
artistic traditions, and language. These efforts built on
previous initiatives in folklore preservation, particularly
a 1983 report by the Library of Congress titled Cultural
Conservation: the Protection of Cultural Heritage of the
United States (Loomis 1983).
These thoughtful documents stand in contrast to the
Secretary’s Standards, which approaches preservation
from an objective, materials-based perspective, seeking to limit physical change. This limitation of change
is at odds with folklore studies as well as much of
indigenous thought. As stated by Ormond Loomis in
Cultural Conservation:
The impossibility of completely preserving the contours, texture, and features of any specific culture,
frozen in time, is generally recognized. Culture,
the sum of human endeavor, is by nature dynamic.
It includes styles, institutions, attitudes, memories,
and values—all of which change. Proposing governmental efforts to stem the inevitable change in
society would be pointless. Further, in a free society, even expecting government to slow the process
would be wrong. The natural flow of cultural development belongs to the people as a consequence of their
freedom to choose. It is possible, however, to temper
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change so that it proceeds in accordance with the will
of the people, and not in response to the pressures of
faddish trends or insensitive public or private projects. Conservation denotes efforts which steward and
nurture living resources and ensure natural cultural
growth. (Loomis 1983, 29)
Keepers of the Treasures includes a remarkable section elucidating varied indigenous viewpoints on
preservation, many of which take offense with the term
“preservation” and its typical usage. Parris Butler, of the
Fort Mojave Indian Tribe, states:
When we think of historical preservation, I suppose
that you think of something that is old, something
that has happened in the past and that you want to put
away on a shelf and bring it out and look at every now
and again. . . . This is really a term that is completely
contrary to the way that we need to look at our language for the sake of our people. . . . I was so puzzled
by the whole thing that I looked up “historical” and it
said “a significant past event.” And I’m not really sure
that’s the way we want to look at these things at all. In
our way of thinking, everything is a significant event,
and the past is as real as us being here right now. We
are all connected to the things that happened at the
beginning of our existence. And those things live on as
they are handed down to us. (Parker 1990, 5)
Federal publications helped build momentum for providing Native American tribes with new tools to protect
sites of cultural importance that they no longer controlled. The relative subjectivity of TCPs, compared with
what could be considered more objective evaluations of
constructed buildings and landscapes, has caused confusion, debate, and extensive legal struggles for tribes
and preservation advocates, particularly when the sites
for which protection is desired are in the way of natural
resource extraction.
The bulk of the thought on indigenous preservation
has dealt with culture, language, collections, archaeology,
and, most recently, TCPs. There has also been consideration of how ancestral sites should be preserved, with
many indigenous groups wishing to have the remains of
ancient sites return to the earth.
What is the fate of indigenous places that are still in
use? For whom are these places to be preserved? Whose
value systems determine treatment methods or if built
heritage is to be preserved at all? How can the concept
of a TCP assist tribal communities in managing historic
places according to their values? There is a wide range
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of attitudes among the tribes that have focused energy
on these questions. Most of the Pueblo tribes have yet to
fully develop their own answers, but there is a palpable
sense that something is changing and that their own
cultural values suddenly have greater weight in the negotiations. This moment is the product of slowly shifting
cultural resource management thinking as well as the
development of well-trained preservation and housing
departments within the tribes.
EVOLUTION AND CONSOLIDATION OF HERITAGE VALUES
Alois Riegl, an Austrian art historian, was among
the first to identify values to be considered in the process of heritage preservation. In “The Modern Cult of
Monuments: Its Character and Its Origin,” Riegl differentiates historical value, age value, artistic value,
commemorative value, use value, and newness value
(Riegl 1903). As the preservation profession developed
and international charters were adopted, the heritage
values of history and aesthetics were prioritized, particularly the ICOMOS Venice Charter of 1964 (ICOMOS
1964).5 In an effort to systematize preservation protocol,
the international community marginalized traditional
societies and a multiplicity of value systems in the emphasis of global methods for the identification and treatment
of historic places. Although the Convention Concerning
the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage
of 1972 added ethnological, natural, and scientific values
to heritage analysis, its reliance on the concept of “outstanding universal value” continues to create tremendous
stumbling blocks for traditional communities that understand time and space differently from the Western world
(UNESCO 1972).
The Secretary’s Standards boiled heritage down to a
succinct understanding of time, use, and place (National
Park Service 1995). Notably, the standards do provide four
varied treatment approaches, but they are all based on the
primacy of material integrity and objective authenticity,
and the resultant desire to limit change. As national communities of heritage professionals across the globe sought
