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1

INTRODUCTION TO A SURVEY OF THE
NATIVE PREHISTORIC CULTURES OF
MESOAMERICA

RICHARD E. W. ADAMS

This section both introduces the chapters of my colleagues that follow
and is an attempt to outline the intellectual context within which the
work and thought have been accomplished. A short historical back-
ground is also provided as well as a description of the basic theoretical
underpinnings of American archaeology.

THE FUNDAMENTAL INTELLECTUAL STRUCTURES OF
MESOAMERICAN FIELD ARCHAEOLOGY

The basic theoretical structure of American archaeology is derived from
its association with anthropology as well as parts derived from Western
scholarly and traditions in general. Briefly, anthropology (and therefore
archaeology) argues that most human behavior is patterned and that the
patterns are culturally determined. Furthermore, any given culture is
made up of such patterned behavior, functionally integrated, and driven
by a core of beliefs about the nature of the universe and humanity’s place
in it. These disciplinary premises have been distilled from the study of
hundreds of cultures, mainly non-Western, over the past 150 years, al-
though Herodotus (c. 425 B.C.) is often claimed as an early anthropolo-
gist. All cultural patterns, such as differentiated social status, have mate-
rial correlates, as witness differential housing. For archaeologists, the
important part of this premise is that the material remains of any culture
therefore have some relation to the formerly operative nonmaterial be-
haviors. For example, ancestor veneration among the Maya drove them

I am deeply indebted to Harry Shafer, Thomas Hester, Jeffrey Quilter, and Laura J. Levi for
commentary on this introductory chapter. While 1 did not take all of their advice, I carefully
considered it, and any errors, therefore, are doubly my own.
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2 Richard E. W. Adams

to create shrines and temples, large and small, which are now found in
ruins across the landscape. Analytically, the anthropologist and archaeol-
ogist both may artificially break cultures down into component parts
called cultural institutions. The use of cultural institutions is not the only
means of analysis, but it is a particularly useful concept for archaeology
because of the direct logical linkage between institutions and their mate-
rial remains. Thus ancient irrigation canals reflect not just a farming
technique but a segment of a former economic system. Examples of both
cultural institutions and their material correlates are provided in Tables
.1 and r.2. Research methods that generate the data are listed in Table
13. A final point is that archaeology depends greatly on analogy to
ethnographic or historical cultures in order to interpret material remains.
A mild dispute exists between those who argue that only the sixteenth-
century Mesoamerican cultures are appropriate analogies and those who
cast their nets wider and include parallels from other historical or prehis-
toric civilizations.

Scholarly tradition in Western civilization has evolved so that it is
commonly practiced in three distinct stages. The first is the gathering of
information (fieldwork), then the elicitation of patterns from it (analysis),
and finally the attempted explanation of those patterns (theory). It should
also be observed, as it was by Sir John Eccles, “that all of science is based
on a metaphysical assumption: There is a lawful order to the universe”
(Michael Warder, WS/ 19Apr96). This is the most fundamental of the
premises of Western science and modern scholarship. Warder also ob-
serves that “metaphysical beliefs cannot, by definition, be disproven by
the scientific method” (op. cit). Finally, explanation (theory) is derived
from patterns in the data through the use of analogy or of greater
perception. Analogical theory is epitomized by systems theory, and
greater perception by cultural ecology, for example. Systems theory
largely depends on the demonstrable or arguable linkages among the
active parts of a cultural institution. Greater perception is dependent to
some degree on personal experience. It is bemusing to note the amaze-
ment of scholars whose lives have largely been spent in urban areas when
they write of agricultural systems and their linkages to the natural envi-
ronment. Cultural ecology makes these linkages explicit in both static
and dynamic forms.

Cultural institutions exist(ed) within ecological and biological con-
texts, the major categories of which seem to be:

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Table 1.1. Major cultural institutions universal to human cultures

(not exhaustive)

Culrural institutions

Subcategories

. Kinship

. Non-kin groups

(associations, sodalities, etc.)

. Social structure

Economics

. Politics

. Ideology

. Warfare

. Settlement patterns

. Technology

. Intellectual developments,

communicative systems, and
administrative and educa-
tional tools

residential rules
terminological categories
descent and inheritance rules
ranking principles, etc.

warrior societies

religious sodalities

occupational guilds (flint-knappers, scribe-artists?)
tribal secret fraternities, etc.

principles of ranking within society; ascribed and achieved status
rank, class, or caste societies

economic factors in social ranking

occupational specializations, etc.

food production

craft production

internal exchange and distribution
external trade

tribute systems and taxation, etc.

allocation of power relative to social structure and kinship units

centralization versus diffusion of power; differences among re-
gional states

bureaucracy

geographical units; hierarchical organization

regional state and city-state models

tribute systems, conquest states, etc.

formal religion

folk religion

magic and witchcraft

world view

political ideology

regional and temporal variation, etc.
military organization

weapons systems

fortifications

strategy and tactics, etc.

urban networks

settlement hierarchies

rural fabric

major landscape modification (wetland drainage, terracing, level-
ing, paving, wall networks, roadnets, dams, reservoirs, etc.)

argicultural

crafts (weaving, pottery, woodwork, feather working, etc.)

construction (quarrying, masonry, mortar, stucco, plaster prepa-
ration [factor in deforestation)), engineering, architecture
(heavy transport), etc.

writing

mathematics

astronomy

art and iconography, etc.
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4 Richard E. W. Adams
Table 1.2. Material correlates to cultural institutions (not exhaustive)
Matrerial remains Analytical results Cultural institutions
Trash deposits discard patterns; artifacts social structure, trade patterns,

Artifacts (pottery, stone tools,
jewelry, etc.)

Architecture

General construction

Burials

taxonomic categories

functional categories; e.g., for-
mal and informal buildings,
ritual, residential, administra-
tive, military, and burial struc-
tures

functional categories: agricul-
tural, site preparation, hydrau-
lic, etc.

classification ranges (interments

etc.

technological development,
trade patterns, craft specializa-
tions, etc.

social, religious, political,
demographic, kinship, and
other institutions

technology, economic, politi-
cal, and demographic institu-
tions

social, religious, economic, kin-

to tombs); content analysis ship, and other institutions

Climate and climatic cycles

Human demography, and its fluctuations

Health and disease parameters

Topographic and ecological characteristics: soils, drainage, miner-
als, and so forth

5. Major landscape modification

6. Plant and animal inventories.

AW oD

The interactions of these elements of the natural world with those of
the cultural world constitute what has been called culrural ecology. Pro-
cessualism, particularly espoused by the “New Archaeology,” attempts to
explain cultural change and creation not only in terms of this interaction
but also by the interactions of cultural institutions among and within
themselves.

Beyond these postulated factors are what I term secondary theoretical
structures, such as those purporting to explain the origins of state-level
political organizations or particular events of culture history. However,
these derive either from the basic theoretical foundation or from the
rapidly changing mass of data.

To be sure, the fundamental theoretical structure of (especially Amer-
icanist) archaeology has been under attack by scholars who have estab-
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Table 1.3. Correlation of cultural institutions with field and other research
methods of archaeology (not exhaustive)

Cultural institutions

Field and laboratory research methods

1. Kinship

2. Non-kin groups

3. Social structure

4. Economics

5. Politics

6. Ideology

7. Warfare

8. Settlement patterns

9. Technology

10. Intellectual structures, etc.

settlement pattern studies
burials and tombs
ceramic motif studies, etc.

architectural studies

script (epigraphy)

artifact studies, etc.

settlement pattern studies
functional analyses of buildings
burials and tombs

artifact studies

studies of complex art, etc.

agronomy studies (soil analyses, hydrology, palynology)
studies of major landscape modifications

remote sensing of landscape

artifact analyses

special studies such as trace element analyses of obsidian, etc.

rank-size, rank-order analyses of urban (or community) networks
epigraphy

iconography

architectural stylistic study

internal analysis of community patterns, etc.
epigraphy

iconography

burials

study of ritual centers, etc.

mapping

remote sensing of landscape

study of fortifications

artifact analyses, etc.

mapping of sites and regions

remote sensing mapping

artifact studies

rank-size, rank-order studies

functional analyses of urban, town, village, hamlet, farmstead
and other unit examples

selective excavation of units from settlement hierarchy, etc.

artifact studies

experimentation and replication
study of manufacture zones, etc.
epigraphy

iconography

burials

artifact studies
archaeoastronomy, etc.
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6 Richard E. W. Adams

lished something that they call postprocessualism (e.g., Hodder 1985). The
adherents of this point of view argue, in essence, that much of the past
is unknowable in its own terms and that many of our interpretations of
prehistory are based only on our current perceptions of the world. Con-
text and particularism are the only convincing interpretative bases for
archaeological inference, and material culture reconstruction is the
soundest of these inferential operations. This semiexistential movement
has largely been espoused by armchair archaeologists and those from
outside the anthropological tradition. In the end, it is no more than
another variety of philosophical nihilism and as such has been rejected
by most if not all field archaeologists working in Mesoamerica and most
investigators working in the New World.

A DEFINITION OF MESOAMERICA

Archaeology has three basic elements, as G. R. Willey has often pointed
out. These are time, space, and data (content). Chronological organiza-
tion of the information on ancient prehistoric cultures in the geographic
space defined as Mesoamerica (Map 1.1) is a good example of the use of
these components.

Mesoamerica has been defined as a “co-tradition” or culturally inter-
active area. The culture-area concept of Mesoamerica was first developed
by Walter Lehmann in the 1920s and then reformulated by Krickeberg
(1943). Both scholars largely defined the area as one in which complex
cultures had existed in sixteenth-century sources. Characteristics were
mainly derived from early historical sources. This resulted in something
of a hodgepodge of both important and trivial elements, with some of
both kinds being highly regional. For example, human sacrifice, a broadly
distributed trait linked to a basic religious tenet, and the volador dance
ceremony (restricted in distribution) were both on the original list. Wil-
ley, Ekholm, and Millon (all archaeologists) reworked the concept in
1964 and made it operational for prehistoric research. I quote from my
adjusted summary of their revision, as published elsewhere:

Basic agricultural technologies tended to be extensive in the tropical lowlands
and intensive in the highlands. This distinction blurred in periods of high
populations, when intensive agriculture was practiced in both sorts of zones.
Regional crop lists always included varieties of corn (maize), squashes, and beans,
but varied wildly in regional plants such as cacao, avocados, tropical fruits, and
many sorts of vegetables. Settlement patterns tended to conform to these differ-
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ing subsistence systems — dispersed in the lowlands and nucleated in the high-
lands. [This distinction is a matter of degree, however.]

Stone Age technologies were common to all Mesoamerican cultures. New
World cultures lacked the wheel, possessed few useful domesticated animals, and
did not use the true arch. Metal was not ordinarily used for utilitarian purposes.
Movement of goods and people was largely by canoe or by foor.

Organization of society and economy centered on the agricultural village.
Aristocratic leadership controlled all affairs of import through civil servants.
Merchants, warriors, and artisans formed special social classes ranking above the
main class of farmer-laborers. Temple centers in both highlands and lowlands
functioned as headquarters for the elite and bureaucratic classes, both initially
and later when the centers had been transformed into varieties of urban com-
munities. Market systems were integrated with the various population centers
and furnished the sinews binding together the symbiotic regions. The dispersed
and nucleated towns, cities, and metropolises all were built of stone, plaster, and
mortar, A variety of architectonic forms were expressed in these materials, and
they were decorated with art styles which were intimately connected with the
elite classes. Other manifestations of hieratic art appeared in elaborate pottery,
murals, sculpture, and jewelry. After the establishment of state-level organiza-
tions, the city-state was the basic and stable unit, combinations of which made
up the larger political structures of kingdom and empire.

Intellectually, there were certain cross-cutting philosophical and religious
principles. One set was bound up with the fatalistic cosmologies of the Meso-
americans. [Humanity] lived in a hostile world with capricious gods. Mathemat-
ics, hieroglyphic writing systems, astronomy, and calendrical systems were all
tied to these philosophical tenets. Two ritual games were widely played, the
[rubber] ball game and [patolli, a board game. The ball game sull survives] in
isolated regions.

Regional diversities existed within these and other characteristics which
bound Mesoamerica together. Willey has characterized Mesoamerica as a vast
diffusion sphere. That is to say, whatever happened of importance in one area
sooner or later had some effect on most of the other areas. (Adams 1991: 19—20)

The geographical extent of Mesoamerica includes roughly two-thirds
of present-day Mexico, all of Guatemala and Belize, a thin western
segment of Honduras, and probably four-fifths of El Salvador. In all, it
covers about 1,015,300 square kilometers, or 392,000 square miles (see
Map 1.1).

Stage-development presentation has theoretical implications of its
own. These are that in each stage, often a very long period of time, there
were characteristic features common to all societies. These commonalities
crossed all cultural institutions, although economic development as an
infrastructure for further cultural elaboration has often been given prior-
ity. Much of the terminology has lost most of its evolutionary implica-
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tions, however, and now is best regarded as representing large blocks of
time. Thus Willey, Ekholm, and Millon, (1964) used the Lithic, Preclas-
sic, Classic, and Postclassic stages to organize their synthesis. However, I
have made several modifications to that evolutionary terminology to
conform with that used by various authors in the chapters that follow.
First, the Lithic stage has been renamed the Paleoindian. Second, the
now commonly used term Archaic has been adopted. Third, the term
Formative has come to be used interchangeably with Preclassic.

Paleoindian (35,0007/10,000—7000 B.C,)

The earliest certain settlers in Mesoamerica now seem to date about
10,000 B.C., but possibly people were there as early as 40,000 years ago.
Upper Paleolithic hunting and gathering bands appear to have sporadi-
cally crossed through the land bridge (Beringia) between northeastern
Siberia and present-day Alaska over several hundred years. At the mo-
ment, it appears that the initial entry was not later than 15,000 B.C.
Material from the Southern Cone of South America dates the earliest
presence of humans there at about 12,000 B.C. or slightly earlier (Meltzer
et al. 1997). New finds in the Amazon date to about 9200 B.C. (Roosevelt
et al. 1996). Ice age climates, Pleistocene animals and plants, and other
features such as lower ocean levels formed the context within which these
earliest colonists lived. Radically distinct varieties of stone tool kits were
developed and adapted to New World conditions.

Archaic (8/7000~1500 B.C)

Apparently under the pressures of climatic change, drastic loss of animal
populations, and other factors, transitions from hunting and gathering
took place during this stage. Domestication of many plants and a few
animals began at least by 7000 B.C. and perhaps by 8000 B.C. Nonagri-
cultural villages were established about sooo B.C., while others used a
mixture of old extractive techniques combined with new food-producing
methods. Agricultural villages were established all over Mesoamerica by
1500 B.C. A general increase in the number of people diminished oppor-
tunities to expand through space and eventually led to regional differ-
ences.
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Preclassic (1500 B.C~A.D. I50)

Cultural elaboration leading to complex cultures took place over the next
1,650 years. The Gulf Coast culture called the Olmec seems to have been
the earliest to reach a state of development that we can define as civiliza-
tion about 1350 B.C. and appears astonishingly early in the period, al-
though there are now possible predecessors on the Pacific Coast. A
number of other precocious Formative cultures in the central highlands
were in existence and interacted with the Olmec. Beginning about 600
B.C., various large regional centers with major buildings appeared in
many zones. Many of these became the focal points for complex cultures
between 600 B.C. and A.D. 150. By the latter date, most of the features
defining Mesoamerica and that distinguish it from North and Central
American cultural areas were in place.

Classic (A.D. 150/300—650/900)

The development of elaborate cultural institutions appears to have been
directly spurred by social and ideological factors. Indirectly, population
growth was also a dynamic element. The starting and ending dates are
strictly dependent on the area with which one deals. Classic cultures were
in every sense the second florescence of Mesoamerican civilization and
built upon the previous successes of Preclassic civilizations. The first
large-scale, economic and political systems were developed, which bound
together several regions.

Early Postclassic (A.D. 650/900—1250)

Collapse and transformation of Classic civilizations led to new regional
expressions in this stage. Intense interaction between far-flung zones led
to the creation of hybrid cultures, which appeared as transitional forms.
Climatic changes played a role in at least accelerating the new adapta-
tions. Tribute-seeking, predatory military states developed, which laid
down patterns fully developed in the next stage.

Late Postclassic (A.D. 1250-1519)
Essentially, this was the climax stage for reformulated, regional, and

larger-than-regional cultures pur together in the preceding stage.
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Historical and native documents as well as eyewitness accounts provide
unexcelled detail for these civilizations. A number of the sixteenth-
century expressions of Mesoamerican civilizations are relatively well
known: the Aztec, Tarascan, Maya, Zapotec, and Mixtec.

A SHORT HISTORY OF MESOAMERICAN FIELD
ARCHAEOLOGY: A SELECTIVE HISTORICAL REVIEW OF
RESEARCH

I have concentrated on the years 1950 to the late 1990s for a historical
survey of research, a period within which all of the scholars with chapters
in this book accomplished the research that gave them the credentials to
write in their chosen fields. However, I also refer to a number of earlier
developments and precursor concepts. The dating of the survey is not
entirely arbitrary; it is clear that the last forty-six years have seen radical
changes in both research data and our understanding of it. Surveys of
literature and trends in Maya archaeology made in 1969 (Adams) and
1982 (Adams and Hammond) clearly show the explosive growth not only
of knowledge but also of practitioners. The obvious points are that these
developments are related and are also characteristic of the general field of
Mesoamerican archaeology (as seen in Blanton et al. 1981; Adams 1991;
Weaver 1991). The less obvious point is that an increasing diversity of
research design, field methods, interpretation, and even of publications
took shape. Some references will be made to precursors in certain fields.
In the longer history of Mesoamerican archaeology three trends can
be clearly seen. The first is the growing realization of the great depth of
time in the area. The second is the increasing perception of the complex-
ity of the area and of that achieved by individual cultures. These two
changes in intellectual awareness are mainly substantively driven — that
is, nearly a direct result of increased fieldwork and the publication of it.
The third trend is the increase in the amount of and persuasiveness of
explanatory (secondary theoretical) material from about 1960 onward.
This is partly a response to the challenges of the changes in perception
of the data but is also driven by the history of the field of archaeology as
practiced by Northamericans. In Latin America, mainly regionally trained
archaeologists have taken the Marxist models as premises to be assumed
and have found themselves bewildered and even upset by the newer and
more sophisticated constructions of their Northamerican colleagues.
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However, scholarly interchange has brought about more sympathetic
understanding on both sides.

The history of field archaeology in Mesoamerica is a simultaneously
narrower and wider field than the usual survey of Mesoamerican studies.
As Bernal notes (1980:148), the first large-scale Mesoamerican fieldwork
was begun in the 1880s by Harvard’s Peabody Museum at the site of
Copan, Honduras. Before that time, antiquarianism had characterized
the study of artifacts and the sites. The lack of discipline in excavation,
especially the lack of the stratigraphic method, had hampered even the
best of the fieldworkers in comprehending what they observed and in
developing the sequence of events and construction at any given site.
Typological studies often had been done on museum collections, includ-
ing a study of the small clay figurines so common in the Basin of Mexico.
However, the figurines were ordered in time by stylistic means and lacked
the necessary independent confirmation. Such indispensable discipline
was introduced about 1911 with the stratigraphic technique, which has
since been supplemented by a great number of technical and field meth-
ods. In my view, it is no coincidence that the person probably most
responsible for introducing stratigraphic excavation to New World ar-
chaeology was Franz Boas, the founder of American anthropology
(Adams 1960:99). As Browman and Givens (1996:91) conclude, however,
the method was probably independently introduced three times into
American archaeology during a relatively short period. The intellectual
development of that crucial time meant that archaeology was to be part
of anthropology, and that the interactivity characteristic of the total field
was also to be part of the subfield. It is also apparent that the develop-
ment of stratigraphy, and the implications of the information to be
gained from it, meant that field methods were not mere skills and
proficiencies that were an end in themselves. The real implication was
that fieldwork, done in a disciplined and imaginative manner, could
produce insights and conclusions available from no other source. In
short, explanation and understanding flowed from fieldwork, or at least
from the information produced by fieldwork.

It is my argument that new methods of gathering information and of
analyzing it ultimately are the intellectual drivers in the field of Meso-
american studies and not secondary theories. Two examples will suffice.
The reformulated and integrated theory of the Classic Maya collapse
(Culbert 1973) was stimulated by the accumulation of significant amounts
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of data on the topic from projects in the period 1955—70. The explanation
was not the result of a breakthrough in understanding but was the
consequence of new information from several sites that appeared to
coincide and to suggest it might be possible to integrate the data and
explanations. The breakthrough in understanding came at a conference
where all the data was examined and twelve scholars contributed to the
analysis and final form of explanation. The new explanation was, as
always, insufficiently supported by data in certain areas; it therefore
became a guide for further research during the next twenty-five years and
probably will continue to influence field research for the foresecable
future.

A second example is that of the research effort in the Valley of Oaxaca
and its surrounds. Considerable data had been accumulated from 1920 to
1965, principally from the work of Alfonso Caso and his colleagues. In
this case, a later, small group of scholars led by Kent Flannery generated
a series of research problems based on Caso’s work and also on a larger
theoretical scheme, the Palerm Wolf theory, which, in turn, was based
on huge amounts of work already done in the Basin of Mexico (Flannery
et al. 1967). Again, I argue that the available information generated by
fieldwork and analysis stimulated tentative explanations and further field-
work as well as still further explanations. Both of these examples are
examined further in this introduction, but my point should be clear.
Data generation leads to more sophisticated analysis and thence to more
pattern perception that, finally, demands explanation and more field-
work. Theory mistakenly has been set at the center of this scholarly
operational process and, because of its glamor and the often perceived
lack of need for data to sustain it, is frequently used as shortcut to facile,
persuasive, and mistaken explanation. Greater intellectual weight and
historical credit needs to be given analysis and field methods.

The recent and ever faster changing fashions in “theory” often have
little or no effect on the nature of and the quality of the information
produced. This point can be demonstrated by comparing the quality of
the fieldwork, publication, and data from the work of scholars at the
Carnegie Institution of Washington with that from many other projects
stimulated by the hypothesis testing of the “New Archaeology.” The
triviality of conclusions, poverty of documentation, and smallness of
sample of the latter are in often great contrast to the work accomplished
by the Carnegie group. To use an analogy, a great deal of theory is too
often like the surface of the ocean, tossed and agitated by every wind
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that blows, while the flow of data from fieldwork is similar to subsurface
ocean currents controlled by far more profound forces. In other words, I
am arguing that the view of the intellectual history of Mesoamerican
archaeology is at least as well understood from its fieldwork as from
secondary theoretical developments. However, both aspects are clearly
interactive and will be dealt with in that manner here. We now turn to
a review of the major tools of archaeological fieldwork and analysis
organized by topic.

The Artifacts; Stylistic and Taxonomic Classification. Up to the late nine-
teenth century, ad hoc stylistic classification of artifacts was occasionally
done based both on the museum traditions of the West and on the
spreading influence of Thomsen’s work in Denmark in working out the
old-stone, new-stone, and other technological bases for human cultural
development. In Mexico these efforts eventuated in a series of clay
figurine types for the Basin of Mexico that were truly taxonomic. At-
tempts to place these into some sort of temporal sequence by Seler, Boas,
Gamio, and others were more or less successful but were left with the
strong residual uncertainty that such seriation studies always include.
Stratigraphy was introduced partly to solve this problem of ambiguity
and eventually led to firm sequences of artifacts, particularly of pottery.
Increasing rigor in description of artifacts, especially pottery, were
characteristic of the period from about 1914 to the late 1950s. Once more,
these were stylistic classes that usually could be traced through time by
stratigraphic means, although absolute time was most often missing. The
Maya area, with the precision calendar of the Classic period, had an
advantage in that pottery and other artifacts could be correlated with it
and then cross-correlated with other parts of Mesoamerica based on the
trade of Maya ceramics to other areas. From about 1920 to 1950, these
correlations were a major way of injecting absolute time into the various
artifact sequences of Mesoamerica. The achievement of absolute time
values for artifacts was finally accomplished with the development of
radiocarbon dating from about 1950. Note that up to this time most of
the artifacts dealt with were ceramics: figurines, pots, incense burners,
and so forth. Special studies were most successful because they focused
on self-evident functional categories. One of the best of these is that of
Caso and Bernal (1952) on the mortuary incense burners of Monte Albéan.
The major analytical advance in ceramic analysis was introduced by
Willey’s Barton Ramie (Belize) project in which taxonomic categories
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were organized into empirically and logically determined hierarchical
categories. J. C. Gifford was principally responsible for the theoretically
underpinnings of the system and for its practical development (Gifford
1960; Smith, Willey, and Gifford 1960). The Type: variety/mode system
of analysis became a brilliantly flexible means of studying pottery that
has produced a set of comparable, consistently defined categories. The
comparative utility of the system allowed rapid and wide-ranging estab-
lishment of site chronologies (sequences), as well as regional and areal
chronologies. The system allows the investigator to turn to and document
trade, class structure as reflected by ceramic-residential correlations, and
many other vital pieces of information. Thus from an intuitive stylistic
ordering of artifacts without certain time, culture, or even provenance
information, we have come to a system which provides all of this infor-
mation and more. The system has taken hold most strongly in eastern
Mesoamerica (mainly the Maya area) and has not been widely applied in
the western half. Thus we have the older, more ambiguous descriptions
of wares for the relatively recent excavations at the Olmec site of San
Lorenzo (Coe and Diehl 1980) and at the more recently published site of
Chalcarzingo in the central highlands. Ceramics from the latter are pre-
sented by somewhat ambiguous and indefinite type descriptions which
lack consistency and therefore reliable comparability (Cyphers Guillen
1987:200-251). Either the Type: variety system needs to be introduced
into the western area or an alternative should be developed. Simply more
sophisticated quantitative modal and descriptive studies will not produce
the needed synthetic comparable units.

Tools and other functional categories made of stone (lithic artifacts)
were most often described on the same ad hoc basis as had been the
case with ceramics with intuitive categories. Many of the latter were
probably correct but undemonstrated in their functional assignments.
A. V. Kidder’s study of the stone artifacts of Uaxactun, done in the
1940s, and G. R. Willey’s monograph on the lithics of Barton Ramie
were examples of these essentially ad hoc analyses. For example, so-
called flint {(chert) axes were indeed used to cut trees, but this conclu-
sion had to await confirmation from innovative techniques of analysis
developed in North American lithic studies. Beginning in the 1960s a
significant series of experiments carried out by gifted amateurs as well as
by professionals attempted to replicate the manufacturing processes of
ancient lithic artifacts. The same period saw the beginning and devel-
opment of use-wear studies in which principally edges of stone tools
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were microscopically examined to determine distinctive patterns created
by the function of the tool. Thus, stone tools used for wood working
were distinguished from those used to cut grasses or to cultivate soils,
for example. These studies led to models of both manufacture and use
histories for stone tools. A pioneering study of obsidian tools using these
concepts and others was done by Payson Sheets in 1972. John Clark’s
studies (1988) of obsidian significantly advanced the method. This ana-
lytical scheme has achieved the potential of universality of application
obtained by the Type: variety/mode system in ceramics. It is now
known as the linear reduction model of lithic analysis (Shafer and Hester
1996ms). In 1976 the Colha project in Belize (Maya lowlands) applied
these new techniques and models wholesale to hundreds of thousands of
tools, principally of chert but also of obsidian. In this case a site where
huge numbers of stone tools had been manufactured over centuries of
time had left at least eighty-nine mounds of debris. T. R. Hester and
Harry Shafer organized a project in which the manufacturing and use
histories of the various types of tools were reconstructed, and in which
the types were also tested, replicated, and analyzed for function(s). By
1980 they had created a set of categories that equated with many of the
ceramic sequences in its sensitivity to time and space (Shafer and Hester
1983). Shafer later analyzed the tools from a nearby wetland garden area
(Pulltrouser Swamp) and was able to demonstrate the use, renewal, re-
use, and final discard of many stone tool categories previously estab-
lished at Colha (Shafer 1983).

A number of technological aids to analysis have been developed out-
side the field. One among many applied to ceramics and lithics will be
mentioned here. Trace element analysis is 2 new analytical technique of
great interest which was introduced into the Mesoamerican field in about
the mid 1970s and has been applied with great success to obsidian. The
latter, of course, is volcanic glass and each episode that produces obsidian
is specific in the trace elements that it contains. Given the new technique,
it is possible to trace the movements of obsidian tools, highly prized for
their sharp edges, over Mesoamerica. Thus at 1200 B.C., for example, we
can say with certainty that the Olmec site of San Lorenzo in lowland
Veracruz was importing obsidian from the central highlands of Mexico
(Cobean et al. 1971). Unfortunately, the technique does not seem to work
nearly as well on chert.

The major results of this long development of analytical techniques
are universal frameworks for looking at any ceramics and any stone tools.
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These methods result in relatively value-free taxonomic and functional
units that are universally comparable. Thereafter, they are susceptible to
use and reuse in the more ephemeral secondary reconstructions of trade,
elite gift exchange, crafts, social class structures, mortuary patterns, and

the like.

Stratigraphic Methods of Excavation. Of all the developments of field
archaeology, stratigraphy was and is the most important introduction. As
noted, the method was developed outside both Mesoamerica and the
New World. It was introduced three times by three different persons
familiar with the use of the technique in the Old World (Browman and
Givens 1996). Nels Nelson in 1914 and A. V. Kidder, Sr., in 1915 indepen-
dently introduced the system into the U.S. Southwest. Earlier, however,
Manuel Gamio, influenced by Franz Boas and possibly by Eduard Seler,
first used the system in Mesoamerica in 1911. Gamio had previously
carried out more than three hundred excavations without resort to stra-
tigraphy, but after study with Boas at Columbia University and then
fieldwork under his direction in Mexico, he shifted to using the new
method.

Archaeological deposits and remains are hugely diverse and often
exceedingly complex, and new means of digging, recording, and analysis
are still being developed. However, old and new are all based on the
principle of superposition, which means that in a stack of deposits the
top is the most recent and the lowest the oldest (Adams and Valdez,
1997). The Harris matrix system is probably the most accurate means of
recording stratigraphic data and has the advantage of forcing a simulta-
neous analysis (Harris 1989). Site formation histories and the means of
reconstructing them have been rightly emphasized in recent years (Schif-
fer 1987).

The Tikal project, innovative as usual, introduced a unit of variable
time called the zime span, which represents the activities, whether mo-
mentary or lengthy, defined by a stratigraphic unit (W.R. Coe and
Haviland 1982). These relative time units may be stacked up, sometimes
in parallel, to define activities reconstructed on the basis of stratigraphy
and other evidence. This very useful concept has not been adopted
outside the project but deserves consideration.

All of these refinements, the extensive use of the basic system, and the
ordering of artifacts and other information provided by stratigraphy have
led to several results. One is a firm grasp of chronology, at first only
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relative (A is older than B), but later absolute as given by dates provided
by radiocarbon dating. Trends and change through time are also pro-
vided by the system; important for working out evolutionary and histor-
ical explanations of cultural development. At least as important is the
consequence that regional and area wide comparisons can be made with
further implications for secondary theory.

