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a sense of Place:
Ecoregional Design at Mesa Verde National Park

hen the national Park Service was estab-
lished in 1916, the new agency inherited an 

architectural legacy developed by private interests, par-
ticularly the railroads. This legacy included Northern  
Pacific’s Old Faithful Inn in Yellowstone and Santa Fe’s 
El Tovar at the south rim of the Grand Canyon, both built 
in the Swiss Chalet–Norway Villa tradition. This his-
torical precedent—borrowing attractive yet incongruous 
design themes from the Old World with little regard for 
the natural setting—was inherited by the designers of the 
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structures at Colorado’s Mesa Verde National Park. Yet, 
rather than follow tradition, principal designers husband 
and wife Jesse and Aileen Nusbaum became the first to 
incorporate surrounding ecological themes into the de-
sign of a National Park structure, not only setting a new 
precedent, but creating a clear sense of design purpose that 
would contribute significantly to the nation’s architectural 
heritage. 

As the first National Park Service (NPS) building to 
be designed with a sense of its place, the superintendent’s 
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style fit for the ancients
In the first years after Mesa Verde became a park in 1906, 
it was poorly managed. Looting and vandalism of the 
ruins (including more than 4,000 ancestral Pueblo ar-
cheological sites and 600 cliff dwellings) was rampant. 
At best, early administrators ignored the destruction; at 
worst, they profited financially from it. In 1921, Direc-
tor Stephen Mather hired Jesse Nusbaum to oversee man-
agement of the archeological resources and development 
of the area. This Colorado native, the first trained arche-
ologist employed by the Park Service, had participated  
in numerous archeological surveys, excavations and  

residence at Mesa Verde is unique; the 1921 building was 
also the first NPS building to incorporate local cultural 
traditions into the construction. Called the Pueblo Revival 
style, this architectural style drew its inspiration from the 
Spanish missions and pueblos of New Mexico, designed 
to blend in while enhancing the experience of visitors to 
the park. The Nusbaums believed structures could be used 
to explain the construction of prehistoric dwellings in the 
park and could also be compatible with their natural and 
cultural settings. They did so by looking at the ecology of 
the region in which the park is located and the vernacular 
architecture it engendered. 
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stabilizations throughout middle America and the South-
west, including Mesa Verde. Nusbaum, along with his tal-
ented wife, Aileen, settled on the obvious choice for the 
most accurate architectural style for the area: the ancient 
pueblos. In his submission to build this structure, he wrote 
that a modern building would be out of place amid the 
ancient ruins. He noted that appropriate materials would 
be easily attainable and that the Pueblo Style would  
“help to preserve the Indian atmosphere which the ruins and  
environment create.” 

The T-shaped doorway was inspired by ancienT anasazi dwellings in The souThwesT, such as pueblo boniTo in chaco canyon naTional hisTorical park, new Mexico. ForTress-like ouTside, The view FroM The Main enTrance wiTh iTs sawn-grill FronT door reveals a welcoMing and eleganT inTerior. 

Aileen O’Bryan Nusbaum was well suited to collabo-
rate with her husband on the design of Pueblo Style build-
ings for the park. A native of the Southwest, she had spent 
12 years in Paris studying art and drama at the Sorbonne; 
she also served as a nurse during World War I. Intrigued 
by the ancient culture of the Pueblo and Navajo people, 
she poured enormous energies into designing park build-
ings and programs. She undoubtedly called upon her 
nursing experience when she designed a small hospital 
in the park for employees and tourists; when it opened in 
1926, Congress named it for her.
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naTive vegeTaTion oF piñon and juniper woodland Makes The building 

seeM indigenous To iTs surrounding. hopi inspiration 
The first project designed and built by Jesse Nusbaum 
was the superintendent’s house, based on Hopi architec-
ture. It was likely inspired by the Hopi House (opened 
in 1905) in Grand Canyon National Park, Ariz., the first 
building designed by renowned Southwest architect Mary 
Jane Colter. Nusbaum had collaborated with Colter on the 
Painted Desert Exhibit for the 1915 San Diego exposi-
tion. Rather than look toward the park’s natural resources 
for design ideas as other park managers had, Nusbaum 
broke with tradition. His buildings would be the first con-
structed with the intent of creating culturally appropriate 
architecture for park lands that had been designated for 
their cultural, rather than natural, significance. 

The house was a triumph. Nusbaum even made the 
furniture for the house, using as inspiration the simple 
lines of New Mexico’s earliest Spanish Colonial style. 
When curious tourists clamored to see it inside and out, 
the Nusbaums opened it for public tours until requests 
overwhelmed them.

hopi house aT grand canyon naTional park, opened in 1905, was Mary jane 

colTer’s FirsT building ThaT was inspired by The ancienT hopi village oF 

oraibi, arizona. vinTage posTcard by deTroiT publishing co. For Fred harvey. 