to enact legislation in their various countries, the notion
of universal value began to be challenged. Australia, with
a large indigenous population, was among the first and
boldest to challenge to the doctrine. The Burra Charter,
adopted by the Australian ICOMOS chapter in 1979
(and updated in 2013), focused on cultural significance,
recognized that heritage is valued differently by different cultures, and gave recognition to spiritual and social
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values (Australia ICOMOS 2013).
In the United States, the National Register of Historic
Places remained overly focused on historical and aesthetic qualities until 1990, when NRB 38 was drafted,
allowing community values to be considered. ICOMOS
further updated heritage thinking in 1994 with “The Nara
Document on Authenticity,” which recognizes diverse
and changing heritage values, and the 2003 “Kimberley
Declaration on Intangible Heritage” (ICOMOS 1994;
ICOMOS 2003). With the exception of NRB 38, these
charters and declarations have not yet repudiated the
notion of universal value. Despite the discussion of
diverse and intangible cultural heritage, the doctrine
retains an emphasis on a systematic exploration of significance and documentation. In contrast, both the TCP
process and the 1992 amendments to the 1966 National
Historic Preservation Act provide tribal communities rights of nondisclosure with regard to sacred sites.
Documented without consent for centuries, it is understandable that Native American communities would be
reluctant to fully record the location of historic sites and
their particular significances. This is something not yet
recognized in the ICOMOS charters.
THE OWE’NEH BUPINGEH PRESERVATION PROJECT
I have had the extraordinary opportunity to work
with a number of Pueblo communities in the development of preservation approaches for their traditional
villages. One of these efforts, the Owe’neh Bupingeh
Preservation Project, has received significant attention
and numerous awards for its community values and
place-based preservation approach, including the 2014
National Trust/ACHP Award for Federal Partnerships
in Historic Preservation, as well as a recent cover story
in Preservation (Karaim 2015). This project at Ohkay
Owingeh (formerly known as San Juan Pueblo) began
with a $7,500 grant in 2006 from the New Mexico SHPO
to train tribal high school students in preservation and
documentation. That initial opportunity has since been
leveraged into more than $9 million in grants, which
have funded replacement of all infrastructure in the
village and the complete rehabilitation of thirty-four
adobe homes.
We have been successful in the Ohkay Owingeh project because the preservation approaches are grounded
in the cultural values of this community. Whereas the
Secretary’s Standards focuses on the physical integrity of
historic materials (defined as “authenticity”), this Pueblo
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is more concerned with the ongoing life of these plazas
and homes, where customs, art, and language are preserved as “tradition.”
At the beginning of the preservation efforts at Ohkay
Owingeh, I was told by the elders that “the period of
significance is not in the past, it is tomorrow.” Older
buildings are not more significant than new buildings,
and buildings are not associated with significant events of
the past. The materials of the old buildings typically hold
no intrinsic value. Yet as our conversations continued,
and tribal members thought more about the preservation project, it became clear that a tipping point had been
passed. In the past, only the process of construction was
preserved. However, since the traditional construction
methods had been largely forgotten in recent decades,
the physical presence of the past had suddenly attained
cultural value. The homes became worth saving as tribal
members began to say, “the breath of our ancestors is
within these adobe.” Following the initial documentation efforts by tribal youth and a follow-up oral history
program with elders, the tribe established the Ohkay
Owingeh Cultural Advisory Team to ensure that the
values of the tribe took precedence as the project continued. Their first task was to draw the boundary of Owe’neh
Bupingeh, self-determining the cultural area as distinct
from the National Register boundary established in 1974
by outsiders (Figure 5).
Thus began a process of community engagement that
determined which physical aspects of the past should
return and which should remain, based on clues from
more than 400 historic photographs of the old plazas.
Understanding the physical specificity of this place at any
moment in time was not only impossible, but irrelevant
to this culture’s self-understanding, as no period of time
was more significant than any other. Eight generations
of doors and windows were categorized, and the types
seen in the 1950s were selected for reintroduction as they
struck a better balance between historical and contemporary life (Figure 6). In contrast, the cultural activities
of the traditional community required that the spatial
enclosure of the plazas be returned to a condition not
seen since the early 1900s. Once surrounded by at least
150 homes, the plaza area now contains only sixty homes,
with numerous holes in the street walls. The tribe desired
to rebuild these homes, but as modern homes, not reconstructions of buildings poorly suited for contemporary
life. In order to accommodate the number of bedrooms
required by HUD, we also needed to return to a tradition
of two-story homes. Modifications were needed to the
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Fig. 5. Frequency of residential use at Ohkay Owingeh, prior to rehabilitation. This map shows the self-determined traditional area and the National Register boundary. (Atkin Olshin Schade Architects.)