Mapping and Settlement Pattern Studies. Mapping and recording of
formal architecture throughout Mesoamerica has a long history reaching
back into the late Spanish colonial period. However, systematic mapping
of Mesoamerican sites only began in 1839 with J. L. Stephens and Fred-
erick Catherwood’s attempts to comprehend the plans of Maya centers.
After a pause owing to political unrest in Mexico and Central America,
systematic surveys of Maya sites were carried out by Teobert Maler and
Alfred Maudslay in the late nineteenth century. The tradition of accurate
systematic mapping was established and carried on from about 1920 to
1958 by the Carnegie Institution of Washington, which instituted a series
of surveys of major sections of the Maya area, both highlands and
lowlands. Of course, given the immensity of the task, the Carnegie
research members were unable to map more than site centers in some
cases. A great deal remained to be done when the program was abruptly
abolished by the then president of the Institution, Vannevar Bush. In
1956 the Tikal project in Guatemala began a mapping endeavor much
larger in scale than anything done before. Eventually, the map covered
18 square kilometers and included many smaller-scale dwellings, conclu-
sively demonstrating the urban nature of larger Maya cities and yielding
population estimates of 60,000 to 80,000 (Carr and Hazard 1961; Havi-
land 1969). To continue with the Maya area, many single-site maps have
since been completed, including the recently published map of Calakmul,
a preindustrial city of at least 50,000 (Folan et al. 1996). Meanwhile, Ian
Graham and his collaborators, as a complement to his hieroglyphic text
survey, have systematically remapped and newly mapped many Maya
lowland urban centers and published them in his Corpus of Maya Hiero-
ghyphic Inscriptions (1975 passim). The buildup of such accurate maps has
made many further studies possible, as will be discussed later in the
chapter. New electronic devices and computers have greatly increased the
speed and accuracy of mapping not only individual sites but also sections
of the countryside.

Relatively little such study was accomplished in western Mesoamerica
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before Manuel Gamio’s large Teotihuacan Valley regional project, a part
of the Basin of Mexico from 1921 to 1926. Small-site and partial-site
mapping characterize most of the work done up until the 1960s when a
major mapping project began at Teotihuacan. The excellent results of
Millon’s work led to a major reassessment of urban centers and their
nature in western Mesoamerica and especially in the central highlands.
The Teotihuacan map stands as a standard to which all may aspire
(Millon 1973; Millon et al. 1973), but unfortunately very few maps at-
tempted since then match it in its accuracy, extent, or thoroughness.
One exception is the remapping of the well-known Oaxacan site of
Monte Alban by Richard Blanton and his colleagues (Blanton 1978).
Caso’s mapping of the center had been restricted to the major architec-
ture on the top of the ridge on which it is located. Blanton included the
slopes of the ridge and showed that the center was indeed a city, with
such features as fifteen barrios, defensive features, and roads. Remapping
of supposedly well-known sites, therefore, can yield surprising insights,
as also demonstrated by Rebecca Gonzalez Lauck’s revision (1988) of the
La Venta (Mexico) map. Accurate maps permit rank-order assessment of
groups of centers with greater intensity achieved by such means as rank-
size analysis (Blanton 1976). Any number of subsequent studies are made
possible by these sources and can include estimates of social fractions
within a city, developmental histories, and functional assessments. The
continual addition of new maps constitutes an increasingly valuable re-
source.

The extraordinary value of general settlement pattern studies as intro-
duced into Mesoamerica by G. R. Willey is well recognized. This work
was built somewhat on that of predecessors, however, as were most of
the innovations in Mesoamerican archaeology. In the 19205 Manuel
Gamio’s regional project around Teotihuacan included some rural sur-
vey, but this was not very systematic. A more innovative approach was
initiated by O. G. Ricketson around Uaxactun with transect surveys
running out into the countryside from the city center (Ricketson and
Ricketson 1937). However, in 1951 the rationale of settlement pattern
work developed in the Viru Valley archaeological project (Peru) by G. R.
Willey was initiated in the Barton Ramie project (Belize), where the
focus was entirely on what later would be called household archaeology.
The intellectual linkages between data from the site centers and country-
side households were made clear and, therefore, the inferential linkages
between the urban elite classes and their sustaining rural commoner
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populations (Willey et al. 1965). The Tikal project included such work
in their research plans, and, in addition to the base map just mentioned,
produced transect surveys that ran in four directions, the north transect
eventually connecting with the old Uaxactun survey strip (Puleston 1983).

Meanwhile, in the Basin of Mexico, a vast program of survey and
limited excavation was initiated by William T. Sanders in the 1960s.
Eventually the survey covered the entire Basin with the exception of the
present-day urban zones, and even these were included as opportunity or
previous work afforded the opportunity. The massive amount of infor-
mation and especially the maps constitute an invaluable resource (Sanders
et al. 1979). Large amounts of theory in regard to land—~man relationships
were generated by the project (cf. Sanders and Price 1968), but-these have
turned out to be more ephemeral. The interactive nature of data and
analysis is demonstrated by the fact that the survey material provides a
secure context for the Teotihuacan work as well as at other sites and
periods in the Basin. Our understanding of the economic, demographic,
and environmental bases for central Mexican civilizations now rests on
firm ground. Thus a project as focused as that of the Great Temple of
Tenochtitlan (Mexico City) can ultimately be related to religious beliefs
of the Aztecs. Ideology links the tribute system to the economic necessity
of sustaining an over populated basin from external sources (Matos 1987,
1988).

While settlement pattern work has not been as systematic and consis-
tent a research theme in western Mesoamerica as in the east, there have
been some impressive accomplishments. A set of unpublished survey
maps of the Mesa Central area, including the Basin of Mexico and its
surrounding valleys, has been produced by Eduard Matos and his col-
leagues. A long-term German survey and investigation project has made
intensive surveys of the area of Tlaxcala to the northeast of the Basin of
Mexico and published a large amount of data (e.g., Aufdermauer 1970,
1973). The archaeological atlas project of the Institute of Anthropology
and History of Mexico has listed and located thousands of sites, princi-
pally in the Maya lowlands but also in other areas. For example, the
survey under the direction of Norberto Gonzalez recorded more than
four thousand sites in the state of Yucatan alone (Garza and Kurjack
1980). Much of this material, however, is unprocessed data, in the sense
that most sites are unmapped and unassessed in terms of size, chronology,
and relationship to the rural zones around them.

Settlement pattern studies have become an important branch of ar-
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chaeology in their own right. They might be divided into micro and
macro studies. The former include household studies such as carried out
in the Oaxaca project work in defining distinct work areas inside house-
holds that might be related to women and men. Estimates of Maya
palace populations and covered space studies in general lead to estimates
of elite populations as social fractions. Macro studies include the now
traditional transect surveys, random sample excavation of sites within the
transects, and more intensive survey and investigation of selected zones.
Beginning in 1970, large-scale landscape modification in the form of
agricultural terracing was noted in the Rio Bec region of the Maya
lowlands and later studied by B. L. Turner (1974) and others. The pre-
cursor work of O. G. Ricketson, Jr., around the Maya lowland site of
Uaxactun must be mentioned (Ricketson and Ricketson 1937). Aerial
photographic survey indicated that the terraces cover an area of at least
10,000 square kilometers. Groundwork confirmed that these were a form
of intensive agriculture. Aerial photography has been used in Mesoamer-
ica since 1928 when Lindbergh flew over the Maya lowlands taking
pictures. From 1978 to 1980, courtesy of NASA and Jet Propulsion
Laboratory, experimental surveys were carried out using snythetic aper-
ture radar (SAR) mounted in both aircraft and a satellite (SEASAT).
Imagery from the surveys included specific patterns that were confirmed
as ancient canal systems although their extent is still in dispute (Adams,
Brown, and Culbert 1981). Further surveys were carried out in 1990 over
a selected part of Guatemala and Belize using an improved SAR with
results similar to those from the earlier imagery. Steadily improving
resolution indicates that individual sites will be detectable in the future.
Meanwhile, known sites in poorly mapped zones can still be placed in
relation to the important topographic and ecological features around
them. No field and analytical method since stratigraphy has provided
such enormous amounts of new information on such a variety of topics
and given such enlightenment about them.

Ancillary Analytical Methods. These techniques and analyses usually are
from other fields and may be performed by them as a service, or they
have been adopted and adapted to archaeology by Mesoamericanists
among others. A widely used technique is pollen analysis (palynology),
adapted from geology and allowing the reconstruction of vegetation
patterns and their change through time. In turn, this has allowed the
indirect reconstruction of climatic episodes and cycles, although these are
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better controlled from other sources of data. Human intervention in the
natural world is often reflected in vegetational change, such as the sudden
and striking shift from mixed forest species to grasses in the Maya
lowlands about 1200 B.C. when slash-and-burn farmers began extensive
operations. Botanical examination of macro- and micro-sized plant parts
from dry cave deposits has already been mentioned as a technique espe-
cially useful in tracing the domestication and further development of
food plants in Mesoamerica. Paleoclimatic information is especially useful
in the earlier periods given that those fall into at least the end of the Ice
Age (Pleistocene). Many technical aids have been mentioned under other
rubrics, including remote-sensing and trace element analyses. Other ap-
proaches include petrographic analyses of pottery to determine clay
sources and therefore trace trade and exchange patterns. Many analytical
methods have come from the venerable field of geography, which has
furnished the techniques of rank-ordering and rank-size investigation of
cities, central place theory, and other ways of discerning and extracting
patterns from complex data. One extraordinarily fruitful development
has been that of experimental archaeology. Attempts at ancient stone tool
replication especially has led to much more realistic insights into the
possible ancient manufacturing processes. Interestingly, in this field avo-
cational archaeologists such as the late Donald Crabtree have been major
contributors. In the end, the use of other fields is restricted mainly by
the imagination and practical limits on resources.

Epigraphy and Iconography. This subfield of archaeological studies holds
a unique promise, that of giving an “insider’s” point of view on an
ancient culture. The rest of archaeology, by its comparative and scholarly
nature is an “outsider’s” point of view. Interestingly, no body of work
demonstrates more brilliance and more fatuity. We concern ourselves
with the former sector of these studies.

Aside from the inherent ambiguities of deciphering ancient scripts for
which no modern equivalents exist, obscurities are compounded by the
contents that are those of cultures ideologically foreign to the scholars
working on them. Even so, remarkable progress has been made. The
initial steps in dealing with the mathematical and calendrical parts of
Maya script were taken in the nineteenth century when the basic struc-
ture of both systems was laid out by Férstemann and others. Caso, in his
studies of Mesoamerican calendars, made it quite clear that all were based
on the same principles, except for the Maya extension of the solar
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calendar that remains unique. Various scholars in the early and middle
twentieth century also pointed out the differences among scripts that
were basically pictographic (western Mesoamerica) and what turned out
to be logographic-phonetic in character (eastern Mesoamerica). The use
of the pictographic systems also required a group of scribes who were
able to memorize long texts that explicated the written material. Logo-
graphic-phonetic systems were able to render verbal material into written
form. In other words, the latter represent the New World’s most fully
developed writing systems. It has been suggested that pictographic sys-
tems are most useful when there is a multitude of languages because it
provides cross-cultural communication through widely understood sym-
bols. However, the system is limited in its communication possibilities.
In the linguistically more unified Maya area, the logographic-phonetic
system provided widely understood and precise rendering of messages.
What were these messages? Joyce Marcus (1992) is the latest to examine
Mesoamerican scripts as a group, and classifies most of the content now
known as history, myth, and propaganda.

Studies of Mesoamerican writing systems have undergone a transfor-
mation from a generalized and iconographic interpretation of texts to
quite explicit decipherments. In the Maya case, the principal break-ins to
the code were those of Yuri Knorozov in the 19508 and of Tatiana
Proskouriakoff in the 1960s. Knorozov provided hard and convincing
evidence that Maya script was at least partly phonetic, although very few
accepted the argument at the time. Proskouriakoff’s brilliant papers dem-
onstrated the historical nature of many of the texts and specified a
number of hieroglyphic phrases as having precise meanings: “was born
on such and such a date” for example. Eventually, Floyd Lounsbury and
his colleagues provided much more phonetic material and convinced
most people that decipherment was possible. The younger scholars now
active (David Stuart, Stephen Houston, Joyce Marcus, and others) are
slowly rendering texts into understandable and accepted translations.

In Oaxaca, Alfonso Caso laid the basis from about 1920 to 1955 for
the further elucidation of the ancient writing of the Zapotecs and Mix-
tecs. One advantage that scholars in western Mesoamerica have had is
the existence of a substantial body of written books that have survived
mainly in museums and libraries of Europe. These long texts, in addition
to the sculpted and painted renditions, have aided in the process of
decipherment. Joyce Marcus has taken the decipherment much further
with her readings of various monumental texts from the Zapotec capital
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of Monte Alban. These are mainly political texts and document con-
quests, alliances, and royal genealogies. As in the Maya area, they form a
most valuable supplement to the archaeological record and, in some
cases, provide crucial evidence on such matters as the size of regional
states.

Iconographic analysis has also progressed thanks to considerable effort
by art historians trained in disciplined investigation of depictive and
symbolic art. Such art was largely the province of elite classes in Meso-
america and therefore embodies not only ancient and largely lost ideolo-
gies but also those as interpreted by aristocratic classes, many times for
their own purposes. Thus scholars such as Jacinto Quirarte and Arthur
Miller have applied detailed analysis to extract possible meanings from
art such as Zapotec tomb murals (Miller 1995) or the earlier Izapan style
(Quirarte 1976). Such thoughtful, conditioned conclusions are of great
value and give meaning to otherwise recondite artistic expressions. Quite
the opposite are the unbridled speculations presented as proven interpre-
tation which have been presented recently as “breakthroughs” and origi-

nal insights.

Integration Studies

I have placed under this rubric the general shifts in perception of cultural
linkages in space (regional studies) and between cultures and the natural
environment (cultural ecology). Both perceptual changes have benefited
Mesoamerican archaeology greatly. One reason is that from the begin-
ning of agricultural village life, it now appears, regional economic and
political structures were the norm. The former were more common and
more stable than the latter. Flannery’s Oaxaca project is an excellent
example of a regional approach to ancient cultures, although it will be
recalled that Manuel Gamio’s Teotihuacan project was probably the first
to use this attack. Demarest has used the approach in the Petexbatun of
the Maya lowlands, as have Willey, Baudez, and Sanders in the Copan
Valley of the southeastern Maya lowlands. The northeastern Peten (Rio
Azul) and adjacent northwestern Belize projects are still further examples.
Because of cost, logistics, and problems of continuity and of archaeolog-
ical permits, however, the approach is not always feasible. A series of
projects in the same zone is an alternative but often has the disadvantage

of discontinuity of field and analytical methods.
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A REVIEW OF MESOAMERICAN FIELD ARCHAEOLOGY BY
PREHISTORIC STAGES

While the point of view of scholarship as primarily driven by fieldwork
and analysis is arguable and unorthodox, there is nothing unusual in
using the rubrics of culture areas and chronology to organize the history
of Mesoamerican field archaeology. Further, such a scheme has the merit
of conforming to the organizational format of chapters in this volume
that deal with the prehistoric period. This chapter concludes with such a
review.!

Palaeoindian and Archaic Periods

Research on these earliest periods has been sporadic, and only since about
1960 has consistency of attack on these problems been maintained. The
search for the earliest remains of humans in the New World is difficult
and fitful. The nature of the eatliest cultures and the small number of
humans involved means that most sites are either campsites or single-
event sites, the latter usually the point at which some large animal was
brought down. Slow accumulation of data has reconstructed not only the
characteristics of the earliest cultures but also the quite different world in
which they lived. Huge efforts have been expended to explore the cli-
matic and related shifts in animal and plant populations. Aveleyra de
Anda’s outstanding work (1964) in the case of the Iztapan mammoth
kills in the Basin of Mexico has yet to be matched either for information
gained or for the excellence of field techniques used. Surface surveys in
many parts of Mesoamerica have filled in the distribution pictures of
various stone tool kits, which seem to reflect regionalism even in these
early times. The Zeitlins (Chap. 2, this volume) point out that thirty-
two genera of animals had disappeared by 9000 B.C. with assistance from
human hunting. This is stll another argument against the neo-
Rousseauian view of Native Americans living in total harmony with
nature as advanced recently by some scholars.

For sheer tenacity of purpose and scholarly stamina, R. S. MacNeish
and his series of projects stand out. The volume and quality of data from
the Tamaulipas projects (1948—ss) and still more from the Tehuacan
project (1960—63) are prodigious. A series of excavations of shell middens

! Note that the majority of the chapters that follow were written in 1989 and 1990 and revised later.
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and other coastal remains on the Pacific and Gulf coasts have also
illuminated matters. The exploitation of dry cave deposits for recovery of
the actual plant remains was a giant step forward, although like most
techniques used in Mesoamerica it is not unique nor does it originate in
the area. Micro- and macrobotanical studies have advanced our knowl-
edge of domestication of plants and, to a much lesser degree, of animals.
Many specialists have contributed across disciplines to the understanding
of the cave data. For example, the rejuvenation of human fecal material
as developed by Eric O. Callen, working with MacNeish, allows the
assessment of proportions of animal protein to vegerable foods in ancient
diets. Radiocarbon dating (introduced in 1948) and the later more precise
accelerator mass spectroscopy [AMS] (c. 1985) refinement provided a
means of absolute dating that revolutionized time perspectives. This
development alone allowed accordion-like expansion of the time scale
and produced many surprises, some of which are noted throughout the
book. However, overenthusiastic and undercritical use of radiocarbon
dates, especially from early laboratory procedures, produced many wildly
improbable dates, threw doubt on the method, and drove some to despair
of the method’s ever producing usable chronology. Gradually, with better
laboratory procedures and technological improvements, dates became
technically more reliable. However, sloppy fieldwork and naive interpre-
tations continue to plague us with dates assessed on material that should
never have been submitted to the laboratories. Some dates that are badly
out of line with stratigraphic and other data are those pushing early
humans in Mesoamerica back in time before 10,000 B.C. A few dates
from 45,000 years ago or more have been claimed for certain central
Mexican sites but have not been sustained by further work.

The immense block of time represented by the Paleoindian and Ar-
chaic stages is the least well documented in data. To some degree the
relatively small amount of work is justifiable if the basic assumptions are
correct that change was relatively slow, that the societies were replicative,
and that the fundamental processes are already mainly understood. If any
suppositions are not correct, then much more effort needs to be applied
to the sites of the various periods. For example, because of the lack of
application of the linear reduction model, which requires examination of
quarry sites, new inspection of this early material is urgent. Additionally,
the sample of known and definite Paleoindian campsites is vanishingly
small. More of these need to be searched out and investigated, preferably
by block excavation (horizontal exposure) with a view to estimates of
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social group size, activities, material culture inventory, dietary informa-
tion, and the like.

At the moment, we can probably conclude that humans entered the
New World perhaps as early as 15,000 B.C., spread rapidly through space,
and expanded fairly rapidly in numbers. By 9ooo B.C. drastic climatic,
floral, and faunal changes were driving new adaptations, which meant
collection of many more plant foods and the eventual domestication of
the same. This process of intensified collecting and hunting and domes-
tication quickly created the economic basis for village life. Intensive forms
of gardening were probably present from the beginning, and their use
spread under the pressure of population growth. Larger social groups
meant new cultural institutions, which eventually reached thresholds of
change into new forms. All of this is an example of secondary theoretical
synthesis and is subject to rapid change by reason of new data or analysis.

The Preclassic

Of all the stages of Mesoamerican prehistory, this set of periods and sites
has been subjected to the most intensive and ingenious research over the
past forty years. Fortunately, the Preclassic sites of the Basin of Mexico
have long absorbed scholarly interest because the rapid growth of the
metropolis of Mexico City has and is destroying much of the data.
William T. Sanders’s projects, together with the salvage and reanalysis of
sites such as Tlatilco, Tlapacoya, and Cuicuilco, have yielded vast
amounts of information. Many sites, such as those that George Vaillant
dug in the 1930s, will be known only from his fieldwork publications,
which fortunately were scrupulously careful. Cuicuilco and Teotihuacan
appear to have been the first centers to achieve urban status, and the
latter especially has been the focus of long-term studies of the phenome-
non. David Grove’s various projects have produced immense amounts of
high-quality data and thought, especially from his intensive work at
Chalcatzingo, Morelos. Economic linkage of sites both in the Basin and
out is evident as early as 1900 B.C., with village specialization in various
commodities and manufactures. These linkages grew more intense and
farther flung by 900 B.C. with ties from Morelos to the Balsas River in
the west, and to the Gulf Coast Olmec in the other direction. Another
“hot spot” of research activity has been the central valley of Oaxaca with
its surrounding zones. Flannery’s research group has carefully traced the
development of agricultural patterns in the valley and found that they,
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in large part, replicate those of the Tehuacan Valley (Flannery 1986). A
very long sequence of village-level communities begins by 1600 B.C. and
rapidly takes on a regional economic aspect, and later a political character
about 600 B.C.

The latter is expressed in some of the first writing and formal art in
Mesoamerica (Marcus 1980). Conquest monuments and substantial ar-
chitecture abound in the period after soo B.C. during which the huge
center of Monte Albin was established. Blanton and his colleagues’ very
important settlement studies on the Monte Albédn ridge and in the rest
of the valley made possible the outline and detail now known about the
Zapotec conquest state and its extent.

The west and northwest were examined in the 1950s and 1960s by
various projects, but the work of Weigand, Bell, and their colleagues is
especially important in dealing with the Preclassic periods. Here the
situation is one in which looters, collectors, and art dealers have domi-
nated the scene, and as a result research has been badly hampered by
difficulties in finding and excavating unlooted sites. The famous shaft,
pit, and other types of family and individual graves yield vast numbers
of attractive ceramic figurines and even group scenes. Salvage work has
largely been responsible for the recovery of what is known about these
Preclassic western village cultures. Teopantecuanitlan, Guerrero, has been
the focus of long-term excavation in which definite ties with the distant
Gulf Coast Olmec and central Mexico has been demonstrated for the
period c. 900 B.C. (Martinez Donjuan 1996ms). Large regional centers
such as Chalcatzingo and Teopantecuanitlan were linked by elite-class
marriage ties in the same manner as were later, larger, and more sophis-
ticated centers.

The Gulf Coast has seen a great deal of work on the large Olmec sites
San Lorenzo and La Venta, with mapping and sampling activities at
Laguna de los Cerros. Rust and Sharer began work on smaller sites near
La Venta with Bari River villages (Rust and Sharer 1988). This work is
continuing with intensive excavation (Symonds and Cyphers 1996ms) as
well as extensive survey (von Nagy 1996ms). Many Early as well as
Middle Preclassic sites have been discovered. Work on the rapidly shift-
ing landscapes of the riverine zones in this area is building a complex
picture of interaction among early villages, levee agriculture, meandering
rivers, and outbuilding of the coasts into the Gulf. In the Grijalva River
trench, the important excavations at Chiapa de Corzo were a break-
through in understanding the nature of the Preclassic of the region and
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in general (cf. Lowe and Agrinier 1960). Fortunately, the New World
Archacological Foundation took a regional view of the work and has
published a very large number of high-quality reports on other sites as
well.

A New World equivalent to the Near Eastern aceramic neolithic has
been defined for the Maya lowland at Colha in recent work by Hester,
Shafer, and Harry Iceland. There are pollen analysis hints of corn culti-
vation as early as 2500 B.C. (Jones 1994; Hester, personal communication
1996). However, the artifacts may date as late as 1400 B.C. This Precer-
amic Lowland Formative is characterized by constricted unifaces, ma-
croblades, Lowe points, manioc pollen (as well as the corn already noted),
and good evidence for deforestation. On a later level Brigham Young-
New World Archaeological Foundation projects have produced immense
amounts of information from Edzna (Matheny et al. 1983) and El Mira-
dor (Matheny 1980; Hansen 1990). Nakbe (Hansen 1991) has the earliest
large temple now known in the lowlands (620 B.C.). The Late Preclassic
temples at El Mirador are perhaps the largest ever constructed by the
Maya. Contemporary and later Preclassic remains in the form of huge
temples have also been found at Rio Azul (c. 500 B.C.; Valdez 1992ms)
and Calakmul (c. 150 B.C; Folan et al. 1996). Large Preclassic sites in
northern Yucatan have been found at Komchen, Dzibilchaltin, and
Yaxuna, all with substantial Late Preclassic architecture. Late Preclassic
fortifications were found at Tikal, Becan, Aguacatal, and several other
sites in the lowlands. Intensive wetland agriculture and water manage-
ment works have been found in Belize, and probably in the Rio Bec
region, all dating to the Late Preclassic (Turner 1974; Scarborough 1994).
The Tikal projects (University of Pennsylvania 1956—70; National Project
of Guatemnala 1979-84) have produced overwhelming amounts of infor-
mation in all fields, including material on the Preclassic. The excellent
Tikal reports are making this data available, although they have been
criticized for lacking interpretation or what I herein call secondary the-
ory. Preclassic rulership and ancestral monuments and tombs are among
the remains that have been carefully reported. The mass of darta has led
to a widely accepted conclusion that the Late Preclassic was a climactic
period in the history of Maya civilization. It appears that with more
information the Middle Preclassic may also come to be so regarded, and
if so, this will drive Maya civilization back into the period of around 600
B.C., overlapping with the end of the Olmec development.

The Pacific coastal plain of Guatemala and Mexico (Soconusco) has
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produced some of the earliest villages and most sophisticated early centers
of Mesoamerica. Work by the New World Archaeological Foundation at
Izapa has developed information on a regional center with many reli-
giously oriented sculptures and other stone monuments, but practically
none that can be regarded as political (Lowe et al. 1982). On the other
hand, nearby Abaj Takalik, the focus of a project headed by Miguel
Orrego of Guatemala, has many mounds groups with both religious and
political monuments, some of which in the Late Preclassic are inscribed
with Maya-style dates and depictions of rulers (Orrego 1995).

In the adjacent Maya highlands, the southern valley of Las Vacas
(present day Guatemala City) was the location of the huge site of Kamin-
aljuyu. A project in the 1960s headed by W. T. Sanders did both salvage
and regional survey work that indicated the center was much larger than
had been thought. However, the analysis omitted some vital data for the
Late Preclassic period of the site showing that it is an order of magnitude
larger than the nearby coastal centers of Abaj Takalik and Izapa (Adams
1991: 93—101) and therefore could have been an early regional capital.
Work in the highlands has not produced much early material outside of
the southern valleys, but the site of El Porton is an exception (Sharer and
Sedat 1987). With its mounds, early monuments and texts, and location
between the highlands and the lowlands, El Porton may on the ancient
route used by the Maya to link the areas.

The southeastern frontier has produced large mounds and early sculp-
ture related to that of the Olmec and, later, to that of the Izapa. The
large center of Chalchuapa (El Trapiche group) and several other centers
date to the Middle and Late Preclassic. The eruption of Ilopango volcano
in about 150 B.C. devastated this zone for many generations and appar-
ently drove the survivors west into the Guatemalan highlands (Sheets
and Sharer, Chaps. 9 and 10, this volume). This is an excellent example
of the detection of the interplay of the processes of nature and human
cultural development.

The Classic

Appropriately, a great deal of work has been done on sites and regional
patterns of this period during the past forty years. Although the Preclassic
is a period of two and perhaps three cultural climaxes, these were limited
10 a few regions. During the Classic neatly all regions of Mesoamerica
developed new or reformulated civilizations, and new areas were incor-
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porated into the Mesoamerican culture sphere. Many of the largest cities
and economic and political units were created during this period.
Therefore there is an immense number of sites that date to this time.

In central Mexico, among the most important projects have been,
once again, the Teotihuacan work of Millon’s research team together
with the various Mexican projects that have concentrated on the great
city, and the Basin of Mexico survey of Sanders and his colleagues. This
combination of collaborating projects is, in effect, a giant regional inves-
tigation. The map of Teotihuacan alone is a revelation and worth re-
peated study together with ancillary analyses such as those by George
Cowgill. In Oaxaca, there is the Flannery project centered on Monte
Alban and the central valley. The reams of data and analysis pouring out
of this project again will be used and reused and reformulated in the
future.

The west and northwest have seen some renewed interest in recent
years with the investigations of a number of sites that appear to be
Classic in date and related to the expansion of Teotihuacan into this area
for the purposes of mining and trade. The suggested linkages with the
U.S. southwestern cultures are more believable and interesting. Unfortu-
nately, Weigand and his colleagues’ work in the west at sites such as
Ahualulco has not been followed up intensively, and so we know little
more now than we did in the 1970s.

The same hiatus in field data and analysis held for the Gulf Coast
until the work done by Santley at the Teotihuacan linked site of Mata-
capan (Santley et al. 1986). While the nature and strength of Teotihuacan
influence at this city is disputed, there is at last data to examine and
discuss. In the northern Gulf Coast plain, the site of Tajin has at last
made its way into the literature thanks to salvage work by the Krotsers
(1973) and Wilkerson (1987). Huge amounts of unreported work by
previous investigators will apparently go unpublished for lack of docu-
mentation, and because of this, we shall perhaps only ever poorly under-
stand Tajin, a crucial site. Studies of the iconography of Tajin have also
been revealing.

Maya lowlands excavations and publications have been voluminous.
In the north-central plain, the crucial site of Dzibilchaltun is well and
truly in print, including an impressive map. The northeastern city of
Coba has also been studied by George Stuart, Folan, and their colleagues
and the map, although incomplete, and ancillary studies are very illumi-
nating as to possible social, economic, and political organizations (Folan
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et al. 1983). The Oxkintok project of the Universidad Complutense of
Madrid has concentrated on Classic period architecture and remains at
the site, producing a long construction sequence supplemented with a
considerable number of hieroglyphic texts and artifact studies (Rivera
Dorado, 1987, 1989, 1990, 1992). Pollock’s belated but extraordinary study
of Puuc architecture and sites is a basis for an infinite number of future
studies (Pollock 1980). Studies around Sayil in the Puuc Hills have finally
put some cultural history and secondary theory on the architectural
bones. The use of cultural ecological theory as well as some sophisticated
demographic and environmental analysis greatly enhances this work.
Edzna, in the central area, was investigated by Matheny and perhaps
owes its Classic period success to extensive hydraulic development in the
Preclassic. Some have doubted that the canal is man-made, pointing out
that it is along a typical karstic fault, but there is no reason why ancient
engineers, like modern ones, would not take advantage of useful natural
features.

In the early 1970s, the Rio Bec region was the focus for intensive work
cut short about 1976 by severe restrictions imposed on foreign archaeol-
ogists. However, reports on Becan, Chiccana, and David F. Potter’s
invaluable study of central Yucatan architecture, together with a study of
hillside terracing by B. L. Turner II, all constitute a critical mass of data
that will continually become more valuable. Although flawed, Prentice
Thomas’s settlement pattern studies are a good start for the region. It is
hoped that unpublished studies done after 1973 will eventually find their
way into print. These cover small-structure excavations, craft specializa-
tion studies, ecological investigations, as well as large-scale architectural
excavations and restorations done for touristic purposes.