The living rooM is ouTFiTTed wiTh vinTage Furnishings and wesTern iTeMs ThaT coMpleMenT each 

oTher and reFlecT The Feeling oF The pueblo era. The weavings draped over The soFa and chair are 

navajo rugs. below,  The house as iT looked when The nusbauMs occupied iT.
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design and history
The Mesa Verde superintendent’s residence is a one-story, 
flat-roofed building with buff sandstone-block exterior 
walls, projecting exposed peeled beams (vigas) on all fa-
cades, and parapet walls of varied heights. It is generally 
rectangular in plan but with bays projecting on all sides. 
This irregular building plan resulted from the shape of the 
rooms. This “form-follows-structure” method of building 
is typical of prehistoric and historic pueblo structures, and 
is commonly used in these revival structures. The house 
is of modest size, measuring 58 feet by 36 feet, and ap-
proximately 10 feet high.

The residence is part of a six-building Administra-
tive District including the post office, park headquarters, 
the old community building (now the ranger station), the  

Nusbaum served as Superintendent at Mesa Verde  
until 1931, when he left for Santa Fe to become the di-
rector of the Laboratory of Anthropology. Soon after, the 
Nusbaums separated. He returned as superintendent twice 
in the next 15 years, from 1936 to 1939 and again dur-
ing World War II. Throughout his life, Nusbaum’s ties 
to Mesa Verde remained strong; while in Sante Fe he re-
viewed the blueprints and drawings of the buildings he 
had designed for alterations. He sought the advice of his 
friend, Southwest architect John Gaw Meem, the first ar-
chitect to be associated with Regionalism. Meem is best 
known for his instrumental role in the development and 
popularization of the Pueblo Revival style. Variations on 
this style were used in the quickly developing southwest-
ern parks and monuments in the 1930s. 
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righT, a 1929 view down spruce Tree canyon  

inTo navajo canyon, showing residence  

oF superinTendenT jesse nusbauM (barely  

discernable on righT). This house is seT in 

The MaTrix oF The naTive landscape, ensuring 

conTinuiTy and creaTing a deFined sense  

oF place. below, a ForMer waTer Tower  

converTed To park-ranger housing.

view FroM FronT door Toward spruce Tree canyon. george granT, naTional park service.
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Responding to the Environment:  
Learning from the Anasazi

hroughout the world, disregard for ecological set-
tings has resulted in unsustainable buildings that 
require vast amounts of energy to overcome the 

climate. our ecological crises have resulted, in part, from a 
failure to match human development to the limits of the 
regions where we live and build. The vast water-diversion 
and power-generation projects that maintain life in desert 
towns like phoenix, los angeles and las vegas are an 
immense drain on natural resources. Many of the buildings 
in these regions are out of place. conserving resources 
first requires attention to a sense of place, and matching 
development to the limits of the regions where we live. 
The homes of the prehistoric anasazi people of Mesa 
verde are a prime example of buildings that suit their 
ecoregional conditions. The buildings at Mesa verde 

national park are more recent 
examples of successful and sustain-
able design with a clear understand-
ing of the importance of place.

in the southwestern corner of 
colorado, Mesa verde national park 
lies within the semi-desert ecore-
gion province of the colorado pla-
teau, a high-elevation tableland dissected into canyons and 
arroyos by rivers and intermittent streams. (ecoregions 
are large ecosystems differentiated primarily by macrocli-
matic conditions and the prevailing plant formations that 
are determined by those conditions.) The geology is nearly 
horizontal sedimentary rock punctuated intermittently by 
structures of volcanic origin. elevations of the plateau tops 
range from 5,000 to 7,000 feet, with local relief ranging 
from 500 to more than 4,000 feet in some of the deeper 
canyons (such as the grand canyon of the colorado 
river). 

Throughout the province, these canyons provided log-
ical building sites for ancient peoples; they were sheltered 
and close to a water source. due to the region’s generally 
high elevation, the climate is characterized by cold winters. 
summer days are usually hot, but nights are cool, a point 
incorporated into the Mesa verde house through the thick 
walls that insulate the house from heat and cold. average 
annual precipitation is about 20 inches, with some parts of 
the province receiving less than 10 inches. The precipita-
tion is highly variable from year to year, and includes peri-
ods of prolonged drought. in fact, drought is thought to be 
the reason the anasazi abandoned their dwellings at the 
end of the 13th century. 

Ecological Design at the Ecoregional Scale
in response to their regional climate and ecology, the pre-
historic anasazi of the colorado plateau built high-mass 
adobe cliff dwellings in the canyons. These were built in 
south-facing caves that afforded passive solar gain in the 
winter and blocked heat gain in the summer. The caves 
were created by groundwater softening the cement in the 
sandstone, permitting loosened grains to be blown away. 