Fig. 6. Chronology of window and door types at Ohkay Owingeh. (Atkin Olshin Schade Architects.)
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Fig. 7. “View of San Juan Pueblo and North Plaza.” 1877.
John K. Hillers. This is the oldest known photograph of
Ohkay Owingeh. (Courtesy of the National Anthropological
Archives, Smithsonian Institution [NAA INV 06344100].)

ancient prototype, as historically there were no doors and
homes were entered via ladders (Figure 7). The second
stories would be erected where needed by families, in
many cases where there was no documentation of taller
buildings. Just as the village evolved organically in the
past, it would do so again, within a culturally appropriate framework determined by the community (Figure 8).
Seen through the lens of normative preservation
practice, the approach is full of contradiction. Modern
membrane roofs were installed instead of preserving
the earthen roofs, but mud plaster was returned to the
exterior walls, and the community is again learning the
traditional maintenance practices (Figure 9). Surviving
interior features such as timber vigas (beams) have been
preserved and extended on the exterior, but plumbing
vents and satellite dishes are visible on the exteriors, demonstrating the modernity of this place (Figures 10 and 11).

Fig. 8. Ohkay Owingeh, 2012. (Kate Russell Photography.)

Fig. 9. Community mud plastering at Ohkay Owingeh,
2012. (Tania Hammidi, photographer.)
Fig. 10. Rehabilitated interior of an Ohkay Owingeh home,
2012. (Kate Russell Photography.)
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Fig. 11. Justin Aguino outside his newly rehabilitated home,
2012. (Kate Russell Photography.)

The preservation plan outlines the practical and
cultural conflicts with the Secretary’s Standards, and
demonstrates that the preservation of the process and
culture of place is more important than strict physical
conservation (Table 1). The village would continue to
change and grow organically as it had for centuries, and
the changes would not necessarily be self-evident.
The preservation plan became a legal document
through its incorporation into the 2010 programmatic
agreement signed by the tribe, the SHPO, HUD, and
the New Mexico Mortgage Finance Authority. The plaza
area of Ohkay Owingeh had been listed on the National
Register in 1974, but its nomination had been prepared by

PRESERVATION

REHABILITATION

RESTORATION

RECONSTRUCTION

1 Appropriate Use
Use as was used, or use to maximize
physical retention.

1 Appropriate Use
Use as was used, or use to maximize
physical retention.

1 Appropriate Use
Use as was used, or use as per
restoration period.

1 Accuracy and Need
Reconstruct only where documentation minimizes conjecture and where
essential to public understanding of
property.

2 Retain Character
Replacement will be avoided.

2 Retain Character
Removal will be avoided.

2 Retain Character
Removal of features from the restoration period will be avoided.

3 Preserve What Remains
Preserve remaining historic materials,
features, spatial relationships.

3 Record of its Time
Conservation will be compatible and
identifiable.

3 Record of its Time
False sense of historic development
will be avoided, such as adding
conjectural features or elements from
other historic properties.

3 Record of its Time
Conservation of materials and features from the restoration period will
be compatible and identifiable.

5 Identification
Reconstruction will be clearly identified as a contemporary re-creation.

4 Historic Changes
Historic changes will be retained and
preserved.

4 Historic Changes
Historic changes will be retained and
preserved.

4 Historic Changes
Materials, features, spaces, and
finishes that characterize other historical periods will be documented prior
to removal.

5 Distinct Craftsmanship
Preserve materials, features, finishes,
&and construction techniques.

5 Distinct Craftsmanship
Preserve materials, features, finishes,
&and construction techniques.

5 Distinct Craftsmanship
Preserve materials, features, finishes,
&and construction techniques.

6 Minimize Replacement
Existing conditions will determine
appropriate intervention. Where
replacement is required, new material
will match composition, design, color,
and texture. Replacement requires
documentary evidence.

6 Repair or Replace?
Deterioration will be repaired rather
than replaced. Where replacement
is required, new material will match
composition, design, color, and
texture.Replacement requires documentary evidence.