The huge site of Calakmul has been focus for work for ten years.
Although it was a very large Preclassic center, its heyday was in the
Classic when it became the head of a regional state. Folan and his col-
leagues’ focus on the region around the city has produced invaluable
data and insights, including the detection of a road net connecting the
capital to its subsidiary centers in the same way the better-known road
system does at Coba. The site has more sculpted political monuments
than any other Maya center, and Marcus has achieved a great deal in
deciphering the texts and their import, in spite of their poor state of
preservation (Marcus 1987). The Tikal project mentioned earlier is fi-
nally achieving final report status with the outstandingly documented
and illustrated studies now projected to reach thirty-nine volumes
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(W. R. Coe and Haviland 1982:57-61). The summaries of work done
afterward by the Guatemalan National Project have been published re-
cently (LaPorte and Vialko 1995), but the fullest documentation is still
to come. The immense center is now better understood than any other
large city in the Maya lowlands, with dynastic ruler lists, tombs of
many of those rulers, their stone monuments and temples, and their
palaces. The non-elite population has been well studied with small
structure investigations even yielding a convincing reconstruction of
the ancient kinship system (Haviland 1972). Work at Uaxactun by
Guatemalan archaeologists has clarified many problems left hanging
from the Carnegie Institution work in the 1930s and has dynastically
linked that city with Tikal, only 20 kilometers southeast of it. Rio
Azul, an Early Classic frontier city in the Tikal regional state, was in-
vestigated by R. E. W. Adams and colleagues in the 1980s and 1990s. A
large amount of effort has gone into investigations of the countryside,
major landscape modification, and the Late Classic site of Kinal. The
region immediately to the east, in present-day Belize, is the focus of
continued regional studies by Valdez’s research team. Hammond and
Tourtellout’s work at La Milpa, as well as the crucial preceding work
at Nohmul in Belize, have elucidated the role of subsidiary or second-
and third-tier Maya centers. Colha, the previously mentioned stone
tool manufacturing center, turned out huge numbers of implements in
the Late Classic, a period that coincides with population maxima ac-
cording to all studies, including the recent one of H. Robichaux
(1995). Demarest and his colleagues have concentrated on the Petex-
batun region, working at Aguateca and Dos Pilas and following on the
work in the 1960s by Willey and Smith at Altar de Sacrificios and Sei-
bal. Studies done by Hammond at Lubaantun (Late Classic), Leventhal
and Ashmore at Xunantunich, and by many others including Ball and
Taschek in the Belize Valley, have added to the data mass. Finally, the
ongoing Copan project digs ever more deeply into the great acropolis
resurrecting the temple memorials of the sixteen rulers now known to
have reigned during the Classic. Preceding settlement pattern studies
(Willey and Leventhal 1978; Willey et al. 1994) and the massive valley-
wide project headed by Claude Baudez (1983) have laid the data and
analytical foundations for a detailed understanding of this site and its
surroundings. Iconographic and epigraphic studies on the well-
preserved sculpture have greatly aided the field archaeology, the study
by Fash being an outstanding example of such work (1993).
Southwestern Maya lowlands investigations have been pursued at two
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major sites, Palenque and Tonina. Unfortunately, the Palenque architec-
tural, stratigraphic, and artifactual studies are poorly published or not at
all, with the notable exception of Ruz’s report on the Temple of the
Inscriptions (Ruz 1973). Another exception is that of the excellent ceramic
studies of Robert Rands (cf. Rands and Rands 1957; Rands 1973). The
mass of publication on this regional capital has been on the formal art
and texts that have been used to reconstruct a remarkably detailed dynas-
tic history and iconography for the site. Tonina is a former regional
capital at the upper edge of the lowlands in the Ocosingo Valley, which
has been published in multiple volumes by French Mission scientists who
worked there (Becquelin and Baudez 1979, 1982; Becquelin and Taladoire
1990; see also Mathews 1983, Graham and Mathews 1996).

The southeastern frontier has seen the continued excavation of a small
Classic period village, Ceren, by Payson Sheets, who has extracted an
amazing amount of solid data and analysis from this site. The out
standing preservation is owed to a localized volcanic eruption during the
Classic, but the amount and quality of information is owed to Sheets
and his colleagues with their superlative field and preservation tech-
niques, and thoughtful analyses.

The Maya highlands has seen relatively little work on Classic period
sites except for important work by the French archaeological mission in
the Ixil zone (Becquelin 1969), and other incompletely reported investi-
gations by R. E. W. Adams to the east in the Cotzal Valley (Adams 1973).
The latter was one of the first regional projects in the Maya area, carried
out in 1965 and 1966.

The major work has been accomplished by the Kaminaljuyu project
headed by W. T. Sanders and which did most of its work in the 1960s.
Further documentation of the important Teotihuacan episode at Kamin-
aljuyu has led to the conclusion that it was indeed a genuine intrusion,
probably by a military group who became administrators of the region,
including the chocolate-producing south coast (Sanders and Michels
1977). A great deal of valuable survey and excavation work has been
accomplished on the coastal plain, especially at the site of Balberta, by
Fred Bove and his colleagues, who have begun to illuminate one of the
murkiest zones in Mesoamerica (Bove et al. 1993).

The Postclassic

Work in central Mexico at Teotihuacan has indicated that elite direction
failed by A.D. 650 and that transitional centers began to fill the power
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vacuum in zones outside the Basin. Fortunately, we have had a very high-
quality set of investigations at Xochicalco in Morelos, which indicate that
the center was fortified and was a hybrid culture on the élite-class level,
and that many of the patterns later seen among the Aztecs were estab-
lished at this time (Hirth 1995). The Tlaxcalan site of Cacaxtla with its
extraordinary murals of warfare and religion was found by the German
mission and then excavated by others, and partially published. Ongoing
work indicates that this site is also fortified and also has elite-class
linkages to the Gulf Coast, perhaps to the Maya lowlands, and certainly
to Xochicalco (Garcia Cook 1986).

The spectacular project at the Great Temple of the Aztecs, together
with earlier salvage work in connection with the Mexico City metro
system have produced much new detail on ancient Tenochtitlan. Matos’s
excellent excavation and restoration work has yielded astonishing
amounts of information not just on the architectural unit of the Great
Temple but also on Aztec religion, social structure, and economic ties,
among other matters (Matos 1987, 1988). This is an example, too rare, of
the kind of work that can be scientific and scholarly and yet result in an
understandable cultural and touristic monument. The Tikal, Copan, and
Uaxactun projects are further examples of such work, although these sites
are earlier.

In the west, Tarascan culture has finally become clarified largely
through the efforts of Shirley Gorenstein (Chap. 7, this volume) and
Helen Pollard. Research at the ancient capital city of Tzintzuntzan and
other centers of the Patzcuaro Basin has been combined with the ethno-
historic material to make a much more coherent analysis. First-rate
publication of work in the Zacapu Basin of Michoacan by the French
scientific mission has thus far dealt principally with the geomorphology
and other environmental factors, but also contains settlement survey data
(Michelet 1992).

DiPeso’s monumental work and reports on the site of Casas Grandes,
Chihuahua, in the far northwest, have gone a long way toward confirm-
ing his (and Haury’s) hypotheses of Mesoamerican connections between
the U.S. Southwest and Mesoamerica (DiPeso 1974). However, south-
western archaeologists now consensually regard Casas Grandes as a south-
western phenomenon. From a Mesoamericanist’s perspective this seems
overly provincial, but it may be an act of academic imperialism to insist
on my own opinion here. Current settlement pattern surveys directed by
Minnis and his colleagues tend to confirm that Casas Grandes was a very
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large regional center supported by a mass of subordinate communities.
Closer to the heart of Mesoamerica, investigations under way at La
Quemada, Zacatecas, indicates that this center was earlier (A.D. 500~
900), smaller in scale, and, in some ways, less sophisticated than the New
Mexico site of Chaco Canyon with which it is often compared (Nelson
1995). This indicates the need to reevaluate the facile comparisons some-
times made initially as well as for much more fieldwork in this vast zone.
Much remains to be done, but the possibilities are very promising for
finally defining the periods, agents, commodities, religion, and other
elements in this long-distance, long-term interaction. It is noteworthy
that both “frontiersmen” (Gorenstein and Sheets) regard their areas as
interaction zones that acted not only on their own behalf in cultural
evolution but also as transmission filters through which cultural traits,
and material goods and services passed in both directions.

Our understanding of Postclassic cultures of Oaxaca has benefited from
the intensive attention of many scholars in recent years. Ronald Spores did
the groundwork for the integration of ethnohistoric and archaeological
data in the 1970s in the Yanhuitlan and Nochixtlan valleys. Flannery’s re-
search group has examined and reevaluated some sites either poorly exca-
vated or poorly reported. Lambityeco, an early Postclassic site, is still in-
adequately published and little understood, in spite of a careful
reevaluation and report by David F. Potter (1976ms). Mitla and Zaachila,
major sixteenth-century Zapotec centers, in spite of practical problems
with modern populations need to be explored and their basic chronologies
and culture histories published. On the other hand, work at other sites has
led to greater understanding of the long-term “Mixtec~Zapotec” conflict
and relationships. Much laudable effort has been expended in publishing
and analyzing the Mixtec codices that remain in various European and
Mexican libraries. The Akademische Druck und Verlagsanstalt editions
(Graz, Austria) are especially noteworthy and present an unrivaled body of
facsimile data to the scholarly world (cf. Adelhofer 1963). Dynastic, tribute,
and other information can be extracted from these documents.

There are great gaps in our knowledge of the Postclassic in western
Mesoamerica. The Gulf Coast has seen nearly no work at all in the past
forty years on the Postclassic sites of the Totonac, for example. In spite
of “touristic archaeology” at Cempoala, the first Mesoamerican city that
Hernan (or Hernando) Cortes examined closely, we know very little
more about that city or its contemporary communities. The Aztecs
(among others) regarded this area as the breadbasket of Mesoamerica and
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conquered it as soon as possible. Huge areas of the previously depopu-
lated jungle area are being cleared, and the ongoing salvage work is
imperative to recovering the past of this area for all periods, but especially
for the Postclassic. This data would bear on the relationships between
early Postclassic centers in the highlands (Xochicalco and Cacaxtla, for
example) and those of the coastal plain.

In the Maya lowlands there has been relatively little work on the
Postclassic sites, except for tidying up centers such as Tulum for touristic
purposes. Acanceh, Ake, salvage work on T’ho, and still further work on
salt field administrative centers and the like, should be pursued. Webster
has done some field survey on small fortified Postclassic centers in the
north, but there has been no follow-up. In Belize, the Lamanai project
has yielded a very long sequence at this lagoonside center, which runs
from the Preclassic into Spanish Colonial period materials. Pendergast
has carefully excavated much of interest from all periods, and his reports
are eagerly awaited. Colha has an Early Postclassic period, but the site
was abandoned long before the Spanish arrived. Santa Rita in northern
Belize has been explored and was apparently in existence in the sixteenth
century. However, the central Peten with the central lake district sites
(Tayasal, Macanche, Topoxte and others) is still the mainstay of the
definition of this latest period.

In the Maya highlands, the recent civil war and insurgency has made
archaeology impossible in many zones, but the Quiche work of the 1960s
by Carmack and his colleagues has yielded large amounts of information
that illuminate the nature of these relatively small, tribute-seeking, pred-
atory military states (Carmack 1973; Carmack and Weeks 1981).

CONCLUSION

This chapter represents the views of only one active scholar in the field
and a regionally specialized one at that. For complementary and conflict-
ing opinions and assessments the reader must look at those presented in
the bibliographic essays that accompany each chapter. The huge data
mass for Mesoamerica and the great number of competing and comple-
mentary theories make it increasingly difficult to synthesize the cultures
of the area without an imposed overarching organization. The concept
of Mesoamerica and the fundamental structures of field archaeology
provide those intellectual tools.
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THE PALEOINDIAN AND ARCHAIC
CULTURES OF MESOAMERICA

ROBERT N. ZEITLIN AND JUDITH FRANCIS ZEITLIN

THE STATUS OF RESEARCH

Mystified about the origins and cultural development of the strange
people they called los indios, the sixteenth-century Spanish gnaquerors of
Mesoamerica could do little more than speculate. Native accounts of
the past spoke of successive worldly creations and tribal migrations, but
the conquistadores created their own explanatory narratives, founded for
the most part in biblical lore and Classical mythology. Ranging from the
insightful to the preposterous, these tales stood largely unverified until
the latter part of the nineteenth century, when archaeologists first began
the task of systematically investigating Mesoamerica’s prehistory. Even
then research was focused primarily on the more recent pottery-making
periods. It is only since the 1950s that any significant headway has been
made toward reconstructing the story of the very earliest human inhabi-
tants of Mesoamerica or, for that matter, of the New World as a whole.
What we can now say with reasonable certainty is that the prehistory
of Mesoamerica begins more than 12,500 years ago, and perhaps as early
as 35,000 years ago, with the initial entry into the New World of small
bands of hunters and wild-food gatherers from northeast Asia. Adapting
to the varied environmental challenges of their new homeland, these
nomadic foragers flourished, so that by 9000 b.c.! they extended from
coast to coast and from the far north in Alaska to Tierra del Fuego at

! Unless otherwise indicated, all radiocarbon dates in this chapter are uncalibrated. Actual calendric
dates, corrected for variations over time in cosmic radiation and atmospheric radiocarbon, could
be as much as 5% earlier than their uncalibrated equivalents. Uncalibrated dates will be denoted
with lower case letters, b.c. Calibrated (calendric) dates, where given, will be distinguished by
upper case letters, B.C. When referring to dates in years before present, the same convention will
be used, with uncalibrated dates indicated by the lowercase letters b.p., and calibrated dates with
the capitaf letters B.P.
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the tip of South America. Over the millennia, with an increasingly large
and dense population to support and with the post-Pleistocene extinction
of many of the animal species on which they had depended for food, the
immigrants evolved new and more productive methods of subsistence,
culminating in the development of agriculture and the domestication of
maize, beans, squash, and the more than forty other cultigens that came
to constitute the Mesoamerican diet. Concomitantly, the itinerant way
of life characteristic of the early foragers was abandoned, so that by 1500
b.c. much of the area was dotted with small, permanent farming villages.
Thus the stage was set for the formation of the great civilizations by
which Mesoamerica came to be identified.

That relatively little detail is known about these important early de-
velopments can, to some extent, be attributed to the many years that
have intervened to hide or destroy the sparse material remains of Me-
soamerica’s ancient forebears. Adding to the deficiency are ongoing disa-
greements over the interpretation of what meager archaeological data
there are. In this chapter we review the current status of the evidence at
hand and discuss the major controversies it has engendered.

TOWARD A TEMPORAL FRAMEWORK FOR THE STUDY OF
EARLY MESOAMERICAN CULTURES

To examine most fruitfully the beginnings of Mesoamerican prehistory
one must look beyond the area’s sixteenth-century geographical bounda-
ries to other parts of the New World. This broad perspective is required
not simply because the scant data bearing on these most ancient times
need amplification, but because at that early date the circumscribed
sphere of social and cultural interaction by which Mesoamerica is defined
had not yet coalesced. Thus it is necessary to regard the initial cultural
adaptations and processes of change in the area now called Mesoamerica
as an integral part of a complex of developments occurring throughout
much of the New World.

Lithic or Preceramic are the descriptive terms alternatively attached to
New World archaeological sites of this first prehistoric era, reflecting the
fact that stone tools make up the bulk of the artifacts found and that
pottery was not yet part of the cultural assemblage. The Lithic/Precer-
amic era is further divided into two periods: an initial Paleoindian period,
followed by the Archaic. The Paleoindian period begins with the first

appearance of humans in the Americas at some time toward the end of
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the last Ice Age. Precisely when is a matter of current debate among
prehistorians, owing largely to the absence of a widely accepted body of
conclusive archaeological evidence. Lacking such information, which
could be derived from a series of well-dated Pleistocene epoch archaeo-
logical sites along the route of migration, researchers currently argue for
dates of earliest settlement ranging from as recently as 12,500 years to
more than 200,000 years ago (Fig. 2.1).

Mesoamerica’s climate during the late Pleistocene was, with some
fluctuations, drier and cooler than it is nowadays, although the glacial
sheets blanketing the higher latitudes of North America at that time were
confined in this more southerly area to sporadic ice fields in mountainous
regions. The resulting environment supported a complex of biotic com-
munities that included an assortment of large, now extinct mammals, the
mastodon and mammoth perhaps best known among them. Although
the Paleoindians are typically identified with the hunting of these Pleis-
tocene megafauna, smaller animals and wild-plant foods seem to have
played a prominent if less conspicuous role in subsistence.

The Paleoindian period ends and the Archaic begins somewhere be-
tween 9000 and 7000 b.c., during a time of global warming. By the
mid-Archaic, temperatures had risen to several degrees above what they
are at present, and the final Wisconsin-stage glaciers that previously
covered much of North America above the 45th parallel had retreated to
the Canadian Subarctic. The extinction of various large Ice Age animals,
correlated with the more temperate postglacial climate, is often used as a
timeline for the inception of the Archaic period, and in North America
that date is set at 7000 b.c., when the horse joins the list of vanished
indigenous species. The disappearance of these animals and their food
potential was undoubtedly instrumental in the profound subsistence
changes that characterize the Archaic, changes culminating by the end of
the period in the development of agriculture and settled village life.

Based on the date at which the earliest pottery is found in Mesoam-
erica, 2300 b.c. marks the end of the Preceramic era and, by strict
definition, the close of the Archaic. Some prehistorians reason that the
Archaic period in Mesoamerica should more logically be extended to
1500 b.c., when the transformation from nomadic foraging to a fully
sedentary, agricultural way of life was essentially complete throughout
the area.

The inability of prehistorians to agree upon precise cutoff dates for
the beginning and end of the Paleoindian and Archaic periods is in part
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Date Period
Formative/Preclassic
2000 b.c.
Late Archaic
3000 b.c.
Middle Archaic
5000 b.c.
Early Archaic
7000 b.c./
9000 b.c.

Late Paleoindian

10,000 b.c.

12,000 yrs B.P.

Early Paleoindian

35,000 yrs B.P.
or earlier?

Figure 2.1. Temporal framework for the Paleoindian and Archaic period.
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because we are dealing with processes of cultural change rather than with
disciete events, even when, as in the case of the Paleoindian/Archaic
boundary, these cultural processes are presumed to have been triggered
by geological events occurring within limited, if not precise, temporal
parameters. Consequently, there is no distinct date when hunting and
wild-plant food gathering was replaced by agriculture, or when nomad-
ism gave way to sedentary village life, to take but two of the most
significant evolutionary developments during these early periods. As for
the seemingly endless debate over the beginning of the Paleoindian
period, it will probably never be known exactly when the very first
human set foot in the New World, nor would such knowledge in itself
be of much significance were it determinable.

This is not to say that accurate dating of specific archaeological re-
mains is considered unimportant. On the contrary, the importance of
chronological control is underscored in the bolstering of older methods
of age determination based on geological context, radiocarbon analysis,
and cross-dating of artifacts from lesser- to better-known archaeological
sites by a battery of newly developed dating techniques employing accel-
erator mass spectrometry (AMS), silicate glass hydration, amino-acid
racemization, fission-track counting, fluorine diffusion, thermolumines-
cence, and uranium series measurement. With the exception of AMS
dating, however, it is unfortunate that the archaeological credibility of
many of these still experimental procedures is undercut by their all too
often inconsistent and occasionally outlandish results. Even where the
age determinations are themselves unquestioned there are often doubts
about whether the dated materials are genuinely associated with archae-
ological remains and, if so, whether the association indicates contempo-
raneiry.

OTHER PROBLEMS IN ARCHAEOLOGICAL RECONSTRUCTION

Beyond the various chronological complications, attempts at reconstruct-
ing the first periods of Mesoamerican prehistory are adversely biased as a
result of their disproportionate dependence on archaeological data de-
rived from interior highland regions of the area. Important as they may
be, the coastal lowlands of Mesoamerica, having lost much of their record
of Paleoindian occupation to a combination of rising post-Pleistocene sea
levels, land subsidence, and poor conditions for the preservation of or-
ganic remains, are all but unrepresented in the earliest archaeological
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record. The situation is little better for the Archaic. The rare investiga-
tions designed to remedy our lack of knowledge about the lowland
Archaic, such as the Chantuto project directed by B. Voorhies or R. S.
MacNeish’s Belize Archaic Archaeological Reconnaissance, have been
enlightening, but their limited scale or exploratory nature has produced
neither a range nor depth of details comparable to that from the high-
lands. Research currently under way in several lowland regions promises
to help fill this void.

Compounding the problem of highland bias is the fact that much of
the received wisdom regarding Paleoindian and Archaic period diet,
modes of subsistence, exchange networks, and other aspects of economic
life is derived from studies conducted more than twenty-five years ago.
Analytical advances since that time have raised data-criteria issues not
addressed by the carlier research designs. Even greater difficulties are
faced when it comes to reconstructing social organization, ceremonialism,
and ideology from the archaeological traces of people whose material
manifestations of these phenomena, even where preserved, were very
limited.

Finally, and perhaps most problematical of all, are the ongoing efforts
at establishing causality and explaining processes of change in early Me-
soamerican prehistory. Toward this end prehistorians have drawn heavily
upon studies of contemporary hunter-gatherers and small-scale tradi-
tional farmers for organizational and behavioral models of the past, but
almost invariably the requisite archaeological database against which these
analogues could suitably be tested is lacking. Consequently, the many
hypotheses about the dynamics of technological advance, population
growth, the replacement of wild-food procurement by agriculture, the
shift from nomadism to permanent village life — all hallmarks of Paleoin-
dian—Archaic development — often fall back upon ethnographic analogy

as explanation itself or remain largely speculative.

THE ROUTE OF ENTRY INTO THE NEW WORLD

Notwithstanding the various shortcomings in current archaeological re-
search, it is generally agreed that the first Americans were anatomically
modern humans, hunter-gatherers who wandered unwittingly across the
Bering Strait into Alaska from northeastern Asia during the final Wiscon-
sin stage of the Pleistocene, perhaps in several waves of migration. The
paucity of archaeological evidence from the far north locus of entry is,
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however, a major stumbling block in verifying the precise route as well
as the time of America’s initial settlement. To some extent this can be
accounted for by the limited archaeological exploration in the inhospita-
bly cold Siberia—Alaska area, the probable spottiness of the early, tran-
sient Paleoindian population, and post-Pleistocene flooding of the littoral
regions where first entry would have occurred.

The Wisconsin stage, between 70,000 and 10,000 years ago, was
marked by several cold, dry periods, during each of which substantial
quantities of the earth’s surface water was captured in glacial ice, lowering
sea levels as much as 150 meters. Depleted of water, the shallow Bering
and Chukchi seas separating Siberia from Alaska were transformed into
a broad, grassy plain more than 1,500 kilometers wide. Over this inter-
continental “land bridge,” referred to by geologists as Beringia, it is
believed that cold-adapted Asian hunters entered America, following the
game animals they favored, gathering wild-plant foods along the way.
During the last millennium of the Pleistocene, at least, a major attraction
for these early migrants would have been the large herds of herbivores
that were themselves drawn to the grasslands of the Beringian tundra.

Scientists are not of a single mind regarding the ability of the Paleoin-
dian migrants to have crossed the 2,000-mile-long ice sheets that would
have hindered travel south from Beringia. A widely accepted hypothesis
has the primary route running eastward initially, through the mainly
unglaciated interior of Alaska, then turning south through the Yukon,
following an ice-free corridor between the Laurentide and Cordilleran
glaciers that blanketed the northern part of the continent (Map 2.1).
Recent geological evidence, however, suggests that the ice-free McKenzie
Basin corridor did not open until about 11,500 years ago. Even so, there
are questions about the abundance for several centuries afterward of
edible plants, firewood, and game animals in the deglaciated wetland
environment that succeeded the retreat of the ice.

Uncertainties about the viability of an early inland migration route,
compounded by a scarcity of identified archaeological sites along the
Alaska—Yukon corridor, have served to resurrect an old idea that entry
into the Americas was partly by boat following the Pacific coastline. The
maritime migration hypothesis, as originally proposed by K. Fladmark,
locates the route of entry across the Aleutian Islands and down along the
Pacific littoral, where numerous wildlife refugia would have offered easily
exploited habitats, rich in fish, shellfish, birds, and sea mammals. Recent
discoveries of two fishing and seabird-hunting carnpsites along the coast

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Robert N. and Judith F. Zeitlin

Map 2.1
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of Peru, radiocarbon dated as early as 13,000 years B.P., lend the hypoth-
esis archaeological credence. Further support is derived from a linguistic
theory that would explain the high diversity of aboriginal languages along
the west coast of North and Central America — 143 mutually unintelligi-
ble languages in all — as the outcome of a lengthy process of splitting
from a common ancestral language, a process with a time depth estimated
on the order of 35,000 years.

A seagoing capability of Paleoindian migrants is presupposed by the
maritime hypothesis since the broken coastline, interspersed with minor
glacial zones, would have been difficult to traverse entirely on foot. Such
a precocious skill has yet to be verified archaeologically for the New
World Paleoindians, but cannot be rejected out of hand in light of the
colonization of Australia by boat from the Asian mainland more than
30,000 years ago. The Australian example has led to additional specula-
tion, not widely accepted, that some very early dates claimed for archae-
ological sites in South America, such as Monte Negro in Brazil, are better
accounted for by a separate trans-Pacific migration along a southerly
route from Australasia.

Arguments favoring the Bering Strait point of entry, whether subse-
quently inland or coastwise, are supported by odontological studies com-
paring historic north Asian peoples and native Americans. These studies
reveal an assortment of uniquely shared dental traits, such as shovel-
shaped incisors, single-rooted upper first premolars, and three-rooted
lower first molars, all of which indicate a common genetic origin. Differ-
ences that exist between Asian and American Indian dental morphology
are attributable to genetic drift subsequent to the initial Paleoindian
separation from an ancestral “Sinodont” stock more than 15,000 years
ago. Analyses based on the estimated mutation rate of mitochondrial
DNA have led geneticists to favor a model of multiple waves of human
migration from Asia, beginning as early as 40,000 years ago.

THE TIME OF EARLIEST ENTRY

In principle there is no reason why the earliest human migrations from
northeastern Asia could not have occurred 40,000 to 60,000 years ago,
or even earlier. Since radiocarbon dates indicate human occupation at
Fell's Cave at the southernmost tip of South America by 9000 b.c.,
attempts have been made to gauge the time of first entry by estimating
how long it would have taken mobile hunter-gatherers to disperse
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throughout the continents and wander the thousands of miles south
from Alaska. Unfortunately, this kind of demographic growth modeling
has not proven very informative. Depending on the variables employed
to measure such factors as population growth rate and carrying capacity
of the land for people subsisting by hunting and wild-food gathering,
these calculations indicate a theoretical time of passage to Fell's Cave
ranging from 500 to 35,000 years.

Based on archaeological evidence, it was asserted until recently that
human occupation of the Americas could not be confirmed earlier than
about 12,000 years ago. At that date irrefutable indications of skilled big-
game hunters armed with spears or atlatls tipped with a uniquely sophis-
ticated Clovis-type fluted projectile point were found throughout North
America. Proponents of the 12,000-year barrier argued that there was not
a single Paleoindian site in the Americas that could be shown to predate
this Clovis culture. Their reasoning was that at no site had they been
shown pre-Clovis human skeletal remains, a convincingly diagnostic pre-
Clovis artifact assemblage or, at the very least, indications that the natural
environment had been altered before that time by human activity. Should
such archaeological evidence be located, they called for it to be dated
directly or, less preferably, indirectly through stratigraphic and contextual
association with materials of confirmed antiquity, as were the Clovis
finds. They insisted that there be multiple concordant determinations of
age at any purportedly early site, ideally employing more than one dating
technique.

A number of investigators professed to have met these criteria, but
their findings continued to be subject to question and criticism. Such
reservation or outright rejection these researchers attributed less to the
quality of their data than to what they saw as the implacable commitment
of a conservative element of prehistorians to defending the North Amer-
ican Clovis complex as the New World mother culture. With Clovis well
dated at not much earlier than 9500 b.c., the eatly-entry skeptics were
accused of setting inordinately high standards for the acceptance of
evidence from the growing number of North, Central, and South Amer-
ican sites with indications of pre-Clovis occupation. On their part, the
Clovis-first advocates denied any preconceptions or prejudicial standards
but, rather, pointed to uncertainties about each of the supposed early
finds. A proliferation of problematical sites, they argued, did not, by
mere virtue of number, constitute a strong argument for pre-Clovis
human occupation.
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Finally, one site in southern Chile, under investigation by T. Dillehay
since 1977, has provided evidence of pre-Clovis occupation that satisfies
almost all the doubters. Dillehay’s excavations at Monte Verde uncovered
a variety of wood, bone, ivory, cordage and lithic artifacts, along with a
preserved human footprint in this now waterlogged ancient campsite. A
series of eleven associated radiocarbon samples produced dates centered
around 12,500 years B.P., well before Clovis. In 1997 a committee of nine
distinguished Paleoindian archaeology specialists, none associated with
the Monte Verde project and some counted as Clovis-first proponents,
inspected Dillehay’s excavations. Their unanimous conclusion was that
the Monte Verde site was genuine and, at 12,500 years of age, predated
Clovis. More intriguing, but still under investigation at Monte Verde, is
an earlier but less-well-preserved occupation level, radiocarbon dated to
at least 33,000 years B.P.

Claims for New World human occupation dating before 35,000~
40,000 years ago remain highly speculative. The unlikelihood of such an
occurrence had once been an assumption among archaeologists grounded
in the belief that the recovery of fossil human remains older than 40,000
years would imply the existence of premodern Homo sapiens populations
in the New World and their improbable independent evolution into our
own species. Recent genetic and fossil studies that identify the African
evolution of anatomically modern Homo sapiens at well over 100,000
years ago now make the biological argument against New World human
occupation before 40,000 years untenable. Whatever the hypothetical
possibilities, however, there are currently no recorded hominid skeletal
remains in the New World, morphologically modern or primitive, any-
where near that age. Of the thirteen oldest North American fossil hu-
mans known in 1985, seven were redated by radiocarbon accelerator mass
spectrometry; not one was found to be over 11,000 years old. Two newly
discovered Paleoindian skeletal finds, one at On-Your-Knees Cave in
Alaska, the other at Kennewick, on Washington’s Columbia River, have
been radiocarbon dated respectively to only 9,800 and 9,300 years ago.
The Kennewick skeleton has become particularly notorious because of an
unfortunate statement, subsequently withdrawn, that its skull was “Cau-
casoid” in form.

Lacking skeletal evidence, claims for New World human occupation
before 35,000 years ago fall back on inferences drawn exclusively from
artifactual and contextual data: stone “tools,” simple in form and crudely
flaked, are reported in Pleistocene-era geological deposits of an early date;
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radiometric dating often supports a geological assessment of great antig-
uity; fossil remains of now extinct Ice Age fauna are sometimes associated
with the lithic specimens; and some of the fossil animal bones show signs
of intentional breakage or alteration interpreted as resulting from their
having been used by humans for food or in bone-tool production. In
every instance, however, questions have been raised about the authentic-
ity of the lithic or bone tools, the stratigraphic integrity of the deposits,
and the accuracy of the dates. Consequently, over the past several decades
there has been an ever-changing roster of these controversial early North
and South American archaeological sites, as new finds are made and
existing ones are discredited.

THE EARLIEST MESOAMERICANS

One of the few current candidates for very early New World human
settlement is in the heart of highland Mesoamerica, near present-day
Puebla, Mexico. The archaeological site or, more precisely, cluster of sites
bordering the Valsequillo Reservoir (Map 2.2), is particularly significant,
since it has been used to support more than one hypothesis about the
initial date of human entry into the Americas and exemplifies a number
of other issues in Paleoindian period studies.

