
ARCHAEOASTRONOMY 

 

 

at  

SUN TEMPLE 

MESA VERDE NATIONAL PARK 



Guiding Questions: 

• Why was Sun Temple built? 

• What was its purpose? 

• What was its relationship to the 
“lunar standstill” if any? 

• Is there a true connection between 
Sun Temple and Cliff Palace? 

 



What is ARCHAEOASTRONOMY? 

• The application of ASTONOMY to the 
understanding of ancient structures 
(Williamson, R. A.,1987). 



Why would the ancient people want to study 

astronomy at Mesa Verde National Park? 

Planting Harvesting 



…when to celebrate and gather together 



…and have a strong spiritual 
connection to the sky. 



How was astronomy communicated throughout 

the ancient culture over the years?  

• There was no written language. 

• Dependent on oral transmission. 

• Storytelling through the winter. 

• Poems 

• Stone art 

• Dance 
 



What was Mesa Verdes SUN TEMPLE? 





Was it a…… 

• Different type of residential home 

• Public building 

• Astronomical observatory 

• Place of worship 

• Prehistoric calendar 

 
…with no written language to verify;  no 
one is 100% certain. 



How old is Sun Temple? 

• Approximately 1250 A.D.;  Based on: 

–Dendrochronology records 

–A comparison of buildings and 
architecture found in the same 
area within the same time period. 

 



What are some of the physical features? 

• D- Shaped (Significance is unknown) 

• 122 feet long;64 feet at its widest point 



No exterior doorways or windows; 
except for a walled in access point 
in the southwest corner. 



Non-Traditional Kivas 



Double 
Walled 



Compared with other  
buildings in the area, 
these blocks were 
better aligned and 
shaped. 



What does this mean? 



What is the Sun Shrine or “rill”? 

• Located in the southwest corner of Sun 
Temple. 

• Is it a: 

– Offering plate? 

– Sundial? 

– Place to watch solstices? 

– A natural occurrence? 

What do you think it is?  



Why the D-Shaped construction? 

• Unknown  

• Archeological investigations of other areas and 
structures show a possible relationship 
between D-Shaped buildings and public use  
buildings. 

Believed to be a public building 
at Chaco Canyon, N.M. 



What are the positions of the solstices at Mesa 

Verde? 

NORTH 

SOUTH 

EAST WEST 

Summer 
Solstice 

Summer 
Solstice 

Winter 
Solstice 

Winter 
Solstice 

60.5° 

119° 

299° 

241° 



What are SOLSTICES? 



What is a Lunar Standstill? 

The highest 
latitude on 
the horizon  
that the moon 
reaches on its 
18.6 year 
cycle. 



Why might the “Lunar standstill” be important to 

the ancient people? 

• To coordinate a large scale ceremonial 
event? 

• To mark general changes in life 
(example: marriage and child-bearing 
occurs around 17 to 20 years of age)?  

• Connected with soil nutrient depletion? 

• Coincidental? 

We may never know 

 



Like the Sun, the moon also moves  up 
and down the horizon.  It takes 18.6 

years to do so. 



How is Sun Temple Related to the Solstices? 

To Summer Solstice Sunrise 



How is Sun Temple Related to the Solstices? 

To Summer Solstice Sunrise 



How is Sun Temple Related to the Solstices? 

To Summer Solstice Sunrise 



How is Sun Temple Related to the Solstices? 

To Winter 
 Solstice 
 Sunrise 



How is Sun Temple Related to the Solstices? 

To Winter Solstice  Sunrise 



How is Sun Temple Related to the Solstices? 

To Winter Solstice  Sunrise 



How is Sun Temple Related to the Solstices? 

To Winter Solstice  Sunset 



How is Sun Temple Related to the Solstices? 

To Summer 
Solstice  
Sunset 



Were these intentional 

or coincidental? 

What do you 
think? 



What is Sun Temples Connection with Cliff 

Palace? 

Sun Temple 

Cliff Palace 



Sun 
Temple 

Cliff Palace 



Lunar Standstill can be seen between 
two kivas from Cliff Palace Tower third 
floor. 

Was there something significant about watching a Lunar Standstill? 



The Winter Solstice Sunset can be seen 
between two kivas from a Cliff Palace 
Pecking basin located a few meters away.. 



Third Floor Cliff Palace Tower 
Pictograph 1  

Some experts 
believe this is a 
way to monitor 
the lunar cycles.  

Each peak 
represents a full 

moon. 



For the past one hundred years the 

connection between celestial objects and 

events and the structures of Mesa Verde 

have remained a mystery.  They are locked 

in the stories and dances of the 

descendants from these ancient people.  

Without a written language to verify 

existing theories, the mysteries will 

remain.       



Questions left to be answered… 

• Why was Sun Temple built? 
• What was its purpose? 
• What was its relationship to the “lunar 

standstill” if any? 
• Is there a true connection between Sun 

Temple and Cliff Palace? 
 

What do you think? 
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