6 Replace from Restoration Period
Deterioration of features from restoration period will be repaired rather
than replaced. Where replacement
is required, new materials will match
composition, design, color, and
texture.Replacement requires documentary evidence.

4 Reconstruct Craftsmanship
Duplicate materials, design, color, &
and texture.

7 Substantiation of Replacement
Replacement of missing features from
restoration period will be substantiated.
7 Gentle Treatment
Chemical or physical treatments, if
used, will be as gentle as possible.

7 Gentle Treatment
Chemical or physical treatments, if
used, will be as gentle as possible.

8 Gentle Treatment
Chemical or physical treatments, if
used, will be as gentle as possible.

8 Protect Archaeology
Protect and preserve in place.
Mitigate if required.

8 Protect Archaeology
Protect and preserve in place.
Mitigate if required.

9 Protect Archaeology
Protect and preserve in place.
Mitigate if required.

2 Archaeological Investigation
Reconstruct following thorough
archaeological investigation. Mitigate
resources if disturbed.

9 Differentiation and Compatibility
New construction shall be differentiated from the old and compatible
with historic materials, features, size,
scale, and proportion.

10 False History
Designs that were never executed
historically will not be constructed.

6 False History
Designs that were never executed
historically will not be constructed.

10 Reversibility
New construction should be removable without impacting essential form
and integrity.
No conflict between Preservation Standard and Cultural Values
Moderate conflict
Strong conflict

Source: Atkin Olshin Schade Architects.

Table 1: Diagram of Ohkay Owingeh cultural conflicts with the Secretaryof the Interior’s Standards
Vo l u m e 8
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Fig. 12. North House, Taos Pueblo, 2010. (Photo by Shawn Evans, AIA.)
outsiders and its significance was primarily as a historical place, not a living community. The preservation plan
and programmatic agreement that followed go further to
acknowledge Owe’neh Bupingeh as a traditional cultural
place and require that the traditional cultural values of
Ohkay Owingeh be taken into account for all activities
within the area. Responsibility for determining treatment methodology is assigned to the Ohkay Owingeh
Cultural Advisory Team. This preservation is done for
the Ohkay Owingeh people, not visiting tourists looking
for a romantic window to the past.
A BROADER PUEBLO CONTEXT
The project for Ohkay Owingeh began garnering attention even before construction began. Many of the other
Pueblos visited the project and the discussions between
the tribes always included the recognition that preservation/rehabilitation projects at each Pueblo village
should be done according to the Pueblo’s own values.
Nevertheless, we often heard that the process and preservation techniques had established a new model for
preservation, and I became concerned that other tribes
would be encouraged to follow the Ohkay Owingeh
treatment approach, which could be just as foreign as the
Secretary’s Standards in some of these communities. To
help build the case for greater self-determination in preservation approaches, I received the James Marston Fitch
Mid-Career Grant, which allowed me to collaborate with
most of the other Pueblos to understand the wide variety
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of approaches and ambitions they had toward the “preservation” of the historic villages.
As anticipated, the consultation meetings revealed a
tremendous spectrum in current and desired practices
of preservation. In conversations with tribal members,
it appeared that Ohkay Owingeh and Taos Pueblo had
developed the most specific practices. As discussed
already, at Ohkay Owingeh, the community determined
that the most appropriate preservation treatment was full
rehabilitation of the historic homes. Additions have been
constructed where they are needed now, irrespective of
documented historic conditions, and exteriors have been
returned to a culturally appropriate character. Interiors
of these centuries-old homes feature fully functional
kitchens and bathrooms. While many ceilings have been
restored, floors are most often carpet or linoleum tile.
Taos Pueblo, on the other hand, long ago determined
that their historic village should be maintained as it has
been for generations—architectural change is restricted
and no utilities are permitted within the walled village
(Figure 12). It is often assumed by outsiders that this decision was made to retain the allure of this timeless place
for the tourist gaze. The extraordinary village at Taos has
long been a tourist destination, and unlike the vast majority of Pueblos, Taos has embraced tourism as its primary
economic engine. While there may be a coincidental benefit to tourism, the tribal official I met with convinced me
that the minimization of change is a spiritual decision,
not an economic one.
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As a result of the prohibition against utilities, very few
of the several hundred homes in the iconic structures at
Taos are primary residences in the way HUD defines a
home. Without electricity and plumbing, the homes
cannot meet HUD housing quality standards, severely
limiting the tribe’s ability to utilize federal funding for
repair and rehabilitation. Taos has instead developed a
partnership with the World Monuments Fund, completing a pilot preservation project in the village that has
involved significant training of tribal members in the
traditional building practices. Taos has a reputation of
never changing, yet this community determined that the
best way to preserve this particular portion of the World
Heritage site was to rebuild. Making full use of a LiDAR
scan of the village, the pilot project involved substantial demolition and reconstruction—primarily due to
deterioration of the adobe walls, but also due to cultural
beliefs about the importance of returning adobe to the
earth.6 The building was rebuilt exactly as it was, with
tiny windows and ceilings at seven feet or less (Figure
13). I was told that the primary multistory buildings, the
North House and South House, are viewed as quite different from the other buildings. The materials of these
buildings are seen to have greater intrinsic value and they
will not be returned to the earth. These historic buildings are to be conserved. The preservation approach at
Taos is deeply complex and was not fully shared with me.
It is self-determined and based on their particular cultural values.
Each group from the various tribes expressed different
priorities for preservation. Preservation in these communities sometimes addresses buildings and materials, but
more often it is the spaces and settlement patterns that
are to be preserved. In a number of Pueblos, the oldest
photographs were seen as interesting but irrelevant if