It was J. Armenta Camacho who first called attention to the alluvial
gravels around Valsequillo as a potential source of evidence bearing on
questions about early human settlement in Mesoamerica. Encouraged by
the results of his exploratory investigations, he joined forces in 1962 with
the late C. Irwin-Williams for an intensive archaeological survey of the
area. In short order, five possible occupational sites — Hueyatlaco, Teca-
caxco, El Mirador, El Horno, and Cualapan — were located, all within a
roughly s-kilometer radius.

Excavation, directed by Irwin-Williams, proceeded through 1966 at
the five Valsequillo locations, resulting in the recovery of numerous lithic
artifacts along with the remains of various Pleistocene mammals, among
them mastodon, mammoth, camel, horse, four-horned antelope, saber-
toothed tiger, and dire wolf. The stone tool assemblages and associated
fossil animal bones suggested to Irwin-Williams a number of temporary
hunting camps at or near a kill site.

At Hueyatlaco ten stratigraphically superimposed alluvial deposits
were reported, dating from recent times back to the Pleistocene. Below
the uppermost “unit,” where modern debris was encountered, two strata
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were identified, the higher of which revealed evidence of a sophisticated
lithic technology, manifested in a bifacially worked stemmed projectile
point, cutting and scraping tools, burins, perforators, and other imple-
ments produced by both percussion and pressure flaking. Abundant fossil
remains of extinct Pleistocene megafauna were found in association with
the stone tools at several locations at this level.

Artifacts recovered from the lowest stratigraphic unit producing cul-
tural remains, and from geologically coeval strata at other Valsequillo
sites, exhibited an earlier, less refined technology of tool production in
which flakes initially struck from a cobble were shaped into useful imple-
ments by simply smashing fragments off one surface, then retouching the
resulting working edge by pressure-flaking. Camel, horse, and mastodon
were among the fossil remains associated with the artifacts. At the El
Horno site, about 1,000 meters south of Hueyatlaco, thirteen such uni-
facially flaked stone tools, described as scrapers, perforators, cutting
edges, and possible projeciile points, were found alongside the remains
of a butchered mastodon. Some of the lithic implements were thought
to show signs of use-wear.

The absence of bifacial flaking at El Horno and in the lower levels of
excavation at Hueyatlaco is seen by some prehistorians as a characteristic
of Early Paleoindian assemblages throughout the New World, extending
back in time as early as 40,000 years. A. D. Krieger, more than a quarter-
century ago, was the first to propose that simple unifacially flaked stone
tools were ancestral to the distinctive array of skillfully made projectile
points and other bifacially flaked implements of later traditions; more
recently the idea has been championed by A. L. Bryan, R. S. MacNeish,
and G. R. Willey, among others. It is noteworthy that an early tradition
of unifacial tools modified by marginal retouch is discerned in upper
Paleolithic assemblages of northeastern Asia as well.

Several explanations have been offered to account for the megafaunal
remains found in association with stone tools whose relatively crude
forms would belie an ability to hunt such large and potentially dangerous
animals. As one possibility it has been suggested that the initial migrants
to the New World were unskilled foragers who opportunistically ex-
ploited whatever food sources they could. Only on those rare occasions
when a sick, wounded, or otherwise incapacitated animal was encoun-
tered would a mastodon, mammoth, or the like have entered into the
Early Paleoindian diet. In this reconstruction smaller, easier-to-procure
game as well as wild-plant foods, the remains of which have survived
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only under exceptional conditions, as at Monte Verde, are seen as the
principal source of subsistence.

It should, however, be recognized that the relatively small sample of
artifacts recovered from Early Paleoindian sites is unlikely to represent
the full range of tools utilized by the early inhabitants of the Americas.
The Monte Verde tool assemblage reminds us that projectile points and
other specialized tools suited to the hunting of large animals could have
been produced from wood, bone, or other perishable materials and thus
might not be preserved. Moreover, although the early Chileans at Monte
Verde appear to have led a semisedentary lifestyle, it is likely that in most
other habitats prolonged occupation at a single campsite would not have
been feasible. Mobile hunter-gatherers may have found it more expedient
to make and discard right after use whatever implements were needed
for the task at hand, taking advantage of locally available materials. Such
an ad hoc approach to tool production would have freed these foragers
from the burden of maintaining and transporting from place to place a
permanent kit containing every tool required, but would frustrate archae-
ological detection and recovery.

Whatever the evidence or lack thereof for subsistence technology at
Valsequillo, the most astonishing outcome of the investigation involved
the results of dating efforts. Applying an experimental tephra hydration
measurement to samples of volcanic pumice at the Hueyatlaco site, V.
Steen-McIntyre announced an age of 250,000 years B.P. for the stratum
said to overlie the earliest archaeological components. As if in confirma-
tion of this extraordinarily early determination, B. J. Szabo, experiment-
ing with the use of uranium-series measurements on Pleistocene animal
bone at the same stratigraphic level, arrived at a date of 245,000 =
40,000 years B.P. Fission-track analysis of volcanic glass from the two
geological strata overlying the early component yielded even earlier dates
of 600,000 * 340,000 and 370,000 * 200,000 years B.P., although in
reverse stratigraphic order. While the overlapping determinations could
be interpreted as corroborating each other, they have been largely dispar-
aged as inordinately early, the result of improper sample collection and
analysis. They continue to draw the attention of only those few prehis-
torians philosophically inclined to the possibility of New World occupa-
tion before the Wisconsin glacial advance or of those who use them to
undermine the credibility of a more reasonable series of radiocarbon-
based dates for the site endorsed by Irwin-Williams.

The radiocarbon determinations to which Irwin-Williams subscribes
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were obtained from a stratigraphic profile at the Cuilapan barranca, a
stream-eroded gully leading into the Valsequillo Reservoir. There five
fossil freshwater mollusk samples from different levels yielded a sequence
of dates ranging from 9150 * 500 years b.p. near the surface of the
excavation to 29,000, 30,000, and 35,000 years b.p. for the lowest levels.
Midway down the profile, one of these samples, found in direct associa-
tion with a flake scraper, was dated to 21,850 * 850 years b.p. Although
shell has been faulted as an unreliable medium for radiocarbon dating
and the integrity of the complex streambed stratigraphy from which it
was obtained has been questioned, the chronological sequence is by and
large internally consistent. Considering the association of the stone tool
with the dated shell, Irwin-Williams adopted the 21,850 years b.p. date
as representative of the time by which the Valsequillo region had been
settled.

The more conservative Valsequillo age claimed by Irwin-Williams falls
within a range of dates between 14,000 and 35,000 years ago that bracket
a growing corpus of New World archaeological sites extending from the
Yukon to Chile. In Mesoamerica, Valsequillo is only one of several places
falling within these age limits. Other sites include Tlapacoya, located
alongside ancient Lake Chalco in Central Mexico; Rancho La Amapola,
farther north near El Cedral in the Mexican state of San Luis Potosi; and
El Bosque to the south in Nicaragua.

At the El Bosque site, where bones of mastodon, horse, and giant
sloth were found by R. Gruhn and colleagues in association with what
look like crudely flaked tools, radiocarbon dates extend from about 18,100
to over 35,000 years b.p. MacNeish, who examined the El Bosque finds,
considers at least one specimen in the lithic assemblage to be a primitive
“chopper,” and on that basis tentatively assigned the site an antiquity
greater than 30,000 years. His interpretation draws upon a theory origi-
nating with Chard that simple bifacial chopper-chopping tools along
with crude pebble or flake implements were characteristic of the very
earliest New World lithic industry, preceding even the unifacially flaked
tools found at sites such as Valsequillo.

A number of archaeologists, along with MacNeish, have proposed that
the chopper-chopping tradition may have been imported into the New
World via Siberia out of an ancestral Lower and Middle Paleolithic
Eurasian tool tradition. With specific regard to the El Bosque site, how-
ever, serious doubts have been expressed about both the authenticity of
the tools and the validity of the early dates. There are no other Meso-
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american Paleoindian sites with verified remains in the chopper-chopping
tradition, although San Isidro in Nuevo Leon, La Esperanza, Honduras,
and Tlapacoya in the Basin of Mexico have all been suggested as candi-
dates.

Somewhat less equivocal evidence from Tlapacoya relates to a later
tradition, resembling more closely that of early Valsequillo. The Tlapa-
coya data result from eight seasons of interdisciplinary fieldwork carried
out between 1965 and 1973 under the principal direction of J. L. Lorenzo
and L. Mirambell. In addition to the artifactual remains reported from
excavations, analyses of the local geology, limnology, pollen, and fauna
were included in their study. A suite of radiocarbon dates was obtained,
seventeen of which fall between 33,000 and 14,000 years b.p. The inves-
tigators accept as representative a determination of 21,700 * 500 years
b.p. on carbon and soil from a circular hearth, about 1.15 meters in
diameter, within and adjacent to which were found stone tools and
abundant animal bones, many from now extinct Pleistocene mammals.
Two other cooking areas, one radiocarbon dated at 24,000 = 4000 years
b.p., provide additional evidence for what appears to be a series of
temporary campsites along the ancient Chalco lakeshore.

Most of the more than 2,500 lithic artifacts recovered from Tlapa-
coya-1 Alfa, the earliest dated locality at the site, were crudely made
flakes and blades of poor-quality local volcanic stone, similar in form to
the edge-retouched artifacts from the lower levels at Valsequillo. Several
obsidian artifacts were also found, two in association with animal bones,
one located in a hearth. Their bifacial flaking appears more controlled
than that used to manufacture tools from local stone, and does not con-
form to the unifacial industry proposed by MacNeish as typical of this
Early Paleoindian subperiod. The obsidian itself was obtained from
sources at least 5o kilometers away, indicating that the inhabitants of the
Tlapacoya-1 campsites were either wide-ranging nomads or that some
sort of exchange relationship had developed between adjacent groups of
people. Criticism of the Tlapacoya research centers around whether the
artifacts are actually contemporaneous with the radiocarbon dated ma-
terials.

Recovered from the screening of excavated material or from less secure
provenances at Tlapacoya, and thus not contextually datable, were several
well-made bifacially flaked implements, including a “lermoid” and a
Coxcatlan-style projectile point, lithic types that are assigned at other
archaeological sites to later Paleoindian times. Several bone fragments
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were found to have cut marks, although it is uncertain whether they
indicate efforts to carve the bones into tools or are attributable to food
preparation, food consumption, or scavenging animals.

Subsequently, Lorenzo and Mirambell produced some even earlier ra-
diocarbon dates in a program of excavation they conducted from 1977
to 1980 at the Rancho La Amapola site in San Luis Potosi. The site is
situated in what was an area of lakes, marshes, streams, and springs dur-
ing its time of occupation. One charcoal sample, thought to be from a
cooking area, has been dated at 31,850 * 600 years b.p. The circular,
ash-filled hearth is bordered by proboscidean tarsal bones. Abundant re-
mains of mammoth, mastodon, horse, camel, dire wolf, short-faced
bear, glyptodon, giant ground sloth, and other large Pleistocene-age an-
imals found in the vicinity of a nearby ancient spring suggest that both
humans and animals were attracted to the locality by the availability of
water. Unfortunately, only three definite artifacts, none very diagnostic,
have been identified: a point made from a horse tibia, a discoidal stone
scraper, and a limestone hammerstone. The chalcedony scraper was
found in a stratum radiocarbon dated at 33,300 * 2700-1800 years b.p.

Currently, only one site in Mesoamerica supports the hypothesis of
human occupation in lowland environments before 12,000 years ago. In
the Puuc Hills of northern Yucatan, the lowest levels of excavations
reported by R. Veldzquez at Loltdn Cave have produced some crude
stone and bone tools along with the remains of horse, mastodon, and
other now extinct Pleistocene mammals. Felines, deer, and numerous
rodents round out the archaeological assemblage. No radiocarbon dates
have been forthcoming for this proposed early component that underlies
later ceramic occupations. On the basis of stone tool typology and faunal
association, MacNeish has proposed that the lower levels of Loltun Cave
are somewhere between 40,000 and 15,000 years old.

THE LATE PALEOINDIAN PERIOD AND THE ‘‘BIG-GAME
HUNTING TRADITION"’

Whereas the possibility of human migration into the New World before
35,000 years ago is argued only tentatively by a small number of prehis-
torians, and even the mounting evidence of entry between 35,000 and
12,500 years b.p. fails to be universally accepted, it is unequivocally
recognized that by 12,000 years ago Paleoindian settlement was wide-
spread throughout the Americas. Indeed, it was the well-dated Clovis
culture, first defined for the high plains of New Mexico, that had, since
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the introduction of radiocarbon dating in the 1950s, set the basemark for
early New World human occupation.

Beginning with Clovis, the hunter-gatherer occupants of the Americas
began producing a variety of skillfully-made, bifacially-flaked spear and
dart points. From the standpoint of technology, the suitability of these
projectile points for use against large Pleistocene mammals underlies the
conceptualization of a late Paleoindian period “big-game hunting tradi-
tion.” Although the term big-game hunter seems most appropriate when
applied to complexes such as the Llano of the southwestern United States
and northern Mexico, where finds of Clovis points are commonly asso-
ciated with mammoth kill sites, the geographic distribution of these large,
lanceolate-shaped points, easily identified by the flute or channel at their
base, extends as far south as Central America. Hafted to thrusting spears
spears or perhaps to shafts used with atlatls (spearthrowers), they would
have made formidable weapons, even when directed against animals as
imposing as mammoths. Following the time of Clovis production, the
final several thousand years of the Late Paleoindian period saw a prolif-
eration of large, skillfully made point types, many strikingly beautiful.
The care and craftsmanship invested in these tools, far exceeding that
required to fulfill utilitarian needs, suggests that some of them may have
served as markers of status or group affiliation.

The idea of a big-game hunting tradition implies not only a techno-
logical capability but also the development of new organizational strate-
gies to successfully pursue a large and potentially lethal quarry. Witch
these new capabilities, there is evidence that by 11,000 b.p. the human
predation of Pleistocene megafauna had reached unprecedented levels in
North America. Whereas earlier Clovis-tradition kill sites are commonly
found on the boggy margins of lakes or ponds, where an isolated mam-
moth might have encountered difficulty evading attack or to which a
hapless animal may have withdrawn for shelter after being wounded
elsewhere, later Paleoindian Folsom and Plano complex sites of the
southwestern United States reveal multi-animal kills, sometimes the re-
sult of entire herds having been stampeded into box canyons or over the
edges of cliffs. Such large-scale hunting would have entailed more sizable,
better-organized social groupings than in Early Paleoindian times.

“BIG-GAME’”’ SITES IN MESOAMERICA

Although not many Clovis and Clovis-like fluted points have been recov-
ered from stratigraphic excavations in Mesoamerica, surface finds are
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reported from Chihuahua, Durango, Sonora, Coahuila, Nuevo Leén,
San Luis Potosi, and Jalisco in northern Mexico, to Tlaxcala, Puebla, and
Oaxaca in highland central Mexico, and farther south into Belize, Gua-
temala, and Costa Rica. Recent discovery of two Clovis points at the
Ladyville site in coastal Belize extends the range of Mesoamerican fluted
points to lowland environments as well (Fig. 2.2).

The co-occurrence of Clovis with what MacNeish interprets as a form
of “fishtail” point in the earliest Lowe-Ha complex of coastal Belize
would indicate the contact of two geographically distinct Late Paleoin-
dian traditions at a time period dated at 9ooo—7500 b.c. “Fishtail”
projectile points, some with slight basal fluting, were first reported by J.
Bird over a quarter century ago at Fell’s Cave in the Tierra del Fuego
region of southern Chile, where they are found along with the remains
of extinct horse, mylodon and other large Pleistocene animals in strati-

A.

Figure 2.2. Clovis-type fluted projectile points from the Valley of Oaxaca,
Mexico, and Ladyville, Belize. (A): Valley of Oaxaca example. Drawing courtesy
of Kent V. Flannery and Joyce Marcus, Museum of Anthropology, University
of Michigan. (B): Ladyville, Belize example. Redrawn from Ancient Mesoamerica
4 (2): 212 (1993), fig. sa.
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graphic contexts dated 9050 * 170 and 8770 * 300 b.c. Subsequently
a variant of the fishtail point with fluting resembling that on Clovis
points was identified at the El Inga site in Ecuador.

In addition to the Belize specimens, other Central American “fishtail”
points are reported from Madden Lake, Panama, and the Quiché Basin
of Guatemala (Fig. 2.3). No faunal remains were found with the Belize
points, but the current open savanna environment, probably not much
changed since the Terminal Pleistocene, suggests a habitat attractive to
large grazing animals. The points, recovered by MacNeish and his fellow
investigators in excavations carried out as part of the Belize Archaic
Archaeological Reconnaissance, would represent the northernmost exten-
sion of the fishtail point horizon. A recent critical review of MacNeish’s
projectile point typology, however, questions the classification of these
tools and argues against the expansion of the fishrail point tradition into
Belize.

Somewhat more recent than Clovis and fishtail points in Mesoamerica
are a number of large, well-made, unfluted point or knife types — Lerma,

o

Figure 2.3. “Fishtail” point from Madden Lake, Panama. Redrawn from Bird,
J. B. and R. Cooke, “The occurrence in Panama of two types of Paleoindian
projectile point,” in Early Man in America from a Circum-Pacific Perspective, ed.
A. L. Bryan, pp. 263—72. Occasional Papers, No. 1, Department of Anthropol-
ogy, University of Alberta, Edmonton, fig. 3d, p. 270.
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Angostura, Dalton, Plainview, and Scottsbluff most notable among them
— related typologically and contemporaneous to the Plano complex of
the North American Plains. Both Pleistocene and modern animal re-
mains have been found in association with Planoid tool-types at various
Mesoamerican sites dated between 9000 and 7000 B.C., reflecting the
transitional nature of the terminal Paleoindian years.

The best known of the Mesoamerican Late Paleoindian fossil animal
finds are the two dismembered mammoth skeletons from Santa Isabel
Iztapan, adjacent to ancient Lake Texcoco in the Valley of Mexico.
Lerma, Scottsbluff and Angostura points found in association with the
mammoths (Fig. 2.4) suggest that the animals were killed either after
they had been driven into or attempted to take shelter in the swampy
shallows of the lake. A number of associated chert and obsidian knives,
prismatic blades, scrapers, and other tools were likely responsible for the
many cut marks found on the fossil bones, indicating that the hunters
butchered the mammoths on the spot. Interestingly, the lithic materials
from which some of these tools were made were obtained from locations

Figure 2.4. Projectile points from Santa Isabel Iztapan: (A) Scottsbluff; (B)
Lerma; (C) Angustura. Redrawn from Willey, G. R., An Introduction to Ameri-
can Archaeology, vol. 1, fig. 228, p. 65, and Coe, M. D., Mexico, fig. 10a, b, .
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hundreds of kilometers from the Iztapan kill sites, indicating the wide-
ranging mobility of these foragers or the development of an early system
of exchange with neighboring bands.

THE THEORY OF ‘‘PLEISTOCENE OVERKILL”

So successful is the big-game hunting tradition thought to have been that
it is credited in a much debated hypothesis with the massive extinction,
beginning about 11,000 years ago, of some thirty-two genera of Pleisto-
cene megafauna, including the mammoth, mastodon, horse, camel, tapir,
ground sloth, dire wolf, saber-toothed tiger, and glyptodon. As argued
by the proposal’s original and most steadfast mentor, P. S. Martin, the
worldwide disappearance without replacement of numerous animal gen-
era cannot be accounted for by their inability to adapt to the environ-
mental changes of the terminal Ice Age. Alterations in habitat because of
glacial retreats at earlier times in the past did not result in concomitant
extinctions. Nor was there a loss at the end of the Pleistocene of numer-
ous other plant and small-animal species that should have suffered
equally from climatically induced changes. The only new factor intro-
duced during the late Pleistocene, in Martin’s opinion, is the agency of
human predation.

Critics of the “Pleistocene overkill” hypothesis are quick to point out
that many of the animals that became extinct were not even exploited by
Late Paleoindian hunters; others, such as bison, although intensively
hunted, did not perish but, on the contrary, prospered until commercial
hunting with firearms in the nineteenth century resulted in their near
extermination. Martin and his supporters respond that the overhunting
of large animals would have undermined the viability of dependent,
nonhunted creatures, from carnivores to scavengers, thus accounting for
the disappearance of animals not directly victimized by humans. Why
some large animal prey and not others survived into the Holocene re-
mains unanswered by advocates of “overkill.”

Bearing on the question of Pleistocene overkill is the additional obser-
vation that nowhere in Mesoamerica do we find evidence of the massive,
multi-animal slaughter documented for the North American Great
Plains. Indeed, the whole concept of a widespread big-game hunting
tradition outside of the southwestern United States, and by extension the
credibilicy of human-predator induced extinction, is impugned by evi-
dence from Mesoamerica, where a much more varied if less spectacular
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diet is indicated. MacNeish’s Tehuacin Archaeological-Botanical Project
— arguably the most ambitious regional investigation ever undertaken
with the objective of reconstructing a complete sequence of socioeco-
nomic development from the earliest arrival of humans to urban civili-
zation — addresses itself directly to this point.

In the rain shadow of the surrounding Sierra Madre mountains of
Central Mexico, the Tehuacin Valley is today a semi-desert area of dense,
xerophytic vegetation. There is evidence that the valley’s climate during
the Late Pleistocene was cooler but even more arid than today, resulting
in an open, treeless, steppe-like environment. A number of large, per-
manent springs which provide abundant potable water ameliorate these
dry conditions and from Paleoindian times have made the valley an
attractive place for animals and humans preadapted to the environment
from their travels through the arid areas to the north.

Excavation of archaeological sites belonging to the earliest Ajuereado
phase, dated between 12,000 and 9,000 years ago, produced a complex
of bifacially flaked lithic artifacts, including Lerma and Plainview-like
points, indicative of large-animal hunting. Still lacking the invention of
the bow and arrow, the late Paleoindian inhabitants of Tehuacan, as did
their contemporaries elsewhere in Mesoamerica, probably employed the
atlatl as their weapon of choice. That large animals were exploited by the
Tehuacdn hunters is supported by finds of fossil horse and antelope in
the Ajuereado occupational levels. Of special significance, however, are
the many bones from smaller animals, such as jackrabbit, gopher, rat,
turtle, and birds, that, along with the remains of avocado, agave, opuntia,
and other wild-plant foods, indicate a much broader subsistence base
than that expected of “big-game hunters.” Year-round hunting activities
are estimated to have provided the bulk of the Ajuereado-phase food,
with pods, seeds, and fruits supplementing the diet when seasonally
available.

Nearly four hundred jackrabbit bones are reported from just one of
the lower stratigraphic zones of the Coxcatlin Cave site at Ajuereado
phase Tehuacén, including, in a single 1-meter excavated square, the feet
of more than forty animals apparently dismembered in one butchering
session. The gregarious nature of jackrabbits would have made it most
productive to hunt them in communal drives, involving men and women
from several small, otherwise autonomous Tehuacin bands. The slaugh-
ter of large numbers of jackrabbits during a single drive implies that a
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technique of drying was employed to preserve the food for later con-
sumption.

Early Ajuereado-phase subsistence thus appears to depend primarily
on generalized foraging, with small game constituting the bulk of the
diet, supplemented by the occasional larger animal and seasonally availa-
ble wild-plant foods. K. Flannery’s analysis of the changing percentages
of animal food remains over the several-thousand-year duration of this
terminal Paleoindian phase suggests to him a climatically induced trans-
formation in the Tehuacdn animal population, from social species such
as pronghorn antelope and jackrabbit — animals found in herds, packs,
or droves — to solitary types, such as white-tailed deer and cottontail
rabbit. The consequence of this faunal replacement for the human occu-
pants of the valley would have been the need to abandon old hunting
strategies based on communal animal drives in favor of individual or
small group efforts better suited to the stalking of isolated animals.

A similar situation is apparently encountered a couple of hundred
kilometers to the south in Flannery’s more recent analysis of the lowest
stratigraphic level, Zone F, at Cueva Blanca in the eastern Valley of
Oaxaca. Radiocarbon dates obtained from the level directly above Zone
F indicate the contemporaneity of the earliest Cueva Blanca complex
with Ajuereado-phase Tehuacin. Judging from the Oaxaca Valley and
Tehuacdn evidence, archaeologists have concluded that the basic social
unit in such environments during the Late Paleoindian period was a
small, mobile “microband” consisting of perhaps four to eight related
individuals. Several such family units may have joined together briefly
from time to time for communal hunting and perhaps social activities.
Ajuereado-phase population density must have been very low; on the
basis of site size and distribution, it is estimated at less than one individ-
ual for every 5 to 70 square miles of the 1,400-square-mile survey area of
the Tehuacin Valley.

PALEOINDIAN ART AND IDEOLOGY IN MESOAMERICA

A bit more light is shed on the noneconomic aspects of Late Paleoindian
life by a series of earlier archacological finds north of Tehuacin in the
Basin of Mexico. Associated with a thick Late Pleistocene bed of sedi-
ments known as the Becerra formation, the first of these discoveries,
made back in 1870 at Tequixquiac, Hidalgo, is probably the oldest in age
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as well. Located at a depth of 12 meters in a fossil-rich layer of gravel and
sand at the base of the Upper Becerra, was a camelid sacrum that had
been carved to look like what is variously interpreted as the head of a
dog, wolf, coyote, or peccary (Fig. 2.5). The authenticity of the carving
had been in doubt for many years, but recent reanalysis by L. Aveleyra
de Anda appears to confirm its antiquity. If actually attributable to the
Late Paleoindian era, it would represent one of the eatliest examples of
indigenous art in the New World. Subsequent archaeological investiga-
tion from 1951 to 1955 at the Tequixquiac site by Aveleyra recorded a
number of stone scrapers, unifacial blades, a knife fragment, and several
bone awls, all in association with the remains of extinct bison, camel,
glyptodon, ground sloth, mammoth, mastodon, and other species.
Equally fascinating, but also the object of considerable controversy, is
the nearby Tepexpan skeleton site, discovered in 1947 by the geologist

Figure 2.5. Tequixquiac carved camelid sacrum. Redrawn from a photograph in
National Museum of Anthropolosgy, Mexico, catalog, p. 21. G. V. editores, s.a. de

c.v. (1991).
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H. de Terra. Also located in the Upper Becerra, but at a more recent
level than the Tequixquiac finds, the skeleton is that of an adult female,
intentionally buried facedown in a flexed position. The nature of de
Terra’s excavation raised questions about whether the skeleton was, as
claimed, associated with the Upper Becerra formation or whether it was
intrusive from overlying post-Pleistocene levels. These doubts were sub-
sequently dispelled when fluorine and nitrogen analysis of bone samples
indicated the approximate contemporaneity of the Tepexpan skeleton
with the two Iztapan mammoth finds, located less than 2 kilometers away
and also associated with the Upper Becerra deposits. Now verified, the
Tepexpan woman is the earliest known formal burial in Mesoamerica.
Such attention to the dead suggests that concepts of spirit and afterlife
had been developed.

THE ARCHAIC PERIOD IN MESOAMERICA

From the Oaxaca Valley, a series of radiocarbon dates from stratified
components at two archaeological sites establishes the beginning of the
Mesoamerican Archaic at 8750 b.c. Although many archaeologists still
subscribe to the traditional 7000 b.c. Paleoindian — Archaic transition
based on the extinction of the horse in North America, evidence from
southern Mesoamerica reveals that by this earlier date small groups of
foragers were already making use of wild plants and animals of com-
pletely modern form. During the more than 5,000 years of the ensuing
Archaic period, Mesoamerican hunter-gatherers successfully exploited en-
vironments with which they were already familiar, while important cul-
tural innovations were shaping new and long-lasting patterns of interac-
tion within their social groups and between themselves and the food
sources on which they depended.

More amply documented than the Paleoindian period, the Archaic has
left an archaeological record that, despite its many gaps and dating
questions, permits a discussion of regional patterns of adaptation and
processes of change. Toward that end we briefly survey some of the more
important or better known Archaic period archaeological sites in various
parts of Mesoamerica (Map 2.3). With each region promoting its own
sequence of named cultural phases, it is easier to make interregional
comparisons by further dividing the Archaic into Early (9/7000 to 5000
b.c.), Middle (5000 to 3000 b.c.), and Late (3000 to 2000 b.c.) subper-
iods.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Yucardn
Peninsula

fli'éu'i
Af
1 A &u.ﬂluet =
Puerto Marque: 0'5'13 " ’ Santa |

PACIFIC
OCEAN

——

, o . Mag 2.3 .
Cambridge Histories Online © Cambifidge University Press, 2008



Palevindian and Archaic Cultures 73

THE NORTH MEXICO ARCHAIC

Although it lies just beyond the defined boundaries of Mesoamerica,
northern Mexico provides an important linkage between the Archaic
traditions of highland central Mexico and the southwestern United
States. Cultural interchange between these regions is evidenced by the
many shared forms of projectile points, a tradition extending back to the
Late Paleoindian period. The continuity of environmental zones extend-
ing across the modern Mexico—U.S. border may have played an impor-
tant role in producing the fundamental homogeneity of the so-called
Desert Culture that characterizes the Archaic period in this widespread
area. While surface surveys have reported preceramic sites in many loca-
tions, controlled excavations in the northeastern Mexican states of Coa-
huila, Nuevo Leén, and Tamaulipas have yielded the most abundant
data.

Stratified cave and rockshelter deposits in the mountain ranges of the
Sierra Madre Oriental and the northern sector of the Central Mexican
Plateau expose the richest concentration of these Desert Culture compo-
nents. In Coahuila investigations at Frightful Cave, Fat Burro Cave, and
Nopal Shelter have produced abundant material remains from the sea-
sonal or occasional encampments of what must have been small, widely
spaced foraging groups whose occupation of the area began as early as
7600 b.c. and continued with little apparent change until historic times.
Projectile points and other flaked tools, one-handed manos (grinding
stones), and grinding slab fragments indicate the interregional affiliations
and chronological trends in the long-lived Coahuila complex, but it is
the extraordinary preservation of organic remains in the arid cave deposits
that best affords a glimpse into the diverse use these Archaic foragers
made of their environment.

For the inhabitants of Coahuila, the hunting of small and medium-
size game supplemented a diet primarily dependent on plant foods, some
of which had been kept in grass-lined storage pits. Such practical artifacts
as fiber cordage, sandals, baskets and mats, wooden atlatls, projectile
points and shafts, fire drills, and fire tongs were of clear economic use to
the cave occupants. Ornamental shell beads, scarifiers used for bloodlet-
ting or tattooing, musical rasps, a deer skull headdress, and remains of
hallucinogenic plants hint at the complexity of a ritual system rarely
documented archaeologically for this period. Recent excavations at La
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Calzada Rockshelter in Nuevo Leén reveal a similarly lengthy occupation
by foraging bands between about 9000 and 2500 b.c.