The anasazi’s basic construction material was sandstone 
shaped into rectangular blocks. The mortar between the 
blocks was a mix of dirt and water.  walls are still tall and 
straight, having withstood the tests of time and the ele-
ments. in the pueblos of zuni, Taos, acoma and elsewhere 
in the southwestern deserts, the anasazis’ successors used 
adobe and thermal mass to create pueblo dwellings that 
were kept cool in the open desert. in other regions, 
homes constructed of brick have the same effect.

understanding the natural processes that distinguish 
different regions, then designing structures and land uses 
accordingly, is the opposite of one-size-fits-all mass pro-
duction, in which standard templates are replicated with 
little regard to place. just as the ancients did, sustainable 
designers understand that regional ecology provides 
essential keys to sustainable design.

t

below, The side porTal, a 1930s addiTion, provides a MagniFicenT view 

oF spruce Tree canyon (also seen in The deTail phoTo above). The 

ceiling TreaTMenT in This space is diFFerenT FroM ThaT in The inTerior 

rooMs. here, The principal vigas (peeled beaMs) supporT large laTias 

(halF-round saplings), which in Turn supporT sMall laTias running 

parallel To The Main vigas. opposiTe page, Top: vinTage naTional park 

decal and sTaMp show cliFF palace; boTToM, The cliFF dwellings oF 

The anasazi (now  More properly reFerred To as ancesTral 

puebloans) in a vinTage posTcard by deTroiT publishing co.
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museum, and the ranger club (now the park library). These 
Park Service buildings were declared a National Historic 
Landmark in 1987. The structures are atop a mesa near 
the edge of Spruce Tree Canyon, in a piñon and juniper 
forest, overlooking Spruce Tree House, a pre-historic 
Anasazi dwelling built into the cliffs circa A.D. 1100  
to 1275. 

mindful Renovations, indigenous details 
The superintendent’s building evolved in three major 
stages, starting as a four-room family home in 1921. An 
addition in 1928 created two new guest rooms, and a sec-
ond remodel during the 1930s added a portal, another 
bedroom and bath, and a study. The building now contains 
just over 2,000 square feet of living space. The building’s 
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below, The living rooM oF The superinTendenT’s residence includes a corner Fireplace Typical oF The souThwesT, and vigas wiTh covered 

plasTer beTween TheM. opposiTe, 18-inch-Thick sTone walls oF The Mesa verde MuseuM proTecT The inTerior FroM deserT exTreMes: blisTeringly 

hoT days and Frigid nighTs.

structures. Plantings of native vegetation screen the build-
ings from the hot sun and make the buildings meld into 
their surroundings. 

The last superintendent to live in the house was Larry 
Wiese, who retired in 2009 (the vintage furnishings pic-
tured here belong to him). The building, currently used 
for staff meetings, will eventually house artists participat-
ing in the park’s Artist-in-Residence Program.   

The design of the superintendent’s residence, its  
materials, and the way it is organically sited on the land-
scape are reminiscent of such Frank Lloyd Wright works 
as Fallingwater in Pennsylvania and Taliesin West in Ari-
zona, as well as Mary Jane Colter’s Hopi House and 
Lookout Studio in Grand Canyon National Park, emerg-
ing from the landscape rather than being plopped down 
upon it. These classic vernacular buildings are a unique 
regional style in the sense that they mimic the characteris-

tics of the culture and of the ecological region. The design 
concept carried out by Jesse and Aileen Nusbaum at Mesa 
Verde, that park buildings should honor and blend into the 
site on which they are built, would set the tone for an ex-
tensive and varied architectural-design philosophy that is 
a source of national pride to this day. The Nusbaums’ ar-
chitectural contributions to the National Park Service would 
eventually be recognized for what they are: a visionary ex-
ample of integrating buildings into the park setting, truly 
embodying a sense of place. 

Robert G. Bailey, Ph.D., is an ecological geographer and author who 
works for the Rocky  Mountain Research Station, U.S. Forest Service, 
in Fort Collins, Colo. He is author of Ecoregion-Based Design for Sus-
tainability (Springer 2002). 

18-inch-thick stone walls add thermal mass; the walls 
contain stones used in prehistoric Anasazi structures (vis-
ible peck-marks indicate primitive use). A T-shaped door-
way in a lower-level wall replicates the form common to 
these structures. Vigas in some of the rooms lend a rustic, 
Mission-era flavor. In the corner of the wood-floored liv-
ing room is a stucco fireplace. Bullnosed corners smooth 
out the seams of the home’s plaster walls, while two of 
the doors in the house have sawn grilles for their upper 
portions. 

As the Anasazi had done to gain access to their dwell-
ings, stair steps were carved into the rock leading down 
to the residence. The paved walkways and stone steps 
bordered by low stone curbs that meander throughout the 
district are small, in keeping with the small scale of the 