Fig. 13. View of Sub-House 2 following project completion.
(Photo by Frank Sanchis, World Monuments Fund.)
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the physical character seen in the images could not be
remembered by living people. An official at one of the
Pueblos made a compelling argument that his people
wanted to live on their plazas again, but should not be
forced to live in antiquated structures. He wished to have
the flexibility to build new structures, of a similar size and
proportion to the existing historic homes, organized in
the same traditional settlement pattern around the plaza,
but the homes would be demonstrative of the most highly
sustainable construction techniques. He envisioned visible solar panels and water catchment systems on every
home, necessary for energy independence which would
lead to true sovereignty. For this official, preservation is
about the plaza—the seemingly empty space between the
buildings, for the plaza is where the significant cultural
events occur. Another insight into a different understanding of the past is that it is common to hear Pueblo people
talk of their home as having belonged to their grandparents even though it had been rebuilt after their passing.
No historic fabric remains, but it is still understood to be
the old house, because it is place that is significant, not
its physical material. One Pueblo leader expressed to me
that the physical appearance of tradition was “nice,” but it
was far more important to maintain a traditional earthen
floor, implying that the direct connection of the human
body to the earth is one’s most significant relationship to
the past.
BEYOND THE RESERVATION
Certainly there are traditional cultural places that
are not indigenous. One of the threads connecting the
indigenous and nonindigenous cultural places is their
vernacular nature. Vernacular architecture is informal and characterized by use and change, as opposed
to the monumental architecture that is more likely
designed by an architect and characteristic of a briefer
moment in time. As noted above, Western preservation
standards were written with the monumental in mind.
While modern preservation standards acknowledge the
importance of understanding and documenting change,
only historic change is valued. ICOMOS made significant progress on this theme in 1999 with its “Charter on
the Built Vernacular Heritage” (ICOMOS 1999). Several
important distinctions from the Secretary’s Standards
are worth discussion. In noting that “alterations which
legitimately respond to the demands of contemporary use
should be effected by the introduction of materials which
maintain a consistency of expression, texture, and form
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Fig. 14. Children playing in Ohkay Owingeh’s main plaza, Owe’neh Bupingeh, 2014. (Minesh Bacrania Photography.)
throughout the structure and a consistency of building
materials,” the drafters of this charter expose a rift with
the generally accepted concept that alterations should be
readily identifiable as distinct from the historic condition
(ICOMOS 1999, 3). Additionally, “adaptation and reuse of
vernacular structures should be carried out in a manner
which will respect the integrity of the structure, its character and form while being compatible with acceptable
standards of living. Where there is no break in the continuous utilization of vernacular forms, a code of ethics
within the community can serve as a tool of intervention”
(ICOMOS 1999, 3).
Although the Secretary’s Standards provide for modernization within the guidelines for rehabilitation, the tenor of
the guidelines is one of minimizing change, whereas the
ICOMOS charter seems, at least on the surface, to value
continued compatible use over restrictions on change. In
the discussion of “continuous utilization of vernacular
forms,” the ICOMOS charter also exposes the separation
of the past from the present as a fallacy. This is certainly
true for many indigenous communities. Ed Crocker, a conservation contractor in Santa Fe with particular expertise
in adobe and a former trustee of US/ICOMOS, has argued
convincingly for the adoption of vernacular guidelines
within the Secretary’s Standards (Crocker 1999). Tom
King, in his seminal text on TCPs, Places that Count, notes
that there are no guidelines for managing impacts on TCPs
(King 2003). Based on my experiences with traditional
communities, I believe strongly that for any such guidelines
to be successful, they must be flexible enough to provide
communities themselves with the ability to define “adverse
effect” and to determine their own guidelines for preservation and design within historic areas. This is critical for such
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communities to be resilient in meeting the challenges of
the future.
There are many traditional Hispanic villages throughout the Southwest that bristle at the idea of federal