What seems to distinguish most of these northeastern Mexican sites
from their Archaic counterparts within Mesoamerica proper is the ab-
sence of cultivated plants among the food remains, although corn (maize)
and other domesticates have been found farther west at Swallow’s Nest
Cave in Chihuahua. By contrast, plant domestication is claimed to have
made an early and continuing contribution to the diet of foraging popu-
lations south of the Rio Soto la Marina in Tamaulipas, where MacNeish
first launched his investigations into the Mesoamerican origins of maize
agriculture. A reevaluation of these claims in light of recent AMS dates
for corn and other cultigens from a number of Archaic sites in Mexico
and the United States, however, blurs this once distinct boundary be-
tween the wild-plant-gathering populations of northern Mexico and the
incipient cultivators of Mesoamerica proper.

MacNeish’s excavations in 1949 at Nogales and La Perra caves in the
Sierra de Tamaulipas yielded abundant plant materials, including primi-
tive domesticated corncobs. This initial investigation was followed a few
years later by more extensive survey and excavation in the southwestern
part of the state. Data from the deeply stratified cave sites in the eastern
Sierra Madre near Ocampo complemented the previously identified Mid-
dle and Late Archaic Tamaulipas complexes and added an important
Early Archaic component, the Infiernillo phase.

Dated between 7000 and ss00 b.c., the Infiernillo archaeological re-
mains indicate that Archaic foragers on the northern fringe of Mesoam-
erica, like their Desert Culture cousins, relied heavily on plant materials
for food, cordage, and containers, utilizing a botanical inventory that
included wild runner beans, agave, and opuntia. B. D. Smith’s recent
AMS dates for five Ocampo cultigens indicate that what was once
thought to be an Early Archaic origin for the domesticated bottle gourd
and squash complex in Tamaulipas did not begin until about 3500 b.c.
At the same time, this reanalysis confirms the stratigraphic integrity of
the Ocampo cave sites and the appearance there of cultivated maize
sometime after 2500 b.c.

HIGHLAND SITES OF THE MESOAMERICA ARCHAIC
Important as MacNeish’s discoveries at Tamaulipas were, they are over-

shadowed by his subsequent interdisciplinary study of the Tehuacin
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Valley, mentioned previously for its Late Paleoindian period occupation.
It is this pioneering research, initiated in the early 1960s, that is most
called upon even now to characterize the Archaic period in Mesoamerica.
Among several hundred surveyed cave and open-air sites with occupation
dating from Paleoindian to historic times, excavations were undertaken
at twelve localities. In all, thirty-five excavated components from nine
archaeological sites contributed cultural materials assigned to three Ar-
chaic phases: El Riego (7000—5000 b.c.), Coxcatlin (s000-3400 b.c.),
and Abejas (3400-2000 b.c.).

Fifteen of these components came from the rich, stratified deposits at
Coxcatldn Cave, which provided nearly 75 percent of the classified stone
tools from excavation. On the basis of well-preserved plant remains from
nine of these Coxcatlin “floors” and two additional occupation levels
from San Marcos Cave, MacNeish and his associates have reconstructed
dietary patterns for the Archaic populations of the Tehuacin Valley.
Widely preserved among the excavated Archaic sites, faunal remains
round out this picture of subsistence activities by suggesting seasonal and
microenvironmental differences in hunting patterns.

Because so many of the Tehuacin flaked stone tool types continued
to be manufactured throughout the entire Archaic, more diagnostic pro-
jectile points were relied on as the major chronological markers. But even
the substantial sample of 824 complete or fragmentary points found in
excavated Archaic components at Tehuacin are of limited utility for
precise dating of preceramic components, since many of them continued
to be manufactured for thousands of years. Set against the stratigraphic
column of Coxcatlén Cave, Tehuacin’s lithic industry appears more like
a gradually evolving, temporally overlapping continuum of tool types,
with the three named regional phases, El Riego, Coxcatldn, and Abejas,
a heuristic device for segmenting the long Archaic span into Early,
Middle, and Late periods.

For sites with such remarkable organic preservation, the Tehuacin
caves yielded relatively few wood and fiber artifacts in comparison with
Desert Culture sites in northern Mexico. Although atlatls, baskets, knot-
ted and knotless nets, and cordage were found in almost all phases at
Coxcatlin Cave, they represent a much smaller part of the cultural
inventory than do the lithic artifacts. Food remains, however — both
macrobotanical specimens and human coprolites — attest to the increasing
diversity and magnitude of plants in the foraging economy of the post-
Pleistocene inhabitants of Tehuacin and, more significantly, provide the
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most extensive diachronic record we have to date for the development of
plant domestication in Mesoamerica. The appearance of manos and me-
tates, the ubiquitous Mesoamerican hand-held grinding stones and mat-
ing stone basins employed in the processing of seeds and other plant
food parts, serves as another important line of evidence for the growing
importance of fruits and vegetables in the Archaic diet (Fig. 2.6).

During the Early Archaic El Riego phase, most of the plants utilized
were still wild. Leguminous trees such as mesquite, acacia, and guaje were
harvested for their edible pods and seeds; the pochote contributed seeds
as well as its edible fleshy root. Maguey hearts were roasted and chewed,
their indigestible quids dropped on the cave floor. Foxtail millet or
Setaria seeds were collected and apparently stored in small caches. Fruits
of the chupandilla, cosahuico, ciruela, and prickly pear were also con-
sumed, as was the avocado. The latter, because it had to be kept well
watered, may have been transplanted to more favorable locations and
nurtured, representing a first step in the process of agricultural develop-
ment. Other candidates for incipient domesticated status at this date
include chile peppers and squash.

The subsequent Coxcatlin phase adds to the list of possible cultigens
the fruits of white sapote, black sapote, and coyol palm, trees not presently
found in the arid valley environment and thus, like the avocado, thought
to have been introduced from elsewhere and brought under cultivation.
The Coxcatlan-phase inhabitants of the valley also left behind many more
annual plant remains with morphological evidence of domestication. Pre-
sumed cultigens represented in Coxcatldn-phase deposits include chile
pepper, the moschata and mixta forms of squash, the bottle gourd, the
common bean, and a primitive form of maize. Domesticated tepary and
jack beans are attributed to the subsequent Abejas phase, which also saw a
dramatic increase in the incidence of cultivated maize (Fig. 2.7).

While there is solid evidence for plant domestication at Tehuacin, the
legitimacy of the early dates of its occurrence has been challenged as a
result of recent accelerator mass spectroscopic analysis of the archaeolog-
ically recovered cultigens conducted by A. Long et al. and by L. Kaplan.
The small sample-size needed for AMS analysis has made it possible to
date uncarbonized plant specimens directly, rather than by their contex-
tual association with radiocarbon-dated charcoal found in the same oc-
cupational levels, as MacNeish had been required to do. The AMS dating
of Coxcatldn-phase cultigens has produced substantially younger dates
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Figure 2.6. Typical Archaic period mano and metate from Tehuacin. Redrawn
from D. S. Byers, ed., Prebistory of the Tehuacan Valley, vol. 2.
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Figure 2.7. Corncob remains from excavations at Tehuacdn. From left to right:
Middle Archaic Coxcatlan phase, Late Archaic Abejas phase, Late Formative/
Early Classic; last two on right date to the Postclassic period. Photograph
courtesy of the Robert S. Peabody Museum of Archaeology, Phillips Academy,

Andover, Mass.

than those obtained by the conventional radiocarbon method. The oldest
of twelve corncob samples have been redated to only 2750 b.c., with an
even more recent, Late Formative period, date reported for a pod valve
from the common bean. Such age discrepancies could have resulted from
animal burrowing, insect activity, erosion, or other forms of soil distur-
bance moving the plant remains into earlier stratigraphic deposits.?
Whether or not these pedological problems are so persistent in dry cave
environments as to make all contextually dated Mesoamerican plant

2 MacNeish has recently criticized the AMS re-dating of early Tehuacan corncobs, arguing that the
samples used were contaminated by having been sprayed with an organic preservative.
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remains suspect, as G. Fritz has argued, the younger dates for Tehuacin
corn would better match the pattern of early plant usage seen at other
Mesoamerican sites.

Elsewhere in the central highlands, excavated Archaic period sites have
added important complementary data to that of the original Tehuacin
sequence and sometimes suggest significant adaptive variations. Such is
the case just northwest of Tehuacdn, where several caves surrounding the
Valsequillo Reservoir in Puebla provide evidence of Archaic period oc-
cupation. Unfortunately, poor organic preservation has prevented a com-
plete portrayal of the local patterns of subsistence. Surprisingly lacking,
however, from the Early Archaic levels at Texcal Cave reported by R.
Garcia Moll are any ground stone tools associated with plant processing,
as in the El Riego phase of Tehuacén.

Further to the northwest, in the Basin of Mexico, humid soils at the
site. of Zohapilco preserve a rare portrait of the plants exploited by
Archaic hunter-gatherers in a lacustrine setting of more plentiful year-
round resources than in the arid Tehuacén Valley. In a single long trench
excavated into ancient beach deposits on the eastern shore of Lake
Chalco, adjacent to the earlier Tlapacoya Paleoindian campsites, C.
Niederberger encountered stratified preceramic artifacts dating to the
Middle Archaic associated with abundant animal and plant remains. The
earliest initial Playa phase at Zohapilco, radiocarbon dated between 5059
*+ 115 b.c. and 4250 * 125 b.c., reveals a lithic assemblage characterized
by heavy bifaces and macroblades, notched flakes, scrapers, and ground
stone mullers and mezates. Obsidian flakes and projectile points are also
found, but the single prismatic blade Niederberger recovered might bet-
ter be attributed to a later time period. More clearly separable stratigraph-
ically and chronologically is the Final Archaic phase dated from 2300 *
110 b.c. to about 1500 b.c., with its greater reliance on microlithic obsid-
ian flakes and its more sophisticated ground stone tools.

Palynological, faunal, and macrobotanical remains associated with
both the Playa and Zohapilco phases augment the artifactual record left
by these lakeside food collectors. Although detailed botanical analyses
have not been published, Niederberger reports that the Playa-phase pol-
len spectra include such economically important genera as Chenopodium,
Amaranthus, Physalis, and Zea. Carbonized seeds of teosinte (Zea mexi-
cana), amaranth, portulaca, and squash were also recovered from Playa
strata. The bones of deer, rabbit, dog, turtle, the amphibian axolotl,
snake, rodent, freshwater fish, and several species of both local and
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winter-migrating waterfowl make up the faunal inventory and indicate
that the Zohapilco site was exploited in both the rainy and the dry
seasons. Despite a failure to encounter architectural features in her
trenching operation, Niederberger has proposed that the abundant lacus-
trine food resources supported permanent preagricultural settlement dur-
ing the Playa phase. By the late Archaic stage, beginning about 3000 b.c.,
fundamentally similar hunting and fishing patterns were retained by the
Zohapilco occupants, but now enhanced by the cultivation of plants,
notably maize, amaranth, Physalis, chile, pumpkin, and chayote.

In the Sierra Madre southeast of Tehuacin, Archaic occupations have
been investigated under the direction of K. Flannery at three cave sites
in the Valley of Oaxaca — Guild Naquitz, Martinez Rockshelter, and
Cueva Blanca — and at an open-air site, Gheo-Shih, all near the present-
day town of Mita (Fig. 2.8). A second open-air site has been excavated
by J. L. Lorenzo at Yuzani in the nearby Nochixtldin Valley. Together
components from these sites span nearly the entire Archaic period and
provide an important archaeological sequence congruent with the trans-
humant foraging pattern discerned for Tehuacan.

Beginning with the Naquitz phase, dated 8900 to 6700 b.c., six
stratified components have been defined at Guila Naquitz Cave; an
additional component has been dated at Cueva Blanca. As with most
other contemporaneous Mesoamerican assemblages, the Early Archaic
Naquitz-phase lithic assemblage belongs to a flake industry with relatively
little standardization of finished artifacts. Indeed, only 152 retouched tools
are found in the entire collection of 1,716 flaked specimens. Notched
flakes, steep denticulate scrapers, and crude blades are the most common
deliberately formed types (Fig. 2.9). Chert was available nearby for flak-
ing, and slabs from local ignimbrite outcrops and from stream-borne
cobbles were ground into metates and one-handed manos for plant food
processing. A small but early sample of cordage, knotted netting, and
coiled basketry, a few fire drills, one drill hearth, and some roasting sticks
constitute the archaeological assemblage of fiber and wood artifacts (Fig.
2.10).

More than 20,000 specimens of preserved dietary plant parts were
identified in Naquitz phase components from the Oaxaca Valley, the
largest sample of macrobotanical remains yet recovered from a single
Mesoamerican Archaic complex. By far, acorns appear to have been the
most important vegetal component of a diet that also depended on
maguey hearts, pods and seeds of mesquite, guaje, susi nuts, nanches,
prickly pear leaves and fruits, pine nuts, hackberries, and wild onions.
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Figure 2.8. Guild Naquitz Cave, in its environmental setting. There is a figure
standing in the mouth of the cave for scale. Photograph courtesy of Kent V.
Flannery and Joyce Marcus, Museum of Anthropology, University of Michigan.

Figure 2.9. Naquitz-phase lithic artifacts from the Valley of Oaxaca: (A) notched
flake; (B) denticulate scraper; (C) crude blade. Redrawn from K. V. Flannery,
Guila Naguitz, figs. 6.11, 6.17, and 6.19.
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Figure 2.10. Net bag froagment from Guild Naquitz, Valley of Oaxaca. Photo-
graph courtesy of Kent V. Flannery and Joyce Marcus, Museum of Anthropol-
ogy, University of Michigan.

No maize or teosinte was recovered at the site, although Zea pollen was
found in one sample (Fig. 2.11).

Figuring importantly in the macrobotanical inventory at Guild Na-
quitz are specimens of two other plants significant to the history of
domestication. Morphologically wild runner beans from an unidentified
variety of Phaseolus, while never domesticated, were gathered in such
large numbers as to leave open the possibility that the Naquitz foragers
increased the plant’s local availability by sowing wild seeds nearby. An
even stronger case for intentional cultivation can be made for wild
cucurbits, which are easily established in disturbed areas of human activ-
ity. The genetic consequences of human selection are precocious at Guild
Naquitz, where seeds and peduncles attributed to an early form of do-
mesticated squash, Cucurbita pepo, are found throughout the Early Ar-
chaic stratigraphy. AMS dating of the squash samples by B. D. Smith
confirms the likely domestication of C. pepo at this early dare. The
remains of deer, cottontail rabbits, and mud turtles were also present in
each of the Guild Naquitz components, along with collared peccary,
raccoon, and various birds, all apparently hunted by the small family
bands that occupied the cave during fall seasons.

The Valley of Oaxaca Middle Archaic Jicaras phase is represented by
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Figure 2.11. Wild plant food remains from excavations at Guild Naquitz Cave,
Valley of Oaxaca: (a)-(b) acorns; (c)-(f) pinon nuts; (g)-(i) West Indian cherry
seeds; (j)-(m) yak susi hulls; (n) mesquite seeds; (o) hackberry seeds; (p) prickly
pear cactus fruit; (q) wild onion bulb; (r)-(s) chewed agave fiber quids. Photo-
graph courtesy of Kent V. Flannery and Joyce Marcus, Museum of Anthropol-
ogy, University of Michigan.

just one site, Gheo-Shih, tentatively dated at s000—4000 b.c. by the
comparison of artifacts and pollen with equivalent remains from sites of
confirmed age. Despite a lack of animal bones and macroscopic plant
remains, or of charcoal for radiocarbon dating its shallow cultural depos-
its, the 1.5-hectare open-air campsite revealed clear spatial evidence of
activity areas, a unique architectural feature, and an abundant sample of
wools, including an unusually large number of projectile points.
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The architectural feature consists of two parallel lines of boulders
about 20 meters in length, bounding a space about 7 meters wide that
had been swept clean of virtually all artifacts. In contrast, the area on
either side of the parallel lines was densely strewn with lithic fragments.
Flannery and Marcus have suggested that this feature served as a “dance
ground” similar to those known historically for some Great Basin hunter-
gatherer groups. Both the size and density of occupation at Gheo-Shih
argue for its function as an encampment where several family microbands
joined together during a time of plentiful food. The site’s location near
the Mitla River floodplain and the presence of Zea pollen originally
suggested to the excavators that rainy season maize cultivation was a
major subsistence activity of its occupants. With no macrobotanical
evidence of cultivated maize in Mesoamerica indisputably dated before
3000 b.c., however, the economic orientation of the Middle Archaic
Gheo-Shih settlement remains to be determined.

The better-dated Late Archaic Valley of Oaxaca Blanca phase, running
from about 3300 to 2800 b.c., shares many projectile point types with
the coeval Abejas phase in the Tehuacén Valley. Although Cueva Blanca,
a winter deer-hunting camp, is the only excavated site assigned to this
time period, other Blanca-phase projectile points have been found in
surface collections in the nearby Nochixtlin, Miahuatan, and eastern
Oaxaca valleys.

Probably overlapping with Tehuacin’s late Abejas phase is the late
Archaic Martinez phase in highland Oaxaca, known best from J. L.
Lorenzo’s excavations at Yuzani in the Nochixtlan Valley. There a small
sample of tools and chipping debris were found associated with a hearth
and an extensive scatter of fire-cracked rocks that Flannery feels may be
the remnants of a maguey-roasting pit. A Valley of Oaxaca site contem-
porary with Yuzani is the Martinez Rockshelter. The site is thought to
have served as a short-term plant-processing station, although no botani-
cal remains were preserved. Its upper-zone artifact assemblage contained
a variety of groundstone manos, metates, and bowls, but few projectile
points among the flaked stone tools. Many of the flaked stone artifacts
had edge polish of a kind that would be produced by cutting siliceous
plant stems and leaves. Radiocarbon dates of 21002000 b.c. + 200 for
Yuzant place the Martinez phase on the eve of sedentary agriculture’s
transformational impact on Archaic lifestyles.

Traces of Archaic period occupation extend even farther to the south-
east in the valleys of the Sierra Madre, from the Chiapas Central Depres-
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sion all the way down to Managua, Nicaragua. Large numbers of sites
discovered through surface survey in the Quiché Basin of Guatemala and
in the vicinity of La Esperanza, Honduras, indicate that lower Meso-
america was a long-standing host to successful Archaic foraging groups,
but extensive excavations that might better elucidate the nature of that
area’s Archaic occupation have been conducted at just two locations,
both in the present-day state of Chiapas: at the lakeshore site designated
Aguacatenango II-III and, farther east, at Santa Marta Rockshelter in
Ocozocoautla.

At Aguacatenango, despite the large corpus of over 13,000 chipped
stone fragments recovered from two geomorphologically distinct soil
strata, only 186 were typologically diagnostic tools, making it difficult to
distinguish Archaic from possible Paleoindian components. Associated
surface finds of Lerma and Abasolo-type projectile points, however, sug-
gest a terminal Paleoindian to Middle Archaic occupation.

Not far away, the Santa Marta Rockshelter has yielded the only well-
dated stratigraphic evidence of Archaic occupation from the southern
highlands of Mesoamerica. Initial excavations at the site by MacNeish
and F. Peterson in 1959 have been augmented more recently by J. Garcfa-
Barcena, D. Santamaria, and others, who report a sequence of five pre-
ceramic phases. In the earliest occupation, with two radiocarbon dates
centering around 7300 b.c., a mixed hunting and collecting economy is
indicated by the remains of rabbit, armadillo, deer, mud turtle, iguana,
and freshwater mollusk (Pachychylus sp.).

Cobbles and slabs worn by grinding or pounding activities suggest the
dietary importance of plants collected for their seeds in these lowest
Santa Marta levels, but hackberries are the most commonly preserved
macrobotanical remains. Hammerstones, a few bone tools, some small,
leaf-shaped projectile points, and a diverse yet fairly simple inventory of
flake tools complete the Santa Marta Phase I toolkit. Garcia-Barcena
considers this to be a Paleoindian occupation, contemporaneous with
that at nearby Los Grifos Cave, but the radiocarbon dates, modern faunal
associations, and lack of diagnostic Paleoindian period projectile points
make a more convincing case for an Early Archaic assignment.

Sparse evidence for sporadic dry season occupation a few centuries
later comprises the Santa Marta Phase II, followed by the more substan-
tial Middle Archaic phases III and IV, dated between 5200 and 4300 b.c.
Although there are some differences in hunting activities indicated by
the paucity of larger game animals and absence of projectile points in
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Santa Marta III, the occupants during this and the subsequent phase
gathered freshwater mollusks and the fruits of Celtis, Ficus, and Solanum,
as well as some unidentified root plants. Notable is the absence of any
domesticated plant species in these Middle Archaic phases or, for that
matter, in the final, Early Formative Santa Marta V occupation, dated
1300-1000 b.c.

LOWLAND SITES OF THE MESOAMERICAN ARCHAIC

Thus far the discussion of Archaic period prehistory has focused on
highland regions where the arid environment was conducive to organic
preservation. For the coastal lowlands, with their more humid climates
and complicated post-Pleistocene shoreline changes, an extensive Archaic
period archaeological sequence exists only for the Yucatan Peninsula.
One site contributing to this sequence is the previously noted Loltin
Cave near the Puuc Hills. Lithic artifacts associated with modern fauna
in some of the later cultural deposits at this site attest to Archaic occu-
pation postdating the initial Paleoindian habitation.

Farther south on the peninsula, in what is now Belize, surface finds of
Paleoindian and Archaic period projectile points by T. Hester, H. Shafer,
and T. Kelly inspired MacNeish to undertake a lowland equivalent to his
pioneering investigations in highland Tehuacdn. Beginning in 1980, the
Belize Archaic Archaeological Reconnaissance (BAAR) was by far the
most ambitious program of survey and excavation devoted to Meso-
america’s lowland preceramic era, aimed ar establishing a regional-scale
sequence of human occupation spanning the entire Archaic period.

Scores of archaeological sites with lithic artifacts but no pottery were
identified in the course of the project’s initial surface reconnaissance. Of
these, six were selected for extensive excavation. The results of these
excavations, under the direction of R. Zeitlin and J. Zeitlin, were the
tentative definitions of at least three sequential preceramic stone tool
complexes — designated Sand Hill, Belize, and Melinda — each with a
characteristic lithic technology utilizing the abundant high-quality local
chert. Except for the many stone artifacts that were recovered, environ-
mental conditions at the open-air encampments, most of which are
located in the acidic soils of pine orchard savanna near the present-day
villages of Sand Hill and Ladyville, left behind few datable materials.
Consequently, temporal assignments for the various complexes had to
rest primarily on the cross-dating of diagnostic lithic artifacts, mainly
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projectile points, with what were thought to be related tools from estab-
lished Archaic sequences in highland Mesoamerica and elsewhere.

The initial Archaic Sand Hill complex, estimated at 7500-5500 b.cC.,
seemed to indicate an abrupt break in the lithic flaking technology that
had characterized the earlier Paleoindian period occupation. Its most
distinctive stone tool type was a unifacially retouched macroblade, pro-
duced from a prismatic core with minimal platform preparation; addi-
tional lithic artifacts not found in Paleoindian levels included large
“snowshoe” or sole-shaped unifaces, a wide range of scraping tools, and
some bifacially flaked implements. Although the macroblade industry
appeared to be unique to Belize, “Pedernales-like” projectile points point
attributed to the complex gave MacNeish a rationale for linking Sand
Hill chronologically to highland Archaic complexes such as those of the
late Naquitz and Jicaras phases in the Oaxaca Valley and the Coxcatlin
phase in Tehuacan, which date from approximately 6700 to 4000 b.c.

Subsequent investigations in the Belize lowlands have called for a
rethinking of the Early Archaic dates assigned the Sand Hill complex. In
particular, excavations under the direction of T. Hester and H. Shafer at
the sites of Colha and Cobweb Swamp, by T. Kelly at Ladyville, and by
M. Pohl, K. Pope, and their collaborators at Pulltrouser, Douglas, and
Cob swamps have not only added to the corpus of lowland stone tools
assigned to the Archaic but also have brought radiocarbon assays, paleo-
botanical data, and lithic use-wear analysis to bear on interpretation.
Stratigraphic levels containing constricted unifaces (the term by which
Hester refers to the Sand Hill sole-shaped unifaces) and Lowe points
(which Kelly and Hester equate with MacNeish’s Pedernales-like points),
have produced radiocarbon dates that range from 1900 b.c. to as recently
as 835 b.c., much later than the BAAR cross-dated estimates. (Fig. 2.12).
Large macroblades and a handful of unifacial and bifacial tools were
found by Hester at a lower stratigraphic level of his Colha excavations,
but even these are dated no earlier than 2500 b.c.

However questionable the stone tool evidence for Early and Middle
Archaic human occupation of the Belize lowlands, settlement during the
Late Archaic is confirmed by pollen evidence at Cob and Cobweb
swamps, where the appearance of maize and manioc by 2750 b.c. is
followed by widespread evidence for forest clearance, suggesting the
growth of an early agricultural population. The large gap in the lowland
Belize Archaic chronology reopened by this recent research raises a ques-
tion as to whether there was any significant but as yet undefined human
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Figure 2.12. Late Archaic/Early Formative lithic artifacts from Belize: (right)
constricted/sole-shaped uniface; (left) Lowe/Pedernales-like projectile point. Re-
drawn from M. Pohl et al., “Early Agriculture in the Maya Lowlands,” Latin
American Antiquity 7: 355—472, fig. 5 a and b.

presence in the area during the 7,000 years following the Paleoindian
period, or whether the Late Archaic evidence of domesticated plants and
forest clearance indicates a second inward migration, this time of agricul-
tural people.

MacNeish’s interpretation favors continued occupation from Late Pa-
leoindian times onward. He sees an Early Archaic Sand Hill complex
succeeded without a break by several later Archaic complexes, during
which a ground stone tool technology was introduced, producing mul-
lers, pestles, and stone bowls, along with heavy-duty flaked stone tools
suitable for digging roots and processing plant materials. The terminal
Archaic is marked in the BAAR project by a single radiocarbon date of
1830 * 800 b.c. Attributed to a late Melinda complex, the date was
obtained from excavation levels underlying an Early Formative compo-
nent at the lagoon-shore site of Betz Landing. Net-sinkers and a deer
antler fragment suggest that a diversity of food procurement activities
were taking place. The implication drawn by MacNeish is that Early
Archaic foraging groups in Belize shifted toward a more extensive use of
plant foods, ultimately becoming dependent on agricultural produce. His
is a gradualistic model of development similar to the one he proposed
earlier for the Mesoamerican highlands. Ongoing investigations by Hes-
ter, Pohl, Pope, and others promise to provide the additional data that
will help to evaluate whether the highland model for the Archaic period
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transition from hunting and gathering to an agricultural economy is valid
for the lowlands as well.

Palynological and archeological data from the southeast Maya low-
lands lend support to the emerging Late Archaic portrait of lowland
cultivators. A pollen core from Lake Yojoa in Honduras mirrors the
Belize sequence, with evidence of forest clearance and maize pollen at no
later than 2500 b.c. Just outside the southern boundaries of Mesoamerica,
Archaic occupations are more extensively documented in Costa Rica and
Panama at rockshelter sites overlooking the Rio Chiriqui, at coastal
middens along Parita Bay, and at inland localities extending into the
Santa Maria watershed. Although Early Archaic populations there were
small, high levels of charcoal and pollen from invasive weeds in contem-
porary sediment cores from Lake La Yeguada suggest to R. Cooke and
A. Ranere intentional burning to clear small gardens. No clear domesti-
cates appear among the macrobotanical remains from these sites before
about 100 b.c., but the investigators infer an increasingly important role
for part-time cultivation in the Middle and Late Archaic, based in part
on maize pollen and phytolith evidence they date stratigraphically as
early as 5000 b.c. More reliable sediment cores from the Lake Gatun
Basin indicate the introduction of slash-and-burn maize cultivation in
the Late Archaic.

Whatever the final resolution of the argument for very early Panaman-
ian maize agriculture, ground stone manos present from the Early Archaic
onward attest to the dietary role of plant foods for Central American
hunter-gatherers. Carbonized palm nuts dominate the macrofloral re-
mains at both inland and coastal sites until this wild-food source was
supplanted by maize early in the first millennium b.c. as the primary
carbohydrate staple. Fish, crab, and marine mollusks provided most of
the protein food for coastal communities, with deer and other terrestrial
game serving as important additional resources.

Within Mesoamerica proper there is no other current evidence of the
lowland Archaic older than 4000 b.c. A mixed seaside economy, seem-
ingly similar to that described for Panama, is evidenced in the Late
Archaic Palo Hueco phase at Santa Luisa, on the northern Veracruz
coast, where an extensive habitation zone, radiocarbon dated to about
3000 b.c., was found underlying ceramic-bearing levels of occupation.
Small obsidian nodules imported from a source located several hundred
kilometers away in Querétaro and some local sandstone cobbles were
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used to produce crude blades and flakes, often with one edge utilized or
retouched, and a few minimally worked bifaces. The procurement of
obsidian from such a long distance suggests that interregional exchange
relationships had been established with highland neighbors at this early
date.

Of particular interest at Santa Luisa is the seeming lack of interest of
its inhabitants in plant foods at a time when most highland populations
were moving toward increasing dependence on agriculture. No plant
remains whatsoever were recovered by the investigators, and although
this could be attributable to poor preservation, the absence of grinding
tools for processing such foods suggests that Santa Luisa is indicative of
a major economic difference between resource-rich coastal populations
and their more poorly endowed highland contemporaries. Fire-cracked
sandstone cobbles at Santa Luisa are thought to have been utilized to
cook the oysters and other shellfish whose remains are found in abun-
dance. Also represented are large land crabs, fish, and small mammals,
including howler monkey. The concentrated diversity of resources in the
vicinity of Santa Luisa and the extensive preceramic archaeological de-
posits argue that the site served as the base camp for a large band of food
collectors. The suggestion by J. Wilkerson, the principal investigator at
Santa Luisa, that the settlement had been occupied year-round, however,
finds little supporting evidence at present.

Pertaining to about the same time period is a series of sites on the
Pacific Coast of Chiapas, where B. Voorhies defined the Chantuto phase
from excavations into deep shell midden deposits at Tlacuachero and
adjacent localities in a mangrove-lined estuarine zone. Further excava-
tions in the nearby Mazatén region at Cerro de las Conchas by M. Clark
and M. Blake have extended the Chiapas Archaic coastal chronology
back to 4000 b.c. and allowed a subdivision into Chantuto A (c. 4000—
3000 b.c.) and Chantuto B (3000-1800 b.c.). While only sketchy artifac-
tual remains have been found for the earlier subphase, the use of large
marine bivalves for tools and the absence of any obsidian distinguish it
from its Late Archaic successor.

Chantuto B presents more ample documentation for Late Archaic
lifeways. A large clay occupation floor at Tlacuachero has posthole pat-
terns indicating two oval-shaped structures that may have served as
temporary shelters for some of the small groups that returned to the site
periodically to process lagoon-zone food resources. Although Voorhies
and G. Michaels have suggested that these visits focused on shrimp
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collecting and drying, marsh clams were the dominant food component
recovered archaeologically. Vertebrate faunal remains from the midden
include fish and terrestrial game. The limited assemblage of obsidian
flakes, cores and debitage as well as cobble hammerstones, one-handed
manos, and slab metates does not look much like the specialized tool kit
of seasonal collectors. As yet no larger base camps have been located, but
inland sites near cultivated fields may have been part of the Chantuto B
settlement system. Human skeletons from two Late Archaic burials at
Tlacuachero have been analyzed for stable carbon isotope ratios in an
effort to determine the dietary regimes of these coastal inhabitants. The
results were similar to those associated with diets relying heavily on maize
or other C4 plants, but other food sources that could have produced the
same reading have not yet been ruled out.

Aceramic shell middens extend farther north along the Pacific Coast
of Mesoamerica, exemplified by Puerto Marquez, Guerrero, where test
excavations by C. F. Brush revealed cultural remains underlying early
pottery levels, and by San Blas, Nayarit, where J. Mountjoy obtained
radiocarbon dates on shell from the Matanchén complex ranging around
2000 b.c. Even farther up the coast, from the Marismas Nacionales into
Sinaloa and Sonora, a large number of shell middens are reported, many
of which appear to have aceramic components. Since these sites are
mostly unstudied, it is unclear if they conform to what appears to be a
Late Archaic tradition of marine-estuarine food procurement specializa-
tion in coastal lowland regions of Mesoamerica.

GENERALIZING ABOUT ARCHAIC SUBSISTENCE
TECHNOLOGY AND SOCIETY IN MESOAMERICA

The importance of the Archaic period cannot be overstated, for during
the five to seven thousand years allotted to it, profound changes occurred
in the lifeways of the early inhabitants of Mesoamerica, changes culmi-
nating in the shift from a subsistence economy based on hunting and
wild-plant food gathering to one dependent on agriculture; from an
itinerant existence to one grounded in permanent villages; from a maxi-
mal social organization consisting of small egalitarian bands in which
one’s status was attained by personal achievement to that of chiefdoms,
in which the status of each individual was to a large extent ranked
according to ancestry. Given the wide variety of Mesoamerican environ-
ments and the long time-span of the Archaic, it is not surprising to find
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significant regional variation in the occurrence and sequencing of these
evolutionary changes. Nevertheless, some common threads in technology,
social organization, and other elements of cultural adaptation can be
discerned to integrate the period into a unified whole.

As a point of departure, it is worthwhile briefly considering the impli-
cations to be drawn from what is known of Archaic period lithic tech-
nology. Stone tools are the most widely represented artifactual constitu-
ent of preceramic archaeological sites in Mesoamerica, yet the lithic
inventories consist mainly of casual flakes struck from locally available
materials, used without retouch or minimally modified by edge retouch.
Aside from widely shared styles of projectile points, to be discussed later,
a few distinctive regional industries such as the lowland Belize macro-
blade tradition, and the groundstone manos, metates, bowls, and other
utensils that appear beginning with the Middle Archaic, standardized
tools are unusual. What formal similarities there are among most Archaic
period stone implements are more likely to have been function-related
than intentional markers of status or social identity. As such, these crude
tools are still useful indicators of the changing economic uses to which
they were put, as the Archaic economy shifted from an apparent reliance
mainly on animal foods to a greater emphasis on wild plants, and finally
to domesticated crops.

Projectile point design, on the other hand, is an informative indicator
of overall Archaic integration. However much the long-lived popularity
of projectile point types makes them ambiguous time markers, their
widespread spatial distribution betokens a well-developed cultural inter-
change linking the different regions of Mesoamerica. Obsidian, a favored
raw material for the production of projectile points and other cutting
tools at Archaic period sites, but obtainable only at a limited number of
geologic sources in the Mesoamerican highlands, testifies even more
strongly to the development of interregional exchange during the Ar-
chaic. While hunter-gatherer groups living in the Basin of Mexico and
highland Guatemala employed obsidian for toolmaking as early as the
Paleoindian period, its distribution appears not to have extended much
beyond the geological source areas from which it was quarried for most
of the Archaic. By Late Archaic times, however, obsidian flakes and
blades are common at most highland and lowland Mesoamerican sites.
Since seeds and plants themselves may have been among the goods
entering into the expanding exchange networks by which obsidian was

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Paleoindian and Archaic Cultures 93

procured, evidence of increased interregional interaction must be consid-
ered in accounting for the development and spread of agriculture.

From the beginning of the Archaic, cobbles and slabs of coarser-
grained stone were employed for grinding and pounding seeds and fi-
brous plant parts, their working surfaces shaped more by use than design
at most sites dating to the earlier part of the period. Stone bowls, utilized
as food containers, first appear about 5000 b.c. Baskets, nets, and cordage
also came to be important in the material culture of Mesoamerica’s
Archaic foragers, although these perishable materials are preserved in the
archaeological record at just a few dry cave sites. Scattered evidence of
bone and wood tools, including awls, needles, azlatls and darc shafts,
further indicates how incomplete and dependent on local conditions of
preservation our material remains inventory is for the Archaic. Indeed,
many of the stone tools themselves found in lowland Belize and Panama
have been interpreted as woodworking implements used in the manufac-
ture of artifacts that have long since disappeared.

Where animal and plant food remains have been recovered archaeolog-
ically, their increasing variety during the Archaic period points to the
kind of diversified subsistence strategy Flannery called the “broad spec-
trum readaptation,” a term he originally applied to the pre-Neolithic
foraging economies of the Near East. This expansion of the food resource
base, along with improved processing and storage technologies, may have
been one means by which Mesoamerica’s Archaic period foragers sought
to cope with the changing post-Pleistocene environment and provide
themselves with a more secure and reliable diet.

How different was the Archaic period lifestyle from that of hunter-
gatherer societies of the terminal Pleistocene? Since Paleoindian sites,
particularly those in North America, are typically associated with the
remains of Ice Age megafauna, the archaeological record probably distorts
the subsistence importance of big-game hunting, at least in Mesoamerica.
The abundant jackrabbit food remains found in Early Ajuereado—phase
Tehuacin should caution against an assumption that Mesoamerica’s Pa-
leoindian population depended on just a few large animal species. More-
over, the idea that a terminal Pleistocene “broad spectrum readaptation”
set the stage for plant domestication has been challenged, at least for the
Near East, by P. Edwards, whose examination of plant and animal data
from the Levant indicates a varied exploitation of all kinds of animals,
edible fruits, and seeds throughout the entire Late Pleistocene. Whether
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or not a more diversified food-getting strategy was an adaptation to the
changing Post-Pleistocene environment or was already practiced during
the Paleoindian period, the earliest Archaic components in Mesoamerica
with good organic preservation, such as those associated with the lower
levels of Guild Naquitz Cave in Oaxaca and Santa Marta Rockshelter in
Chiapas, show that a mixed foraging economy was the way of life by at
least 7000 b.c.

“Scheduling,” the prioritizing of food procurement alternatives to take
advantage of the seasonal availability of wild plants and animals, was an
adaptive regulatory mechanism developed by Mesoamerica’s Archaic for-
agers to gain more effective use of the nutritious but transitory resources
of various highland ecological zones. The grasses, acorns, pine nuts, and
leguminous seeds that were the major focus of early Archaic collecting
strategies in these patchy upland environments were not abundant or
perhaps desirable enough to provide a year-round subsistence base. As a
consequence, campsites were occupied only seasonally, and those inves-
tigated so far lack evidence of significant storage facilities to accommo-
date more than small caches of food.

Tehuacin’s Coxcatldn Cave is thought to have been used as a rainy
season “macroband” camp throughout the Archaic, its estimated occu-
pation by fifteen to twenty-five people representing the aggregation of
three or four families during a period of abundant food resources. For
the remainder of the year the group would have split into its constituent
family units whose separate, most likely briefer, residential locations are
identified as “microband” camps. From the Oaxaca Archaic, three addi-
tional site types have been discerned that appear to be special activity
locations utilized from time to time for such tasks as chert quarrying,
maguey-heart roasting, and possibly intensive hunting.

It is Flannery’s impression that the number of specialized site types
increases through the Archaic, as hunter-gatherers shifted from nomadic
foraging to a collecting strategy. In this regard he follows a distinction
made by L. Binford between foraging groups that move in small family
units from site to site, opportunistically pursuing available resources, and
bands of collectors that tend to remain in a single location, dispatching
special task groups to gather desired foods and other resources. Thus the
transition to a collecting strategy may have special significance for the
development of permanent residence in Mesoamerica.

Not until the Late Archaic do we find architectural confirmation of
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permanent residence, ambiguous even at that date. An isolated Abejas-
phase “pit house” at an open-air Tehuacin Valley site, dated 3500-2300
b.c., is taken by MacNeish to represent a small year-round hamlet, but
the diminutive size, crude construction, and isolated location of the
house are consistent with an alternative explanation of its function as a
temporary shelter. In some highland areas, particularly in lacustrine en-
vironments where food supplies were more bounteous, it is argued that
sedentary life could have been established long before the development
of agriculture. The same may be said for a number of lowland locations
where abundant, concentrated seafood and other wild food resources
could have easily supported permanent year-round residence, as has been
documented for preceramic coastal Peru.

Unfortunately, the poorly preserved Archaic archaeological record for
the coasts of Mesoamerica offers few concrete data for comparison. Not
much is known until the Late Archaic, and then only at a handful of
locations. What was once believed to be evidence for residential architec-
ture at Chantuto in the Chiapas Pacific littoral zone has since been
disclaimed. Only the testimony of site size and economic diversity at
Santa Luisa, Veracruz is currently offered in support of year-round pre-
ceramic, preagricultural habitation on the Gulf of Mexico. In the central
highlands of Mexico, the recovery at Middle Archaic Zohapilco of animal
and plant remains indicative of multiseason hunting and gathering make
a case for continuous occupation, but there is as yet no indication that
the lakeside inhabitants of the site built any permanent structures to
make a protracted stay more comfortable. Without solid archaeological
evidence for early sedentism, the idea of a precocious development of
permanently occupied, preagricultural villages in the more fertile habitats
of Mesoamerica remains just a hypothesis.

Even if village life did not become widely established in Mesoam-
erica until after 2000 b.c., sedentism should not be seen merely as a
consequence of the shift to food production. Indeed, quite the oppo-
site could be the case. The greater settlement stabilicy implicit where a
collecting strategy of hunting and gathering replaced foraging may
have had a number of social attractions, such as increased opportuni-
ties for group interaction and ceremonial elaboration. These attractions
would have provided an additional incentive for developing economic
strategies, such as plant domestication, to facilitate protracted stays at a
single site.
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THE ARCHAIC SUBSISTENCE SHIFT FROM WILD TO
DOMESTICATED FOODS

None of the domesticated animals that were to contribute to the prehis-
toric Mesoamerican diet — the turkey, the muscovy duck, the honeybee,
or the dog — are represented in significant numbers archaeologically
before the appearance of full-time farming villages. Even the earliest
domesticated animal, the dog, was identified only in small numbers in
Late Archaic faunal remains from Tehuacin. Their abundance in For-
mative and later deposits has led to the conclusion that dogs were not, as
commonly assumed, important companions for earlier hunter-gatherers
but were maintained only after the Tehuacin population had become
economically dependent on cultivated foods, and then primarily as a
dietary item themselves. The early history of domestication in Mesoam-
erica consequently focuses on the sequential patterns and underlying
processes by which plant production was manipulated by Archaic period
cultivators.

Important as the Archaic period is for understanding the origins of
agriculture, only a handful of archaeological sites have produced substan;
tial botanical evidence of early domesticated plants or their wild ances-
tors. Principal sites in the highlands are the Tamaulipas and Tehuacin
Valley caves, the open-air site of Zohapilco in the Basin of Mexico, and
the Guild Naquitz Rockshelter in the Oaxaca Valley. In the lowlands,
evidence is even more sparse, consisting mainly of pollen samples from
sediment cores and other wetland contexts in the Yucatan area and
Veracruz. With only the Tehuacin and Tamaulipas caves yielding a long
enough sequence to demonstrate subsistence patterns over time, state-
ments about when and where plants were first domesticated, let alone
about how and why, are far from conclusive.

As previously noted, the recent redating of early domesticated corn
and other archaeologically recovered cultigens from Tehuacin employing
the technique of accelerator mass spectroscopy has so far failed to pro-
duce an uncalibrated date older than 3000 b.c. Lacking earlier macrobo-
tanical or unequivocal pollen evidence of maize elsewhere in Mesoamer-
ica, the earliest date for the development of corn agriculture in
Mesoamerica could be fully two thousand years more recent than previ-
ously thought. However, since older maize phytoliths and pollen have
been reported from lake sediments and archaeological contexts in Panama
and South America, where it is considered to have been introduced in an
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early domesticated state from Mexico, the case for Middle Archaic maize
cultivation cannot yet be dismissed. Whatever the ultimate resolution of
this issue through new archaeological finds or new AMS dates, current
models for the process of plant domestication based on Tehuacin maize
will require modification.

These problems notwithstanding, the absence of domesticates among
the preserved plant remains from the lengthy sequence at the Santa Marta
Rockshelter in Chiapas suggests that the spatial distribution of Archaic
period cultigens in highland central and northeastern Mesoamerica delin-
eates a core area of agricultural experimentation, at least for native seed
plants. In the Mesoamerican highlands the cultivation and eventual do-
mestication of maize, beans, and squash led to what was to become the
staple triumvirate of the indigenous diet. While the economic history of
many other food plants is documented in the highland archaeological
record, it is these three that served as the subsistence foundation for the
development of Mesoamerican civilization.

As for lowland Mesoamerica, the scarcity of excavated sites and lack
of macrobotanical data have so far frustrated attempts to identify an
Archaic agricultural complex for that environmental zone. It has been a
matter of long-standing speculation that the coastal lowlands had a very
different agriculture history than the highlands, one dominated by
starchy root crops that complemented the readily available, high-protein,
wild aquatic food resources. An early line of support for this hypothesis
came from a proposal that the obsidian flakes commonly encountered in
Formative period lowland archaeological sites were components of man-
ioc graters, similar to those known ethnographically from South America,
where the root crop agricultural complex may have originated. The
hypothesis has recently been bolstered by the discovery of manioc pollen
at the Belizean sites of Cobweb Swamp and Cob Swamp in stratigraphic
levels radiocarbon dated as early as 2750 b.c. Aside from these finds,
however, no botanical remains of root crops have been found in Me-
soamerica before about 900 b.c., when manioc (Manibot utilissimalescu-
lenta) is first seen, not on the coast but in highland Tamaulipas, Tehu-
acan, and Chiapas.

Squashes (Cucurbita sp.) and bottle gourds (Lagenaria siceraria) are
still the earliest Mesoamerican domesticates, although only the Oaxaca
C. pepo squash seeds have yielded AMS dates confirming an Early Archaic
stratigraphic context. Both domesticated Lagenaria and C. pepo were
identified at Ocampo, Tamaulipas, but direct dating now places the
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earliest occurrence there in the Middle Archaic, at about 3700 b.c.
Cultivated C. mixta has been reported from El Riego phase Tehuacin. A
single, unidentified cucurbit seed was recovered at Zohapilco from the
Middle Archaic Playa phase. With a thin, inedible rind, early squashes
would have been valued as much for their use as gourdlike containers for
storing liquids as for their nutritious seeds. A similar role is thought to
account for the domestication of a native variety of C. pepo in the Eastern
Woodlands 'of North America around 2500 b.c.

Nondomesticated runner beans appear to have been eaten by Early
Archaic foragers in the Oaxaca Valley and in southeastern Tamaulipas.
Although the Guild Naquitz, Oaxaca, specimens, unlike the wild Phas-
eolus coccineus found in Ocampo, are not from a species that ultimately
was domesticated, their high archaeological frequency when compared
with similar bean plants raises the possibility that wild seeds were inten-
tionally planted or at least tended by the Archaic foragers. Archaeological
evidence for domesticated P. coccineus is not confirmed until the Late
Formative period. The Middle Archaic date given to the domestication
of the common bean, Phaseolus vulgaris, based on finds from Tehuacén
and Tamaulipas, has been challenged by the much more recent AMS
date obtained for the Tehuacin specimen. At Tehuacin a large sample
of tepary beans (Phaseolus acutifolius var. latifolius) recovered from a
stratum dated to 3000 b.c. at Coxcatldn Cave shows clear morphological
evidence of domestication, but only the wild tepary beans at Guild
Naquitz have had an age as early as 5000 b.c. confirmed by direct
radiocarbon dating.

Botanists still have many unresolved questions about the emergence of
domesticated forms from wild species of squashes and beans, but no
controversy has been more heated than that surrounding the origins of
corn/maize (Zea mays), the morphological properties of which have been
so altered under human cultivation that no clear candidate for a wild
ancestral species has been agreed upon. For years archaeologists working
in Mesoamerica and the Southwest had accepted a model of corn domes-
tication proposed by P. Mangelsdorf in which a now extinct wild form
resembling the earliest archaeological specimens of Zez mays found at
Tehuacin was postulated as the ancient ancestor. This small-eared pod
corn, with eight rows of soft, glume-encased kernels borne on a slender
bisexual spike, would have been able to disperse its own seeds, a property
lost by its domesticated descendants.

An alternate hypothesis that the ancestor of corn was not some extinct
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wild form of Zea mays, but rather its closely related cousin, teosinte
(traditionally called Zea mexicana), did not receive much archaeological
notice until the 1970s. Teosinte, which grows wild in certain semiarid
highland zones of Mexico and Guatemala, readily invades abandoned
corn fields and other disturbed habitats, and hybridizes easily with culti-
vated maize. It differs from maize in bearing its fruits on multiple, slender
seed heads, from which the hard kernels individually disperse at maturity
(Fig. 2.13).

G. Beadle has demonstrated through breeding experiments conducted
in collaboration with M. Gutiérrez of the International Maize and Wheat
Improvement Center in Mexico and W. Galinat, an early associate of
Mangelsdorf, that only six to ten independently inherited genes distin-
guish maize and teosinte. Moreover it has been shown experimentally
that the introduction of a single mutant gene produces free-threshing
kernels in teosinte similar to the earliest long-glumed cobs from Tehu-
acdn. Recent molecular genetic studies of maize and the extant varieties
of teosinte by J. Doebley have confirmed the ancestral role of teosinte
and linked the domesticated plant most closely to a population of the
small-spikeleted annual, Zea mays parviglumis, which today is confined
to the central portion of Mexico’s Balsas River drainage. As the name of
this wild relative indicates, a taxonomic revision of the Zea genus pro-
posed by H. Iltis and Doebley subdivides teosinte into four species, three
of which are perennial wild plants. The fourth species, Zea mays, now
includes the three annual subspecies of teosinte as well as domesticated
maize, all of which are considered to be closely related genetically despite
their highly polymorphic appearance.

Acceptance of the ancestral role of teosinte implies that all the Archaic
period corn found in the Tehuacin Valley is domesticated, since even
the most primitive cobs show evidence of human selection for more
advantageous morphological characteristics. Nor is it likely that the an-
cestral teosinte once grew wild in the valley where it was initially domes-
ticated by the inhabitants of Tehuacan. The plant presently grows only
at lower elevations with warmer average temperatures and somewhat
higher rainfall than at Tehuacin. A plausible alternative for the early
domestication of Zea mays parviglumis envisages an as yet unidentified
band of Balsas River foragers selecting a desirable chance mutation of the
hard-to-eat plant, nurturing it and its offspring, and passing cultivated
seeds on to neighboring groups in similar habitats. Further hybridization
with another wild teosinte like the one represented at Zohapilco at about
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Figure 2.13. Experimentally grown teosinte from the Valley of Oaxaca. Photo-
graph by authors.

5000 b.c. may have been necessary to allow the early domesticate to grow
at higher elevations like Tehuacan.

Before the recent development of AMS dating technology the Tehu-
acin cave sequence seemed to indicate that Archaic foraging populations
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worked long and persistently from 5000 b.c. on at developing more
productive strains of a maize plant that did not initially offer much
dietary benefit. Although it now seems likely that these efforts began
2,000-3,000 years more recently, even at that date maize initially consti-
tuted only about 2 percent of the total plant food consumed by the Late
Archaic foragers, if we generalize from MacNeish’s estimate of the vol-
ume of food attributable to wild and cultivated species recovered from
Abejas-phase occupation levels at Tehuacin. By the Early Formative
Ajalpan phase at Tehuacdn, which began a litde more than a thousand
years after the earliest AMS-dated corn, there appears to have been a
significant economic shift to maize cultivation. Maize constituted 68
percent of all edible plant remains recovered from this phase. Despite the
small size of the Ajalpan sample and its susceptibility to distortion, the
evidence is sufficient to indicate that the newly acquired dependence on
maize initiated a trend that continued through the rest of the prehistoric
occupation of Tehuacédn. Thereafter maize contributed from 33 percent
to 83 percent of the dietary plant material.

With regard to reconstructing trends in prehistoric subsistence strate-
gies, it must be recognized that differences from one site to another in
prehistoric methods of food collection, preparation, and waste disposal
make it unlikely that even adequately large and well-preserved archaeo-
logical collections of plant and animal remains can precisely quantify
prehistoric food intake. Nevertheless, with more than 13,000 corn cobs
recovered from Formative period and later levels in Tehuacin, there is
little doubt that sedentary villagers of the valley were highly dependent
on maize, as were their contemporaries throughout Mesoamerica. For
the Archaic period, however, no one food source was of such singular
importance, and archaeological efforts to determine even the relative
dietary importance of animals, wild plants, and cultigens from excavated
remains may not be accurate.

In his gradualistic model of the increasing importance of cultigens in
the diet of the Tehuacan cave occupants, MacNeish calculated that wild-
animal food diminished in importance slowly over time from its domi-
nant Early Archaic contribution of 54 percent of the total. But human
coprolites from this same sequence analyzed by the late E. Callen contra-
dict that interpretation and instead suggest that wild plants, particularly
Seraria grass seed and pochote roots, were always the major food, even in
late prehistoric times when maize cobs littered the cave floors. While the
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fact that various foods are digested at different rates may distort the
picture of dietary habits drawn from the analysis of ancient feces, such
direct testimony as to what people ate cannot be ignored.

Lending further support to Callen’s portrayal of a diet relying heavily
on plant foods in both the Early and Middle Archaic El Riego and
Coxcatldn phases are recent analyses of carbon and nitrogen isotope ratios
in bone collagen from Tehuacan burials. Stable isotopes transferred from
food to human bone have proven to be a useful indicator of prehistoric
dietary patterns, allowing investigators to identify individuals whose life-
time nutrition was based on maize and other tropical grasses or on game
animals that ate these plants. Although only two of the twelve Tehuacin
burials analyzed by this technique date to the Archaic period, studies by
DeNiro and Epstein, further refined by Farnsworth, Brady, DeNiro, and
MacNeish, appear to indicate that, rather than a gradual increment in
the importance of plants leading eventually to the establishment of an
agriculturally dependent subsistence economy, a sudden and abrupt
change occurred in the Coxcatlin phase, when wild grasses or maize
came to constitute as much as 90 percent of the diet, a value at Tehuacidn
that remained consistently high into the Late Postclassic period.

Working with a larger sample of plant materials from a single temporal
phase at Guild Naquitz, Oaxaca, Flannery and his collaborators have
grappled further with the issues of dietary quantification. In their research
into food procurement and consumption, the rank order of nutritional
contributions made by individual plant and animal species was calculated
for each stratigraphic level of occupation. These figures were then exam-
ined in light of ecological data from the cave environment. For the
thirteen most common plants, a sustaining area of only s to 15 hectares
is calculated as having been necessary to provide all the plant food
consumed during a four-month occupation.

Although the small band of Archaic foragers living at Guild Naquitz
had available more than enough plants in this small area to sustain
themselves for the autumn season, they would have needed a significandy
larger territory to procure the six to eight white-tailed deer they are
estimated to have eaten during the same period. Based on food remains
recovered archaeologically, dietary reconstructions for three of the occu-
pational zones at Guild Naquitz show deer and other animals contribut-
ing only s—11 percent of the total number of kilocalories ingested daily
by an adult member of the band, and 32—35 percent of the protein by
weight. Apparently the major food source for even these earliest Archaic
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Oaxaca foragers was plants that were in plentiful supply within a short
distance of the seasonal camp. These calculations are, of course, based on
the premise that there had been no significant intrusion of more recent
food remains into the early Archaic levels of the shallow cave floor, a
possibility raised by D. E. Dumond in a published review of the Guild
Naquitz excavations. Recent direct AMS dates on squash and runner
bean specimens from these early stratigraphic levels, however, have con-
firmed the integrity of the excavations.

In the Mesoamerican lowlands, as already indicated, no macrobotani-
cal remains have yet been found in an Archaic context. Nevertheless the
strong Late Archaic temporal correlation between skeletal carbon isotope
ratios indicating high dietary intake of grasses along with microfossil
evidence for maize cultivation, and the apparently sudden archaeological
increase in human settlement, are suggestive. Pohl and her collaborators
propose that early maize consumption served to permit more stability in
a foraging economy that exploited rich swamp-margin habitats; a similar
argument could be made for the coastal Chantuto fisherfolk. In both
locales, however, carbon isotope analysis of human skeletons dating to
the later Formative period indicates a highly variable degree of depend-
ence upon maize, the consumption of which may have been more im-
portant in some higher-status communities than in others. It appears
that where abundant wild plant and animal resources were available, the
development of settled village life and emerging social ranking need not
have been dependent on more intensified maize agriculture.

TOWARD EXPLAINING THE DEVELOPMENT OF
MESOAMERICAN AGRICULTURE

For archaeologists the most intriguing questions about the Mesoamerican
Archaic are not those limited to dietary reconstructions but, rather, those
concerning the dynamics of cultural innovation during this crucial period
when agriculture evolved as the mainstay of human subsistence. In the
1960s prehistorians attempting to explain why agriculture came into
being often attributed it to human innovation in so-called nuclear areas
of development. There the discovery of plant selection and cultivation
techniques was thought to have led naturally and inexorably in the
direction of full-fledged farming and settled village life. Subsequently,
theorists turned away from the idea that food production would neces-
sarily have been perceived as an advantageous technological innovation
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and looked more toward external causative forces in explaining why it
was embraced by people who previously got by quite comfortably as
hunters and gatherers of wild foods.

The class of explanations archaeologists currently find most appealing
is that which sees a particular mode of subsistence technology — whether
some form of hunting and gathering or agriculture — as functioning to
effect a comfortable balance between the population-sustaining food po-
tential of the local environment under that technology (commonly ex-
pressed as carrying capacity of the environment) and the nutritional needs
of its inhabitants. Plant cultivation, which was probably more labor-
intensive than hunting and wild-food gathering in the resource-rich
habitats of Archaic Mesoamerica, would have offered little advantage to
a foraging population unless something happened to undermine the
equilibrium between environment and population. Such an imbalance
would have provided the stimulus for a technological change like agricul-
ture to increase the availability of food. That this disequilibriating occur-
rence was a worldwide phenomenon is supported by the fact that the
earliest evidence for agriculture follows the end of the Pleistocene and
the changing environmental conditions of the Holocene not only in
Mesoamerica but in other parts of the New and Old Worlds as well.

Precisely how changes in plant and animal communities might have
affected the capacity of the land to sustain the larger foraging populations
at the end of the Ice Age is, however, more difficult to determine. Pollen
studies in highland Mesoamerica, in concordance with those conducted
in the Near East, show an expansion of the kind of environment - the
thorn-scrub-cactus forest in Mesoamerica — in which the wild ancestors
of many domesticated plants are found. Following an idea proposed by
Flannery, this has suggested to some archaeologists that, while post-
Pleistocene environmental change acted as an early facilitator of plant
domestication, it was the desire for a strategy to deal with the year-to-
year variation in the seasonal availability of desired plants owing to
rainfall fluctuations that ultimately made agriculture a more attractive
way to procure food.

In a complex computer simulation of the influence of different factors
upon economic decisions made by the Early Archaic inhabitants of Guila
Naquitz, R. Reynolds corroborates the idea that considerations of forag-
ing efficiency in the face of variable annual rainfall were of primary
importance at the outset of this period. Contrary to the expectations of
both environmental and demographic change theories, neither the intro-
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duction to the computer model of long-term climate change nor popu-
lation growth variables resulted in the adoption of cultivation strategies.
Rather, it was the combination of wet years, during which the model
society had the latitude to experiment with new plants, and dry years, in
which the efficient use of these resources was tested, that encouraged the
development of agriculture. As Flannery concludes from this and his own
analysis, the adoption of agriculture in Mesoamerica may be best under-
stood as an effort to manage unpredictable variability in climate and
perhaps population size by hunter-gatherers who were actively involved
in making decisions based on their own experience and that of past
generations.

Other archaeologists subscribe to the idea that it was population
pressure that pushed foraging peoples to adopt agricultural techniques,
whether demographic growth is seen as a universal condition of humanity
or as a special characteristic of certain more sedentary societies. Such
theories are bolstered by the apparent association, in at least some parts
of the world, between a rise in population - as indicated by increases in
the number of archaeological sites or their size — and early stages of
cultivation. Unfortunately, the data themselves are too crude to reveal
whether population growth preceded, followed, or was interactive with
the concomitant shifts in food procurement strategies. For Mesoamerica
we have so few sites available for analysis, even in those areas with well-
established Archaic sequences, that inferences about the timing and scale
of population growth are compromised by critical sampling problems.

If farming was such a successful adaptation to the environmental
variability of post-Pleistocene Mesoamerica, we are still left with the
question of why a mixed subsistence strategy prevailed for several thou-
sand years after the first domesticates appeared, not to be replaced until
the end of the Archaic by a subsistence economy based primarily on
maize cultivation. Why, in Mesoamerica, was there such a lengthy incip-
iency, when agriculture and village life were established relatively rapidly
and firmly in southwest Asia after the first domesticated wheat and barley
appeared at 8000~7000 b.c.? The answer may lie in the new dates that
would make the early domestication of maize a much more recent phe-
nomenon, perhaps one beginning not much earlier than 3000 b.c. Under
those circumstances the period of true incipient agriculture would be
reduced to a thousand years, rather than the much more lengthy time
span implied by dating early domesticated corn stratigraphically to soo0
b.c. Although squash may have been cultivated much earlier, no other
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domesticated plant was capable of playing the dominant nutritional role
that corn was to assume.

Operating under the older domestication chronology, investigators
concluded that the genetically controlled attributes of maize were the
critical factor preventing earlier dependence on farming. Based on esti-
mates of the potential yield per hectare of the increasingly large corncobs
recovered from Tehuacin cave components, Flannery, for example, has
argued that it would have made little economic sense for highland for-
agers to invest in clearing mesquite-lined alluvium until maize reached
productivity levels of 200250 kilograms per hectare, surpassing the yield
of natural harvests of mesquite pods. That threshold was not reached in
Tehuacén until 2000 b.c. at the earliest.

It is the case that, beginning around 1500 b.c., more productive strains
of hybridized maize dominate the Early Formative Ajalpan-phase com-
ponents at Tehuacin, where Mangelsdorf’s “Early Tripsacoid” and Nal-
tel/Chapalote types account for 94 percent of the estimated contribution
-of corn to the diet. But both corn types are also found in earlier strata at
Tehuacan, beginning during the Abejas phase when, using MacNeish’s
figures, they are estimated to have contributed 45 percent of the maize
food volume, even though they constitute only 15 percent of the total
sample. If these nutritionally superior maize varieties are not intrusive
into the earlier strata, then the Late Archaic appears to have been a
period of relatively rapid experimentation with a plant that was more
genetically malleable in the hands of its early cultivators than archaeolo-
gists have assumed.