preservation standards restricting the continued use
and adaptation of their cultural places. Just eleven miles
southeast of Ohkay Owingeh is the town of Chimayo,
where the late eighteenth-century Plaza del Cerro stands
as one of the last fortified Hispano plazas in New Mexico.
The plaza is known as being the most intact of this once
common typology, but similar to the historic Pueblo
villages, the adobe homes have for several decades suffered from abandonment and from deterioration caused
by cement plaster. In the 1980s, the town was courted by
Robert Redford who wished to make it the centerpiece
of his film The Milagro Beanfield War. Redford and his
production company proposed extensive repairs and restoration of the plaza, going so far as to discuss the project
with the SHPO, but the proposal quickly divided the
community, many of whom were opposed to outsiders
determining the appearance of their cultural place (Usner
1995, 246–48). The stymied effort set preservation of this
remarkable place back by decades as its approach was
seen to favor tourism and Hollywood idealism as opposed
to the contemporary needs of the community. The Plaza
del Cerro is undoubtedly a TCP and new strategies for
preservation that are developed within the community
for its own needs are urgently needed.
A nuanced understanding of change within TCPs
would also greatly benefit the resiliency of urban ethnic
enclaves. These communities typically occupy neighborhoods that existed long before they arrived. Chinatowns
are frequently discussed as TCPs, particularly with
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respect to designation and protection. Chinatowns in
major cities began to form in the 1870s, long before the
discipline of historic preservation sought to limit physical change to working-class urban neighborhoods. The
Asian immigrants quickly set about reshaping their
environment, adding signage and altering facades to be
more reflective of their heritage. These neighborhoods
are now celebrated for their particular character, but
such radical change to the nineteenth-century neighborhoods they transformed would not be tolerated today in
many cities that have embraced historic preservation. The
TCP approach should be utilized not just to protect the
changes these communities made in the past, but also to
protect the ability of these communities to continue to
grow and change, despite their newfound historic status.
These approaches to heritage management are challenging to the values professional preservationists
typically hold toward the past. These traditional cultural
places necessitate an examination of preservation much
deeper than the question of “what should this place look
like?” This approach turns preservation on its head and
asks, “how is a living community integral to the meaning
of place?” The true challenge for the preservation professionals preserving traditional cultural places is to resist
answering these questions themselves. If we are to aid
in the preservation of these extraordinary and unique
places, we need to transform our own processes to fully
engage the communities we serve. If traditional heritage
is to be resilient, it must remain traditional, which most
likely comes at the expense of being universal. Rather
than bring predefined concepts of material authenticity,
we need to open ourselves to other notions of time, use,
and place (Figure 14).

SHAWN EVANS, AIA

Atkin Olshin Schade Architects
Santa Fe, NM (USA)
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(ENDNOTES)
1 I am specifically not using the more typical term “traditional
cultural property” as many Native Americans object to the word
“property” being used in reference to their traditional and sacred
places.
2 Several of the Pueblos utilize stone masonry construction rather
than earthen adobe masonry. These stone masonry buildings utilize
earthen mortars and were often mud plastered, requiring similar
maintenance cycles.
3 Statistics on number of homes and level of usage in the Pueblo
villages were compiled during my Fitch study.
4 Although the federal and state governments today refer to Pueblo
land bases as “reservations,” many of the Pueblos refuse this term,
as their land has always been theirs and was not “reserved” for their
relocation.
5 ICOMOS, the International Council on Monuments and Sites,
is a nongovernmental international organization dedicated to
the conservation of the world’s monuments and sites. The Venice
Charter and ICOMOS were both created in the aftermath of World
War II with the aim of creating international standards and an
association of conservation professionals.
6 LiDAR is a survey technology that determines measurements
through analysis of laser reflected off the surfaces being measured.
Millions of laser measurements are made, creating highly accurate
three-dimensional computer models.
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