In our view, a better understanding of the process of early agricul-
tural development might be gained by paying more attention to the
role of intergroup social interaction during the Late Archaic. A 1978
article by B. Bender argued that the formation of exchange relation-
ships among late Paleolithic hunter-gatherers in Europe and the Near
East promoted the rise of diverse strategies to expand economic pro-
duction. Citing evidence for increased social differentiation, particularly
among more sedentary societies, Bender advanced the idea that group
leaders had encouraged intensified production of commodities that ei-
ther would be valued in intergroup exchanges or, by the very existence
of accumulated surpluses, would enhance their society’s social standing.
A greater commitment to agriculture, where domesticated plants were
already a component of an intensified exploitation of economic re-
sources, could thus be seen in part as a consequence of pressures to in-
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crease group size and complexity generated by emerging social alliances
and competition.

One indication of the expanded role of interregional exchange dur-
ing the Late Archaic in Mesoamerica is an observed increase in the dis-
tribution of nonlocal obsidian. Just what role cultivated plants and
other perishable commodities might have played in the developing
exchange networks through which obsidian was procured is difficult to
document, but the broad geographic spread of Zea mays, a complex
domesticate originating in a limited highland habitat zone, provides
striking archaeological evidence of the distributive capacity of these Ar-
chaic alliances.

In light of this argument it is tempting to resurrect an old theory
first proposed by the geographer Carl Sauer that coastal lowland and
lacustrine environments, with their wealth of wild-food resources, were
more central to the transition from incipient food production to full-
fledged agricultural dependency than is currently acknowledged. Re-
cently, B. Hayden has presented a model of agricultural development
that combines aspects of both Sauer and Bender’s hypotheses, attrib-
uting the impetus for agricultural production to the competitive feast-
ing engaged in by chiefs in similar regions of natural abundance. Such
a model seems better suited to the Late Archaic spread of maize agri-
culture on the coastal lowlands, however, than to its origin in the drier
river valleys of Mesoamerica, as the work of M. Blake et al. has dem-
onstrated.

If one no longer assumes a protracted period of incipient maize culti-
vation in highland environments, where patchy resources required their
human inhabitants to be at least partly mobile, then some measure of
the incentive for Late Archaic agricultural intensification might be found,
as Bender suggested, in the accumulation of surpluses that facilitated
alliances with semisedentary populations in resource-rich coastal lowland
regions. Slim but tantalizing corroboration for this highland — lowland
exchange may be seen in the Late Archaic marine shell specimen found
in one Mitla cave. It may be no coincidence that the most precocious
development of architectural sophistication, trade networks, and religious
elaboration is found during the following Early Formative period in just
these coastal lowland habitats.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



108 Robert N. and Judith F. Zeitlin

THE FUTURE OF RESEARCH INTO THE PALEOINDIAN AND
ARCHAIC CULTURES OF MESOAMERICA

Archaeological investigations in the last half century, particularly the
interdisciplinary research carried out in such places as the Tehuacin
Valley and the Valley of Oaxaca, have provided the essential foundation
for the study of the early inhabitants of Mesoamerica and have served to
heighten scientific interest in this important era. At the current level of
knowledge it is already obvious how much Mesoamerican civilization
owes to its Paleoindian hunter-gatherers and Archaic cultivators, but it is
also manifest that the archaeological database we draw upon to recon-
struct the specifics of culture history, lifeways, and sociocultural devel-
opment is provisional and far from complete. New analytical techniques
such as AMS dating and pollen analysis are adding more refined tools for
acquiring missing information and resolving problematic issues, but
much more research needs to be conducted in the full range of environ-
ments exploited by Mesoamerica’s first settlers.

Progress is painfully slow in this line of research, partly because not
many archaeologists have the inclination, time, and funds to invest in
pursuing the prosaic, often deeply buried and poortly preserved, remains
of peoples who did not have many material possessions and who, for
most of their prehistory, did not remain long in any one place. Neverthe-
less, research results from the few ongoing or recent archaeological inves-
tigations at Paleoindian and Archaic period sites and from more thorough
restudies of data from previous projects, is helping to resolve some of the
long-standing questions regarding the antiquity and nature of the very
earliest inhabitants of Mesoamerica, the process by which an agricultural
economy replaced one based on hunting and wild-food gathering, and
the conditions for the establishment of settled village life.

Some of the new information from Mesoamerica, along with the
exciting research currently being undertaken in North and South Amer-
ica, are good reasons to believe that a fundamental revision of ideas about
Mesoamerica’s early development is under way, particularly with respect
to initial settlement and the development of agriculture. Of potentially
equal importance, but much more challenging to current methods of
archaeological interpretation, are questions about the role of aesthetics,
ideology, and religion in the evolution of the area’s Paleoindian and
Archaic period cultures. Systematic research into these topics is only in
its infancy.
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BIBLIOGRAPHICAL ESSAY

Examples of the mostly outlandish early speculation about the ancestry
of native Americans are found in L. E. Huddleston’s Origins of the
American Indians: European Concepts, 1492—1729 (Austin, TX., 1967), J.
Winsor’s Narrative and Critical History of America, vol. 1 (Boston, 1889),
and Fantastic Archaeology: The Wild Side of North American Prebistory
(Philadelphia, 1991) by S. Williams. The sixteenth-century Jesuit friar
José de Acosta, in his Historia natural y moral de las Indias (Mexico,
1962), stood almost alone in his early conjecture that the American
Indians had migrated as early hunters across the Bering Strait from Asia.
An exceptional eighteenth-century instance of scientific inquiry supplant-
ing conjecture is credited to Thomas Jefferson, third president of the
United States, whose Notes on the State of Virginia (London, 1787) de-
scribe a stratigraphic excavation he carried out to investigate the origins
and nature of the Indian mounds on his plantation. Not until the early
twentieth century did Jefferson’s excavation methodology become stan-
dard practice in American archaeology, making it possible to reconstruct
culture history and stages of development. Chronicling the growth of
this archaeological sophistication are G. Willey and J. Sabloff in A History
of American Archaeology, 3rd ed. (New York, 1993). The intellectual
environment in which archaeology developed over the past centuries is
examined by B. G. Trigger in A History of Archaeological Thought (Cam-
bridge, England 1989).

A. Kirieger in his article in J. D. Jennings and E. Norbeck, eds.,
Prebistoric Man in the New World (Chicago, 1964) discusses the origin
and usage of the “stage” concept now commonly employed to classify
early archaeological remains in the New World. Our nomenclature de-
fines terms such as Palevindian, Lithic, and Archaic as essentially deline-
ating broad-scale chronological periods rather than developmental stages,
thereby skirting the contentious issue of whether they represent evolu-
tionary levels.

Beringia, the Ice Age land bridge considered by most scientists to be
the locus of initial human entry into the New World, is discussed by
J. F. Hoffecker, W. R. Powers, and T. Goebel in an important article in
Science 259:46—53 (1993), “The Colonization of Beringia and the Peopling
of the New World,” and eatlier in an edited volume by D. M. Hopkins,
The Bering Land Bridge (Stanford, CA, 1967). The edited volume Paleo-
ecology of Beringia (New York, 1982) deals with this topic from a variety
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of perspectives. A comprehensive, up-to-date treatment of the archae-
ology and environment of Pleistocene Beringia is found in F. H. West’s
recent edited volume American Beginnings: The Prehistory and Paleoecology
of Beringia (Chicago, 1996). The possibility of coastal versus inland travel
south from Beringia was argued by K. Fladmark in an American Antiquity
44:55—69 (1979) article, “Routes: Alternate Migration Corridors for Early
Man in North America.” Recent discoveries of early Paleoindian settle-
ment along the coast from California to Peru lend support to the hypoth-
esis. The two important Peruvian finds are summarized in articles in
Science, 281 (1998) by D. H. Sandweiss et al., “Quebrada Jaguay: Early
South American Maritime Adaptation” (pp. 1830—32), and by Keefer et
al., “Early Maritime Economy and El Nifio Events at Quebrada Taca-
huay, Peru” (pp. 1833-85). R. Gruhn’s “Linguistic Evidence in Support
of the Coastal Route of Earliest Entry into the New World,” in Man 23:
77-100 (1988), offers another line of reasoning for a coastal migration
route from Beringia. In a readable little book, Quesz for the Origins of the
First Americans (Albuquerque, NM, 1993), E. J. Dixon speculates about
an alternative to the Bering Strait entry hypothesis; he proposes a trans-
Pacific crossing from Austronesia to South America. Biological and lin-
guistic arguments for the Asian origin and initial date(s) of entry of the
first migrants are advanced in an article in Genetics 130:153—62 (1992) by
Torrini et al., “Native American Mitochondrial DNA Analysis Indicates
that the Amerind and Nadene Populations Were Founded by Two
Independent Migrations”; in E. ]. E. Szathmary’s “Peopling of North
America: Clues from Genetic Studies,” in Out of Asia: Peopling the
Americas and the Pacific, ed. R. L. Kirk and E. J. E. Szathmary (Canberra,
1984); and in a 1986 Current Anthropology article by J. Greenberg, C.
Turner, and S. Zegura, “The Settlement of the Americas: A Comparison
of the Linguistic, Dental, and Genetic Evidence” (27:477-97). A number
of edited volumes, while somewhat dated, offer valuable compilations of
reports and interpretations of evidence from archaeological sites claiming
early human occupation in both North and South America. Among these
are two collections edited by A. L. Bryan, Early Man in America from a
Circum-Pacific Perspective (Edmunton, Alberta, 1978), and New Evidence
for the Pleistocene Peopling of the Americas (Orono, ME, 1986), as well as
the volumes by J. E. Ericson, R. E. Taylor and R. Berger, Peopling of the
New World (Los Altos, CA, 1982), and R. Shutler, Jr., Early Man in the
New World (Beverly Hills, CA, 1983). A more recent book, The First
Americans: Search and Research (Boca Raton, FL, 1991), edited by T. D.
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Dillehay and D.]. Meltzer provides a well-balanced, more up-to-date
overview of the often contentious issues involving the initial settlement
of the New World.

Until 1997 one of the most hotly debated issues related to initial
settlement had to do with whether or not Clovis was the first indigenous
American culture. The literature on this topic is voluminous. A few
representative references pro and con the “Clovis-first” argument are
D. F. Dincauze, “An Archaeo-Logical Evaluation of the Case for pre-
Clovis Occupations” in Advances in World Archaeology 3: 275—324 (1984);
W.N. Irving, A.V. Jopling, and B.F. Beebe, “Indications of pre-
Sangamon Humans near Old Crow, Yukon, Canada,” in the Bryan, ed.,
1986 volume already referred to; T.F. Lynch, “Lack of Evidence for
Glacial-Age Settlement of South America,” in American Antiquity 56:
348-s55 (1991); D. J. Meltzer, “Why don’t we know when the first people
came to North America?” in American Antiquity 54: 471-90 (1989); R. C.
Owen, “The Americas: The Case Against an Ice-Age Human Popula-
tion,” in The Origins of Modern Humans: A World Survey of the Fossil
Evidence, ed. F. H. Smith and F. Spencer (New York, 1984); D. Stanford,
“Pre-Clovis Occupation South of the Ice Sheets,” in Shutler 1983; and
D. S. Whitley and R. I. Dorn, “New Perspectives on the Clovis vs. pre-
Clovis Controversy,” in American Antiquity §8:616-47 (1993). The metic-
ulous excavation by T. D. Dillehay and his collaborators at the Monte
Verde site in Chile appears to have finally convinced almost all the
skeptics that human occupation in South America dates before 12,500
B.P. Volumes 1 and 2 of Dillehay’s report, Monte Verde. A Late Pleistocene
Settlement in Chile (Washington, DC, 1989, 1997), describes the environ-
mental setting of the site, the research strategy, excavation procedure,
archaeological context, artifactual and nonartifactual evidence of human
habitation, and the investigator’s interpretations. The unanimous consen-
sus of a group of leading Paleoindian prehistorians who visited the site
in 1997 at the invitation of Dillehay was that human occupation dates
back at least 12,500 years, and possibly as much as 33,000 years ago.
Their visit is summarized in the report by D. J. Meltzer et al., “On the
Pleistocene Antiquity of Monte Verde, Southern Chile,” in American
Antiquity 62:659—63 (1997).

A number of Clovis-type projectile points have been recovered in
Mesoamerica, although all are surface finds. Typical examples are de-
scribed by L. Finsten, K. V. Flannery, and B. Macnider in “Preceramic
and Cave Occupations,” Monte Albdin’s Hinterland, Part II, Memoirs of
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the Museum of Anthropology, University of Michigan, No. 23, ed. S. A.
Kowalewski et al., pp. 39~53 (1989), and by T. R. Hester, T. C. Kelly,
and G. Ligabue in “A Fluted Paleo-Indian Projectile Point from Belize,
Central America,” Working Papers No. 1, Colha Project (University of
Texas, San Antonio, 1981).

New dates on bone remains from early sites are reported by R. E.
Taylor et al. in “Major Revisions in the Pleistocene Age Assignments for
North American Human Skeletons by '“C Accelerator Mass Spectrome-
try: None Older than 11,000 C Years B.P.,” American Antiquity 50:136—
40 (1985). A popular article on pp. 70-81 of the June 16, 1997, issue of
The New Yorker magazine, “The Lost Man,” by D. Preston, describes
the discovery and subsequent battle between Native American and ar-
chaeological interests over rights to the Kennewick skeletal remains. A. L.
Schneider offers a “Kennewick Man Update” in the American Anthro-
pological Association’s Anthropology Newsletter 39(6): 22—23 (1998). A
revised AMS date of 8750 B.P. for the skeleton has been reported by R. E.
Taylor, D. Kirner, and J. Southon in the May 22, 1998, issue of Science.

Mesoamerican support for pre-Clovis occupation is substantial albeit
controversial, as summarized in the article entitled “The preceramic of
Mesoamerica,” by R. S. MacNeish and A. Nelken-Terner in the Journal
of Field Archaeology 10:71-84 (1983). Another summary article on the
same topic by MacNeish appears in the Shutler volume already cited.
The evidence for very early human occupation in the Valsequillo region
is reported by C. Irwin-Williams in several short articles: “Association of
Early Man with Horse, Camel, and Mastodon at Hueyatlaco, Valsequillo
(Puebla, Mexico),” in Pleistocene Extinctions, ed. P. Martin (New Haven,
1967), “Comments on the Association of Archaeological Materials and
Extinct Fauna in the Valsequillo Region, Puebla, Mexico,” in American
Antiquity 34:82-83 (1969), and “Summary of Archaeological Evidence
from the Valsequillo Region, Puebla, Mexico,” in Cultural Continuity in
Mesoamerica, ed. D. L. Browman (The Hague, 1978). In the latter article
and in a letter to the editor of Quaternary Research 16:258 (1981), Irwin-
Williams rejects the dates for occupation earlier than 200,000 years ago
as reported by B.]. Szabo, H. E. Malde, and C. Irwin-Williams in
“Dilemma Posed by Uranium-Series Dates on Archaeologically Signifi-
cant Bones from Valsequillo, Puebla, Mexico,” Earth and Planetary Sci-
ence Letters 6:237—44 (1969), and by V. Steen-Mclntyre, R. Fryxell, and
H. E. Malde in Quaternary Research 16:1-17 (1981), “Geologic Evidence
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for Age of Deposits at Hueyatlaco Archaeological Site, Valsequillo, Mex-
ico.

Another stratigraphic excavation in Mesoamerica yielding radiocarbon
dates in the 20,000—40,000 years b.p. range is described by R. Gruhn in
“A Note on Excavations at El Bosque, Nicaragua,” published in the 1978
volume edited by A. L. Bryan already cited, and by ]. Espinosa in his
Informe No 1 (Instituto Geografico Nécional, Managua, 1976), “Excava-
ciénes arqueoldgicas en el Bosque.” Excavations directed by J. L. Lorenzo
and L. Mirambell are reported in Tlapacoya: 35,000 afios de historia del
Lago de Chalco (Instituto Nacional de Antropologia e historia, Mexico,
1986), and in their “Preliminary Report on Archaeological and Paleoen-
vironmental Studies in the Area of El Cedral, San Luis Potosi, Mexico,
1977-1980” (also in the volume edited by Bryan). The validity of the “C
date for the Tlapacoya site is questioned by C. V. Haynes in a “Com-
ment” in Current Anthropology 10:353 (1969). Lorenzo and Mirambell
present a more complete description of the research at El Cedral in their
Informe de la quinta temporada de excavaciones realizadas en El Cedral,
S.L.P. (Departmento de Prehistoria, Mexico, 1982). “Recent discoveries
in the caves of Loltun, Yucatan, Mexico” by R. Veldzquez Valadéz,
published in Mexicon 2:53—55 (1980), describes the only archaeological
site in lowland Mesoamerica currently attributed to this very early Pa-
leoindian time period.

The subsequent big-game hunting tradition was defined by G.R.
Willey for the North American Great Plains in An Introduction to Amer-
ican Archaeology, Vol. 1, North and Middle America (Englewood Cliffs,
NJ, 1966). Its extension into Central America is delineated by R.S.
MacNeish in his “Mesoamerica” chapter in the volume edited by Shutler
already referred to. T. C. Kelly’s report on “Preceramic Projectile Point
Typology in Belize,” published in Ancient Mesoamerica 4:205-27 (1993),
is a critique of MacNeish’s lithic typology. Undisputed is the evidence
from Central Mexico dated to the terminal Pleistocene linking Paleoin-
dian hunters with Ice Age megafauna. L. Aveleyra A. de Anda reports on
these finds in “Association of Artifacts with Mammoth in the Valley of
Mexico,” published in American Antiquity 18:332—40 (1953), and “El
segundo mamut fésil de Santa Isabel Iztapan, Mexico y artifactos asocia-
dos,” in Publicaciones de la direccion de Prebistoria, No. 1 (Insitituto
Nacional de Antropologia e Historia, Mexico, 1955). An associated hu-
man skeletal find is the so-called Tepexpan Man, described in Viking
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Fund Publications in Anthropology, No. 11 (New York, 1949) by H. de
Terra, ]. Romero, and T. D. Stewart. The hypothesis attributing extinc-
tion of the Pleistocene megafauna to overhunting is examined in a
number of articles in P.S. Martin and H. E. Wright, eds., Pleistocene
Extinctions (New Haven, 1967), and in P.S. Martin and R. G. Klein,
Quaternary Extinctions (Tucson, AZ, 1984).

Much has been written about R. S. MacNeish’s pioneering Tehuacin
Archaeological — Botanical Project and its implications for the idea of a
widespread “big-game hunting tradition.” Volume 1 of The Prebistory of
the Tehuacin Valley, ed. D.S. Byers (Austin, TX, 1967), details the
analysis of Late Paleoindian period environment and subsistence. Impor-
tant syntheses of the Tehuacin research are R. S. MacNeish’s “Ancient
Mesoamerican Civilization,” in Science 143:531-37 (1964), and K. V. Flan-
nery, “The Postglacial ‘Readaptation’ as Viewed from Mescamerica,” in
American Antiquity 31:800-805 (1966). Terminal Pleistocene human oc-
cupation in the Valley of Oaxaca is briefly reviewed by K. V. Flannery in
The Cloud People. Divergent Evolution of the Zapotec and Mixtec Civili-
zations (New York, 1983), and in J. Marcus and K. V. Flannery, Zapotec
Civilization. How Urban Society Evolved in Mexico’s Oaxaca Valley (Lon-
don, 1996). Archaeological evidence for Ice Age art and ideology in
Mesoamerica is slim. L. Aveleyra describes the carved camelid sacrum
from Tequixquiac in his Prehistoria de México (Mexico, 1950); the earliest
example of an intentional human burial in Mesoamerica is the Tepexpan
skeleton, already referred to in the Viking Fund publication.

Synthetic reviews of the Archaic period and the development of plant
cultivation and sedentism are numerous. Most notable among recent
publications are B. L. Stark’s “The Rise of Sedentary Life,” in Supplement
to the Handbook of Middle American Indians, vol. 1, ed. ]J. Sabloff,
pp- 345—72 (Austin, TX, 1981), and the summaries by R. S. MacNeish,
“The Preceramic of Middle America,” in Advances in New World Archae-
ology 5:93-129 (1986), and R. S. MacNeish and A. Nelken-Terner, “The
Preceramic of Mesoamerica,” in the Journal of Field Archaeology 10:71-84
(1983). Among the many regional summaries and site reports, W. W.
Taylor’s article “Archaic Cultures Adjacent to the Northeastern Frontiers
of Mesoamerica,” in the Handbook of Middle American Indians, vol. 4,
Archaeological Frontiers and External Connections, pp. 59—94, ed. G. F.
Ekholm and G. R. Willey (Austin, TX, 1966), remains the most compre-
hensive introduction to Mesoamerica’s Desert Culture neighbors. Find-
ing substantial temporal and spatial continuity in both stoneworking and
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subsistence practices, Taylor disputed the multiplication of Archaic pe-
riod phases that had been inferred for Tamaulipas in R. S. MacNeish’s
“Preliminary archaeological investigations in the Sierra de Tamaulipas,
Mexico,” Transactions of the American Philosophical Society, vol. 48, part
6 (Philadelphia, 1958), while acknowledging the unique documentation
of plant cultivation found in these excavations. B. D. Smith recently
reevaluated the Tamaulipas cave findings in light of AMS dates he
obtained for the excavated cultigens in “Reconsidering the Ocampo
Caves and the Era of Incipient Cultivation in Mesoamerica,” Latin
American Antiquity 8:342-83 (1997).

No single site or series of sites has played such a critical role in the
interpretation of the processes of plant cultivation as have the Archaic-
period dry caves and valley-floor sites of the Tehuacin Valley. R. S.
MacNeish has published numerous articles on the Archaic sequence at
Tehuacén, but his 1981 summary, “Tehuacin’s accomplishments,” in the
Supplement to the Handbook of Middle American Indians, vol. 1, ed. J. A.
Sabloff (Austin, TX, 1981), offers a succinct retrospective on the project’s
theoretical and methodological contributions. It is the five-volume report
on these excavations, their cultural remains, and the recovered floral and
faunal materials, The Prebistory of the Tehuacin Valley, however, that
remains the most comprehensive resource. Volume 1, “Environment and
Subsistence,” ed. D. Byers (Austin, TX, 1967); vol. 2, “Nonceramic
Artifacts,” ed. MacNeish, A. Nelken-Terner, and 1. W. Johnson (Austin,
TX, 1967); and vol. 5, “Excavations and Reconnaissance,” ed. MacNeish,
Fowler, Garcia Cook, Peterson, Nelken-Terner, and Neely (Austin, TX,
1972), are particularly relevant to the question of Archaic cultural adap-
tations. While the record of macrobotanical preservation at the Tehuacin
sites is unparalleled for Archaic period Mesoamerica, the recent direct
AMS dates on primitive maize cobs reported in Radiocarbon 31:1035—40
(1989) by A. Long, B. Benz, ]J. Donahue, A. Jull, and L. Toolin have cast
doubt on the integrity of the cave stratigraphy. A similarly younger-than-
expected AMS age determination for a Tehuacin bean specimen is
among the findings discussed by L. Kaplan and T. Lynch in “Phaseolus
(Fabaceae) in Archaeology: AMS Radiocarbon Dates and Implications
for Domestication,” Economic Botany 53 (1999).

R. Garcia Moll reports on Archaic occupations in Puebla in “Anélisis
de los materiales arqueolégicos de la Cueva del Texcal, Puebla,” Instizuto
Nacional de Antropologia e Historia Coleccién Cientifica 56 (Mexico, 1977).
An English summary of her excavations at the ancient lakeside camp of
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Zohapilco, “Early Sedentary Economy in the Basin of Mexico,” was
published by C. Niederbeger in Science 203:131-42 (1979). To find a
highland Mesoamerican region with both extensive stratified Archaic
deposits and widespread preservation of plant materials approaching the
scale of Tehuacdn, however, one must turn to the Oaxaca Valley. In his
edited volume Guild Naquitz: Archaic Foraging and Early Agriculture in
Oaxaca, Mexico (New York, 1986), K. V. Flannery provides documenta-
tion for the tool complexes, plant and animal remains, spatial patterning
and local ecology of the Mitla cave sites. While that volume includes a
brief summary of the Oaxaca Archaic in general, a more detailed com-
parison of sites from this period is given by Flannery, J. Marcus, and S.
Kowalewski in “The Preceramic and Formative of the Valley of Oaxaca,”
Supplement to the Handbook of Middle American Indians, vol. 1, ed. J. A.
Sabloff, pp. 48—93 (Austin, TX, 1981), and by Flannery in his contribu-
tion, “Settlement, Subsistence, and Social Organization of the Proto-
Otomangueans,” in The Cloud People: Divergent Evolution of the Zapotec
and Mixtec Civilizations, ed. K. V. Flannery and J. Marcus, pp. 32-36
(New York, 1983).

Originally described by R. S. MacNeish and F. A. Peterson in “The
Santa Marta Rockshelter, Ocozocoautla, Chiapas, Mexico,” Papers of the
New World Archaeological Foundation 14 (Provo, UT, 1962), the Archaic
occupations of highland Chiapas have been studied through subsequent
excavations at both Santa Marta and the lakeside camp of Aguacaten-
ango. Details are found in J. Garcia-Bércena., J. D. Santamaria, T. Alva-
res, M. Reyes, and F. Sinchez, “Excavaciones en el abrigo de Santa
Marta, Chis,” Informes, Departamiento de Prebistoria, No. 1 (Mexico,
1976), and ]. Garcia-Barcena, “El precerdmico de Aguacatenango, Chia-
pas, México,” Instituto Nacional de Antropologia e Historia Coleccion
Cientifica Prebistoria 110 (Mexico, 1982).

R.S. MacNeish and A. Nelken-Terner recount the results of the
BAAR project surveys and excavations in the Final Annual Report of the
Belize Archaic Archaeological Reconnaissance (Boston: 1983); R. N. Zeitlin
offers a somewhat more cautious review of the proposed phases in “A
summary report on three seasons of field investigations into the Archaic
period prehistory of lowland Belize,” American Anthropologist 86:358—69
(1984). More drastic revisions of the BAAR lithic chronology were called
for by T. C. Kelly in “Preceramic Projectile-Point Typology in Belize,”
Ancient Mesoamerica 4:205-27 (1993). Further research conducted by the
Colha Preceramic Project is briefly summarized by H. Iceland, T. R.
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Hester, H. J. Shafer, and D. Hudler in “The Colha Preceramic Project:
A Status Report,” in The Newsletter of the Friends of the Texas Archaeolog-
ical Research Laboratory 3(2): 1-15 (Austin, 1995). The implications of
new stratigraphic and palynological evidence for Archaic period cultiva-
tors in Belize is discussed by M. D. Pohl et al. in a 1996 Latin American
Antiquity article, “Early Agriculture in the Maya Lowlands” (7:355—72).

Microbotanical and archaeological evidence from preceramic and early
ceramic sites in Panama, although beyond the boundaries of Mesoamer-
ica, reinforces the emerging Belizean pattern of Late Archaic mixed
farming and foraging strategies. O.F. Linares and A.]. Ranere have
compiled the results of ecological and archaeological studies in western
Panama in “Adaptive radiations in Prehistoric Panama,” Peabody Mu-
seum Monographs No. 5 (Cambridge, MA, 1980). The article “Prehistoric
Human Adaptations to the Seasonally Dry Forests of Panama” in World
Archaeology 24(1):114-33 (1992) by R. Cooke and A. J. Ranere reveals how
these investigators in the Rio Santa Maria watershed build upon earlier
research by McGimsey and Willey at the Pacific coastal sites of Cerro
Mangote and Monagrillo.

Because Archaic coastal sites are little known for the Gulf of Mexico,
S.J. K. Wilkerson’s report on Santa Luisa, Veracruz, “Pre-Agricultural
Village Life: The Late Preceramic Period in Veracruz,” in Studies in
Ancient Mesoamerica, II. Contributions of the University of California
Archaeological Research Facility No. 27:111-18 (Berkeley, CA, 1975), has
been an important and frequently cited resource. Late Archaic shell
middens are much better known for the Pacific coast of Mesoamerica,
particularly in Chiapas and Guatemala, where their occupational se-
quences have recently been reviewed by M. ]. Blake et al. in “Radiocar-
bon Chronology for the Late Archaic and Formative Periods on the
Pacific Coast of Southeastern Mesoamerica,” Ancient Mesoamerica 6:161—
83 (1995). A 1976 monograph by B. Voorhies on the best known of these
sites at Islona de Chantuto, “The Chantuto People: An Archaic Period
Society of the Chiapas Littoral, Mexico,” originally in Papers of the New
World Archaeological Foundation, No. 41 (Provo, UT), has been updated
by G. H. Michaels and Voorhies in their article “Late Archaic Period
Coastal Collectors in Southern Mesoamerica: The Chantuto People Re-
visited,” published in The Evolution of Archaic and Formative Cultures
Along the Pacific Coast of Latin America, ed. M. Blake (Pullman, WA,
1991). Farther north along the Pacific Coast, Late Archaic occupations
were discovered by C. F. Brush underlying the more famous early pottery
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levels at Puerto Marquez, Guerrero. Brush summarizes his work in “Pox
Pottery: Earliest Identified Mexican Ceramic,” Science 149:194—95 (1965).
Aceramic shell midden sites, most dating to the Late Archaic, are re-
ported for West Mexico by J. B. Mountjoy, R. E. Taylor, and L. H.
Feldman in “Matanchén Complex: New Radiocarbon Dates on Early
Coastal Adaptation in West Mexico,” Science 175:1242—43 (1972), and by
J. R. Shenkel’s “Quantitative Analysis and Population Estimates of the
Shell Mounds of the Marismas Nacionales,” in The Archaeology of West
Mexico, ed. B. Bell, pp. s7-67 (1974).

Analyses of the subsistence technologies and changing adaptations of
Archaic groups have been a persistent focus of Mesoamerican archaeolo-
gists interested in the origins of maize agriculture, although the notion
that they formed part of a worldwide terminal Pleistocene “broad spec-
trum revolution” has been challenged for the Near East by P. C. Edwards
in “Revising the Broad Spectrum Revolution and Its Role in the Origins
of Southwest Asian Food Production,” Antiquity 63:225—46 (1989). K. V.
Flannery, who coined the term broad spectrum revolution, introduced the
systems perspective to the problem of Archaic period economic change
in his 1968 “Archaeological Systems Theory and Early Mesoamerica,”
published in Anthropological Archaeology in the Americas, ed. B. Meggers,
pp- 67-87 (Washington, DC, 1968). In another article, “The Origins of
Agriculture,” Annual Review of Anthropology 2:271-310 (1973), he presents
a seminal comparison of Near Eastern and Mesoamerican processes of
domestication. More recently, in his Guila Naquitz volume, Flannery has
turned his attention to the role of risk avoidance in plant cultivation and
in the shift from foraging to collecting strategies, as differentiated by
L. R. Binford in “Willow smoke and dogs’ tails: Hunter-gatherer settle-
ment systems and archaeological site formation,” American Antiquity
45(1): 4—20 (1980).

The hemisphere-wide synthesis of plant domestication histories of-
fered by B. Pickersgill and C. Heiser in “Origin and Distribution of
Plants Domesticated in the New World Tropics,” published in Origins
of Agriculture, ed. C. A. Reed, pp. 803—35 (The Hague, 1977), requires
some revision in light of new archaeological discoveries and new botani-
cal investigations. Some of these studies are reported in Foraging and
Farming: The Evolution of Plant Exploitation, ed. D. R. Harris and G. C.
Hillman (London, 1989), and in the supplement issue, “New Perspectives
on the Origin and Evolution of New World Domesticated Plants,”
published by the journal Economic Botany 44 (1990). E. McC. de Tapia
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updates the archaeological record for Mesoamerica cultigens with an
article entitled “The Origins of Agriculture in Mesoamerica and Central
America,” in The Origins of Agriculture: An International Perspective, ed.
C. W. Cowan and P.]. Watson, pp. 143—71 (Washington, DC, 1992).
The Tehuacin and Guild Naquitz botanical data are evaluated by D.
Pearsall in “Domestication and Agriculture in the New World Tropics,”
her contribution to a broader analysis of New World domestication in
the collection of papers presented at the School of American Research
Seminar, edited by the organizers, T. D. Price and A. B. Gebauer, and
published as Last Hunters, First Farmers (Santa Fe, NM, 1995).

Because of the centrality of maize to an understanding of Mesoameri-
can agricultural origins, some further notes on the “corn wars” literature
are outlined here. P. C. Mangelsdorf’s model of an extinct wild form of
maize from which the domesticated varieties developed has had few
adherents among archaeologists since G. W. Beadle’s theory of a teosinte
ancestor, summarized in “The ancestry of corn,” Scientific American 242:
112-19, 162 (1980), became widely known. While the specific mutations
by which the distinctive maize ear developed are still disputed (e.g., see
the 1983 article by H. H. Iltis, “From Teosinte to Maize: The Cata-
strophic Sexual Transmutation,” in Science 222:886-94), biological stud-
ies of isozymic and chloroplast DNA reported by J. Doebley in “Molec-
ular Evidence and the Evolution of Maize” in Economic Botany 44
(Supplement): 6-27 (1990), appear to have resolved questions about
which teosinte variety was ancestral to corn firmly in favor of the parvi-
glumis subspecies native to the Balsas River drainage of western Mexico.
A broader perspective on the prehistoric evolution and economic role of
maize in the Americas is provided by the twenty-eight contributors to
Corn and Culture in the New World, ed. S. Johannessen and C. A.
Hastorf (Boulder, CO, 1994).

The dietary importance of maize and other domesticates for the Te-
huacan cave occupants is estimated by MacNeish in “A Summary of the
Subsistence,” but E. Callen’s “Analysis of the Tehuacin Coprolites”
resulted in a different reconstruction. Both papers appear in The Prebis-
tory of the Tehuacan Valley, Vol. 1, ed. D. Byers (Austin, TX, 1967).
Stable carbon isotope analysis of the two Archaic period Tehuacin skel-
etons is reported by P. Farnsworth, J. E. Brady, M. ]J. DeNiro, and R.
MacNeish in “A Re-Evaluation of the Isotopic and Archaeological Re-
constructions of Diet in the Tehuacan Valley,” American Antiquity so(x):
102~16 (1985). A different approach to calculating the economic role of
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plants recovered archaeologically is taken in the Guild Naquitz study by
Flannery and his collaborators (1986). While doubts concerning the reli-
ability of the plant associations have been expressed by D. E. Dumond
in his 1987 American Anthropologist 89:195 “Review of: Guild Naquitz:
Archaic Foraging and Early Agriculture in Oaxaca, Mexico, edited by K. V.
Flannery,” the volume’s fine-grained ecological reconstruction of the
foraging potential of the cave environs offers a sound approach to the
problem of dietary quantification. B. Smith’s report, “The Initial Do-
mestication of Cucurbita pepo in the Americas 10,000 Years Ago,” in
Science 276:932—-34 (1997) provides AMS verification of the early origins
of squash domestication at Guila Naquitz.

Population pressure models, such as the one proposed by M. N.
Cohen in The Food Crisis in Prebistory (New Haven, CT, 1977), have
had little success explaining how and why agriculture began in Mesoam-
erica. In his “Origins of Agriculture” article already cited, Flannery first
examined the cost-benefit issues that might explain the late commitment
to maize farming in light of what seemed to be slow improvements in
corn productivity over a 3,000-year period. While AMS dates on “early”
Tehuacin corn have undermined the argument for a gradualist model of
agricultural development in Mesoamerica, the presence of Zea pollen in
Middle Archaic or earlier Oaxaca deposits must also be explained before
we can accept an alternative model of the rapid diffusion of a Balsas-
region early domesticated corn during the Late Archaic. Details are in
the J. Schoenwetter and L. D. Smith article, “Pollen Analysis of the
Oaxaca Archaic,” in Guild Naquitz: Archaic Foraging and Early Agricul-
ture in Oaxaca, Mexico, ed. K. V. Flannery, pp. 179237 (1986). Micro-
botanical remains of corn thought to date as early as 5000 B.C. have been
reported from Panama by D. Piperno, K. H. Clay, R. G. Cooke, A.
Ranere, and D. Weiland in “Preceramic Maize in Central Panama:
Phytolith and Pollen evidence,” American Anthropologist 87:871—78 (198s).
D. M. Pearsall discusses the basis for inferring an early diffusion of maize
into South America in “The Origins of Plant Cultivation in South
America,” published in The Origins of Agriculture: An International Per-
spective, ed. C. W. Cowan and P.]. Watson, pp. 173-205 (Washington,
DC, 1992). Whatever the ultimate resolution of these dating issues, it is
our sense that a model of agricultural diffusion that takes into consider-
ation the social context of local and interregional interaction will best
account for the Late Archaic archaeological data. Such a model was
proposed for Southwest Asia in 1978 by B. Bender in “Gatherer-Hunter
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to Farmer: A Social Perspective,” World Archaeology 10(2): 204—22. More
recently, in an article entitled “Nimrods, Piscators, Pluckers, and Plant-
ers: The Emergence of Food Production™ appearing in the Journal of
Anthropological Archaeology 9:31-69 (1990), B. Hayden introduced the
idea of competitive feasting as having been an inducement in terminal
Pleistocene hunter-gatherer societies to intensify the production of pres-
tige foods through domestication. The applicability of this model to the
evidence for early sedentary communities in coastal Chiapas has been
evaluated by M. Blake et al. in “Non Agricultural Staples and Agricul-
tural Supplements: Early Formative Subsistence in the Soconusco Re-
gion, Mexico,” in Transitions to Agriculture in Prebistory, ed. B. Gebauer
and T. D. Price (Madison, W1, 1992).
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THE PRECLASSIC SOCIETIES OF THE
CENTRAL HIGHLANDS OF
MESOAMERICA

DAVID C. GROVE

BACKGROUND

The tall mountain ranges of the Sierra Madre Occidental and Oriental
parallel the west and east coasts of northern Mexico. Near that country’s
midsection they are connected by a more recent mountain chain of
volcanic origin that runs east-west across Mexico from nearly coast to
coast. The uniting of those three mountain masses creates a vast highland
(altiplano) region in central Mexico, characterized by lofty mountains,
well-watered valleys, and temperate climates. A cultural focal point dur-
ing much of the prehistory of that region has been the Basin of Mexico,
a broad interior valley at an elevation of 2,200 meters. Two of Mexico’s
tallest volcanos, Iztaccihuatl (“White Woman”; 5,230 m) and Popocate-
petl (“Smoking Mountain”; 5,465 m), loom over the southeastern fringes
of the Basin, and modern Mexico City today spreads across the Basin
floor and into the foothills. The tall mountains that surround the Basin
now serve to enclose and contain the air pollution produced by one of
the world’s largest cities, while in prehispanic times those same encircling
characteristics entrapped all waters to create an extensive but shallow lake
across the valley floor that attracted animals and humans alike.! At the
arrival of the Spanish in 1519 the lake was the location of the powerful
Aztec island city of Tenochtitlan, precursor to modern Mexico City.
Not far to the north of the Basin is Mexico’s great northern desert, a
region of low rainfall and a land where agriculture was usually impossible.
Extending as a lobe northeastward from the Basin is the Teotihuacan
Valley, location of one of Mexico’s great Classic period cities. Beyond

! During arid periods the lower lake levels created five or six smaller lakes across the Basin floor
rather than one large body of water.
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the mountains to the south are the extensive river valley systems of the
states of Puebla, Tlaxcala, Morelos, and Guerrero, regions generally char-
acterized by lower altitudes, temperate to subtropical climates, and fertile
soils. Because of the central highlands’ proximity to Mexico’s arid north-
ern desert, only the Basin’s south and southwestern areas, and the river
valleys beyond the mountains, provided the circumstances appealing to
early farmers.

The geological complexity of the central highlands is matched by its
great ecological diversity, the latter owing to rapid variations in elevarion,
rain shadow patterns, soil types, humidity, and the like. Those features
combined to provide an unusually abundant and varied set of resources
and materials available for exploitation by the societies there. The varia-
tion and uneven distribution of those resources within each valley and
microarea throughout the altiplano often resulted in individual villages
having access to quite different resources or commodities than their
neighbors had. That inequality led to the creation of village craft special-
izations and unquestionably underlay the development over time of local
and regional exchange networks that served to circulate desired commod-
ities among villages.

The primary geographic focus of this chapter is the Basin of Mexico
and its immediate southern neighbor, the state of Morelos (Map 3.1).
Those areas have received more archaeological attention than other
regions of the central highlands, and present a more complete picture of
Preclassic society and lifeways.

THE EARLIEST AGRICULTURAL SETTLEMENTS
(2500-1200 B.C.)

The Preclassic period in the central highlands is the stage classified
elsewhere in the world as fully Neolithic, in that it is characterized by
the presence of agriculturally based societies living in small settled villages
and utilizing a ceramic technology. The timing and order of appearance
of those three characteristics are not entirely clear, although agriculture
and settled life seem to have preceded the utilization of pottery vessels
and are usually classified within the Archaic period (see Zeitlin and
Zeidin, Chap. 2, this volume). The advent of ceramics is commonly used
as a marker for the beginning of the Preclassic period. Exactly when
pottery use began in the altiplano remains unclear and therefore a begin-
ning date for the Preclassic is left open-ended here.
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Preceramic sedentary or semisedentary societies may have been present
in the Basin as early as 4000 B.C., subsisting on the rich wild-plant and
animal resources present along the shores of the lake. Some of the best
data for this early time period come from the site of Zohapilco (also
known as Tlapacoya) on the ancient southeastern lakeshore. The recovery
there of grains of teosinte, the probable wild ancestor of maize, in levels
dating to 55003500 B.C., suggests the possibility of incipient agriculture
in the Basin at that early date. Although archaeological evidence indicates
that domesticated maize was already being grown in other areas of central
Mexico at that same time, the elevation and relatively lower temperatures
of the Basin may have limited the viability and practicality of early
agriculture there. Perhaps the early varieties of domesticated maize were
not as easily adaptable to the Basin’s marginal growing conditions as the
hardier ancestral plant, teosinte, was. The question of whether the teo-
sinte from Zohapilco at §500-3500 B.C. indicates incipient agriculture
remains equivocal. Unfortunately, while incipient agriculture would have
been more likely and more productive, and faced fewer hazards in the
lower, warmer areas of the central highlands, no good archaeological
information exists for the same time period there.

If incipient agriculture was being carried out in the Basin six thousand
years ago, lifeways there were quickly shattered around 3000 B.C. by
devastating volcanic activity. Those geological forces created extraordinar-
ily destructive pumitic ash deposits that may have rendered the area
unlivable for nearly half a millennia. It is to one of those southern Basin
villages, Zohapilco, that we must again turn for evidence on the time
period immediately following the Basin’s recovery.

Zohapilco

Zohapilco was a community situated on an island in the southeastern
portion of the lake, and Christine Niederberger’s deep excavation
trenches along the island’s ancient shoreline uncovered occupation levels
there dating to 2500-2000 B.C. Stone alignments that may represent
house foundations were discovered, indicating the possibility this had
been at least a semipermanent settlement. Artifacts recovered included
simple grinding tools for processing seeds, and cutting and scraping tools
possibly used for working wood. The remains also demonstrate that
Zohapilco’s early inhabitants were extensively exploiting the lakeshore
habitat for its plant and animal (fish, waterfowl) resources, as well as
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hunting deer, rabbit, and other more inland species. While their diet
probably also included agricultural products grown in well-watered areas
adjacent to the lakeshore, the available archaeological evidence for those
foods is poor.

Zohapilco also provides the earliest conclusive date, 1400 B.C., for
ceramic utilization by agricultural communities in the Basin. That early
ceramic assemblage (with a time range of 1400-1200 B.C.) includes a
vessel form more common in lowland areas of southern Mesoamerica at
that same time, the tecomate. Tecomate is a term commonly used today
in southern Mexico and Guatemala for gourds as well as bowls and
containers made from gourds. The ceramic vessel of the same name is a
neckless globular bowl with a restricted mouth opening. The pottery
vessel form thus closely replicates the gourd containers utilized both in
rural areas of Middle and South America today and by some preceramic
societies there in antiquity as well. The early tecomates at Zohapilco are
buff- or light-brown colored and often have a band of red paint around
their rims, another trait also common farther south. By 1200 B.C., white
bowls decorated with incised motifs or by rocker stamping, and figurines
with baby-like features, were also used by the early villagers there. The
wide distribution, beginning about 1400 B.C., of certain ceramic styles,
such as red-rimmed recomates, among disparate early farming societies
provides some of the earliest archaeological evidence for the spread of
ideas, beliefs, and stylistic preferences across regional, ethnic, and linguis-
tic boundaries. Such diffusion probably flowed indirectly through the
regional and interregional exchange networks, and may never have in-
volved direct mechanisms such as the long-distance trade characteristic
of later Classic and Postclassic period societies.

DEVELOPING COMPLEXITY AND REGIONAL INTERACTION
(1200-900 B.C.)

By 1200 B.C. the Basin and the broad river valleys of the regions lying
across the mountains to the south and east saw a growth in human
population and an ever increasing number of small villages expanding
across the landscape. Those early societies were supported by a maize-
based agricultural economy that depended heavily on rainfall and natural
humidity for crop productivity, although some simple forms of irrigation
may have been practiced as well. Hunting and wild-plant collecting
supplemented their diets. Over the three hundred years that characterize
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the latter portion of the Early Preclassic period (1200-900 B.C.), that
population expansion also brought about a slow but nonetheless marked
alteration of the natural environment, as pine and oak forests gave way
to cleared agricultural fields.

Tlatilco

Of the excavated Early Preclassic sites, the best known and most famous
is Tlatilco, a settlement that can serve as a basic model for discussing
Early Preclassic agricultural societies. Tlatilco is located on the Basin’s
western piedmont slopes. Today the site has disappeared beneath a sub-
utb of Mexico City. Fifty years ago it was a brickyard where, in the
course of digging clay, the brickworkers would sometimes uncover hu-
man burials associated with a rich variety of ceramic bowls, exotic bottles,
and figurines. Those objects were often sold to interested collectors who
visited the brickyard. Among those whose attention was drawn to Tla-
tilco was artist and collector Miguel Covarrubias, who recognized the
importance and antiquity of the Tlatilco finds and helped initiate the
first official excavations there.

At the time Tlatilco was investigated, potsherds and domestic refuse
covered an area of 50 hectares. Covarrubias’s excavations, like those that
came later, concentrated primarily on the innumerable burials, and little
attention was paid to the possibility that the graves may have underlain
or been associated with a village area. Yet the archaeological evidence
strongly indicates that such a village existed, although house-by-house
data, such as have been recovered elsewhere (e.g., see Marcus and Flan-
nery, Chap. 8, this volume), are not available. If the so-hectare distribu-
tion of surface refuse is reflective of Tlatilco’s size, it would have been an
extremely large settlement for its time. However, the refuse represents
more than three hundred years of occupation within that 5o-hectare area,
and at any given time the village was probably significantly smaller.

The earliest inhabitants of Tlatilco settled inland from the lake, near
a small, permanent river. They constructed their houses of wattle and
daub, the latter creating a barrier against the Basin’s sometimes frigid
winter winds. Some houses, perhaps those of the village chief or other
high-ranking members of the society, may have been built upon the
raised clay-surfaced platforms observed in the excavation profiles. Deep
underground bell-shaped pits adjacent to individual houses served for
storage and, later, for refuse disposal.
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Some aspects of Early Preclassic village life and ritual can be partially
reconstructed from the hundreds of magnificent solid and hollow hand-
modeled figurines recovered from the graves and refuse at Tlatilco and
contemporaneous sites. The majority of the figurines are female and
occur in greatest abundance in women’s graves, but some males are also
depicted. If the clothing depicted on the figures is indicative, dress was
minimal, often only “saucy skirts or fancy bloomers,” as Muriel P.
Weaver so well characterized them (Fig. 3.1, a,b). Faces and unclothed
areas of the body may have been decorated with red or yellow ochre
designs applied by the cylindrical and flat ceramic seals with deeply
incised motifs found in refuse and graves. Some figurines still display
traces of similar body decoration. The female figurines also exhibit a
remarkable variety of hairdos and head coverings, some of which suggest
that women may have interbraided their hair with colored bands of cloth.
Such a practice is still carried out today by some Indian groups in
southern Mexico and Guatemala, where the colors frequently differ
among villages and, together with other clothing distinctions, help to
maintain village ethnic identity.

Many figurines occur in poses suggesting the act of dancing (Fig.
3.1b), while others occur in contorted “acrobatic” poses. A few depict
individuals wearing small masks on their lower face, and actual clay
masks have been unearthed in Tlatilco’s graves and refuse deposits. Clay
rattles, small clay ocarinas, and whistles in the form of birds and animals
are also commonly found. These various objects imply that Early Preclas-
sic village life included a rich variety of ceremonial and ritual activities.

Although houses and the evidence they can provide concerning life-
ways may have been destroyed by brickyard activity or missed in the
search for burials, a great deal can be learned about the society and its
beliefs from the grave offerings. Paul Tolstoy’s study of the Tlatilco
burials shows that the graves occur in distinct clusters, suggesting the
interments had been in close association with house structures, if not
directly beneath the structures themselves, a common Preclassic practice.
From his exhaustive analysis he suggests that the society may have been
divided into two endogamous moieties, and although certain individuals
within those moieties seem to have had higher rank or status than other
moiety members, a continuum rather than marked class distinctions
existed.

Tolstoy also believes that at Tlatilco an individual’s rank in life may
be discernable archaeologically in the burial treatment he or she received
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(a)

Figure 3.1. Typical Early Preclassic clay figurines. (a): 15 cm tall. (b): 9.5 cm tall.
Both figurines are from the author’s 1970 excavations at Nexpa, Morelos.

at death, and moiety affiliation possibly indicated by the grave’s direc-
tional orientation. Highest-ranked individuals seem to have been buried
in deeper graves, placed on their backs in an extended position, and to
have received thirteen or more objects including small polished iron-ore
mirrors. The latter were apparently acquired by trade from regions to the
south and most frequently worn as pectorals. All in all, the pattern and
level of social organization at Tlatilco appears to have been very similar
to that of contemporaneous ranked societies elsewhere in Mesoamerica.
The nearly five hundred graves excavated by archaeologists at Tlatilco
cover a time span of c. 1200900 B.C. and with caution can be placed
temporally within the general evolutionary sequence documented in the
stratigraphic record at Zohapilco and other sites in the region. The
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earliest villagers at Tlatilco used and were buried with pottery, which
included red-on-buff bowls, and white flat-bottomed bowls with vertical
or out-slanting sides. The latter in particular were often decorated with
incised designs. “Differentially fired” bowls, created to achieve sharply
contrasting white and black zones, particularly between body and rim,
required sophisticated firing techniques and likely had important sym-
bolic significance. Over time the popularity of various ceramic varieties
waxed and waned, and later graves more commonly include red-on-
brown bottles embellished with “smudge resist” decoration. These were
made in an exotic variety of forms, including bottles with long tubular
spouts or with unusual stirrup-shaped spouts. Figurines exhibit less
change; bald-headed “babies” and a large variety of female figures contin-
ued in popularity.

Village Specialization

The central highlands, as already noted, is characterized by a rich diver-
sity of resources, and many agricultural villages probably specialized in
one form or another of craft production related to those resources. We
have no notion of Tlatilco’s specialization, if any, although the great
diversity exhibited in its burial ceramics suggests pottery production as a
possibility. At a few other villages, specialization is more readily apparent.
One such site is Coapexco, a settlement atypical in its location, for it is
situated high above the Basin on the western slopes of the volcano
Iztaccihuatl, at an altitude of 2600 m. Although in agricultural terms
that area’s greater rainfall may compensate for the lower temperatures of
that elevation, the site’s unique location suggests that it had been selected
for reasons other than those strictly related to agriculture.

The settlement at Coapexco lasted perhaps only a hundred years and
was coeval with the earliest period of occupation at Tlatilco. The village
may have consisted of about two hundred wattde and daub houses at any
one moment, implying a community of about 1,000 inhabitants. The
size range (3.3 X 4m to 5.6 X 6m) of the four houses excavated there
corresponds closely to that of contemporaneous houses in Oaxaca (see
Marcus and Flannery, Chap. 8 this volume).

Two features of Coapexco’s material culture stand out. One is the
presence at the site of manos and metates (grinding stones used in maize
processing) produced from locally available igneous rock and occurring
in various stages of manufacture. From that we may suppose that the
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villagers specialized in the manufacture of those utilitarian objects and
had located their village near both a good source of raw material and
acceptable agricultural land. Probably the majority of the manos and
metates they made were destined for villages in the Basin and elsewhere,
and not merely for their own use.

Coapexco’s second distinctive feature occurs in its obsidian (volcanic
glass) artifacts. Among Mesoamerica’s Early Preclassic farming villages,
obsidian had rapidly become the preferred material for cutting tools,
both in the form of flakes (common) and prepared prismatic blades
(uncommon). With the exception of an obsidian source at Otumba in
the eastern Teotihuacan Valley, most known sources lie far outside of
the Basin: to the north in Hidalgo, to the west in Michoacan, to the east
in Veracruz, or far to the south in Guatemala. For most Preclassic
societies obsidian in either raw or manufactured form represented an
imported commodity acquired through the exchange networks. When
compared to the obsidian recovered from other early villages in the Basin,
Coapexco’s is uncommon in two respects: prismatic blades rather than
flakes predominate, and obsidian from the far distant Mexican sources is
significantly more abundant. Martin Boksenbaum has hypothesized that
those differences may signify the Coapexcans had also been specialists
involved in procuring raw obsidian from distant sources and in fashion-
ing it into long prismatic blades for further trade regionally.

Tlatilco and Coapexco represent villages situated inland from the great
lake that covered the Basin’s floor. However, because the lake was rich
in aquatic resources and the far southern lakeshore received good rainfall
annually, that latter area was particularly attractive to early agricultural-
ists. Not all settlements were on the mainland. Three villages, Zohapilco,
Terremote~Tlaltenco, and Santa Catarina, were situated on small islands
or peninsulas in the southeastern thumb of the shallow lake. It is highly
probable that various specialized activities were carried out by the lacus-
trine-based settlements, which could have included an emphasis on fish-
ing and hunting waterfowl. Furthermore, there is excellent evidence that
several centuries later the village at Terremote-Tlaltenco was specializing
in the production of baskets and woven mats made from the reeds and
rushes surrounding their island.

It is obvious that for those communities, agricultural land was more
limited than for their lakeshore or inland neighbors yet more productive
because of a shallow water table. Because of their circumstances, their
subsistence base included quantities of fish, turtles, and ducks and other
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waterfowl, in addition to agricultural produce such as maize, beans, and
squash. Working on the assumption that the island villages were agricul-
wurally self-sufficient units, the question can be raised, Where did they
obtain sufficient land to grow their crops? The answer may be that they
created it out of the marshlands surrounding their communities by build-
ing small raised fields and draining some marsh areas by digging small
drainage canals. Those activities would have been limited in scope and
complexity, yet precursors to the extensive system of raised agricultural
fields (chinampas) in the southern lake area created nearly 2,500 years
later by the Aztecs.

Morelos

Empbhasis to this point has been on the Basin, the area of central Mexico
that has received the greatest amount of archaeological research. How-
ever, the optimal conditions for early agriculture in central Mexico are
found not in the Basin but across the mountains to the south, in the
hot, well-watered, subtropical river valleys of Puebla, Morelos, and Guer-
rero. A greater abundance of Preclassic agricultural villages occurs in
those regions, and it is conceivable that future research will demonstrate
that agricultural village life began earlier there than in the higher and
cooler altitudes of the Basin. Although the archaeological data from those
areas are presently limited, they do provide some types of information
unattainable beneath the concrete streets and urbanization now covering
the Basin.

The Early Preclassic villages in the state of Morelos, directly south of
the Basin, are of particular interest for mirroring so closely the lifeways
and burial patterns of Tlatilco. Because of those strong similarities, some
form of social integration between the regions can be hypothesized. The
majority of the Morelos villages occur along the river valleys in the water-
rich western two-thirds of the state. There, they sit on natural terraces
above areas of river bottomland of sufficient size for farming. A three-
tiered hierarchy of settlements occurs in every valley system: one large
village, several smaller villages, and numerous hamlets. That distribution
suggests each valley held a minor chiefdom focused on the largest village,
the chiefly “center” for exchange and redistribution activities. In the
villages and hamlets in all those valleys, the grave goods placed with
burials are nearly identical to those of Tlatilco, and the pottery and
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figurines (see Fig. 3.1) follow the identical evolutionary sequence. Very
minor variations in the ceramics sometimes occur from valley to valley,
but most of those may be attributable to the artistic licenses taken by the
potters at each production village. The earlier discussion of lifeways and
rituals depicted by figurines at Tlatilco applies equally well to the agri-
cultural societies of Morelos.

Pottery and “Ethnicity”

While the pattern of ceramic similarities between Tlatilco, the western
Basin, and villages in Morelos is remarkable, the distribution of that
pattern is otherwise restricted and does not occur with the villages in
Puebla, Guerrero, nor even at sites within the eastern Basin such as
Zohapilco. To be sure, across central Mexico there are some ceramic
similarities on a general level. Most regional pottery assemblages from
the central highlands south to Guatemala include differentially fired
vessels, flat-bottomed bowls with iconographic motifs incised on their
vertical or out-slanting sides, and baby-faced figurines. However, nearly
all such objects appear to have been locally produced and occur together
with vessels and figurines that are regionally distinct. Furthermore, while
some iconographic motifs decorating the pottery are shared with other
regions, many are locally idiosyncratic. Although it does not seem illogi-
cal that societies settled along the rivers of Puebla or Guerrero might
utilize a somewhat different pottery assemblage than that found at Tla-
tilco, it is perhaps more difficult to fathom why Tlatilco and the Basin’s
western villages had closer ceramically expressed links to distant villages
over the mountains to the south in Morelos but few apparent ties to
their more immediate neighbors in the southeastern Basin. The red-on-
brown stirrup-spout bottles and similar exotic vessels, which brought
early fame to Tlatilco and which seem to occur in even greater numbers
in Morelos, have never been found across the Basin at sites such as
Zohapilco. Why? Here the analogy already presented concerning colored
ribbons and clothing as ethnic markers may be relevant again. We can
speculate that the highland societies purposely created and maintained
certain ceramic similarities and differences to mark themselves as separate
from “others.” Although the western and eastern areas of the Basin were
in all probability on friendly terms and continually involved in economic
interactions, the societies in those two regions perceived the need to
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express their separateness symbolically by maintaining two relatively dis-
tinctive ceramic assemblages.2 While the western Basin villages appear to
have been maintaining a “ceramic” affiliation with villages to the south
in Morelos, Zohapilco’s pottery seems to suggest ties with villages in the
Izucar de Matamoros Valley of western Puebla (e.g., the site of Las
Bocas), to the southeast.

Religion

Although it is impossible to accurately ascertain the religious notions
held by the Early Preclassic societies in the central highlands, some
inferences can be drawn from the archaeological data and in particular
from the recurring iconographic motifs found on Early Preclassic pottery.
Whereas many past and current reconstructions of Preclassic lifeways
have treated those motifs primarily as indicative of “influences” emanat-
ing from the Olmec culture of Mexico’s Gulf Coast (see Bibliographic
Essay in this chapter), it is more appropriate to consider them for the
basic meanings they may have held for the villagers who utilized that
pottery (see also Marcus and Flannery, Chap. 8 of this volume).

Various motifs seem idiosyncratic to particular regions, whereas others
occur widely. Prominent among those latter designs are (as named by
archaeologists) the “were-jaguar,” “fire serpent,” and “paw-wing” motifs,
each always rendered abstractly. There seems little question that those
motifs symbolize supernatural spirits or forces and not gods. Each super-
natural mentioned seems to characterize a different realm of the cosmos:
the earth’s surface, the sky above it, and an infraworld beneath it.?
Perhaps the most common motif is the “fire serpent,” abstractly repre-
sented in side view by a few features of its head: flamelike eyebrows
above an upper mandible (Fig. 3.2, left). Rather than being “serpent,” it
is actually a legged crocodile-like being. In one aspect (with the paw
motif, Fig. 3.3a) it is associated with the surface of the earth, and in
another (with the wing motif, Fig. 3.3b) with the upper world above that

2 In his classic study Political Systems of Highland Burma (1965:86), social anthropologist E. R. Leach
described this as a “paradox,” noting that “every social group that is to continue as a group must
at one and the same time emphasize its difference from other like groups and yet maintain
alliances with these other contrasted parties.”

3 The identification of such structures at San José Mogote, Oaxaca (see Marcus and Flannery, chap.
8, this volume), suggests they may have been present, but undiscovered, in other regions of
Mesoamerica as well.
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Figure 3.2. Crocodilian supernatural, Tlapacoya, showing both the *“fire serpent”
profile view (/f?) and the frontal “were jaguar” image (right).
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Figure 3.3. Paw and wing motifs, Tlatilco: (a): Crocodilian supernatural with
paw motif; (b): Crocodilian supernatural with wing motif. Shading added on
the paw-motif representation to highlight features.

surface. Those same aspects can also be represented by a paw or wing
symbol alone. A third motif, often called the “were-jaguar” (Fig. 3.2,
right), is actually a frontal image of the fire serpent’s open maw. For
millennia most Mesoamerican societies believed that the major supernat-
ural forces associated with rain and crop fertility resided in the infraworld
beneath the earth, a realm accessible through caves or fissures in the
earth, or by passing below the surface of bodies of water. The fire
serpent’s cavernous mouth (often containing a motif of crossed bands)
symbolizes that opening to the infraworld.
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A fish or sharklike supernatural, denizen of the watery infraworld, is
frequently represented but usually in a highly “collapsed” or reduced
abstraction as an empty U-shaped element within a crosshatched back-
ground (Fig. 3.4a). From more complete images it is known that the
blank U-shaped motif is the eye of that aquatic supernatural (Fig. 3.4b).
A few centuries later, the sharklike supernatural and its abstract represen-
tations had demonstrable associations with bloodletting, the drawing of
one’s own blood for ritual purposes. That symbolism may also have been
true during the Early Preclassic. There is evidence at Tlatilco and else-
where to indicate that some males in the Early Preclassic societies of
central Mexico ritually bled themselves (often from the groin area) using
a variety of sharp instruments, including sharks’ teeth. Although rituals
involving human sacrifice may also have been carried out, the data on
that are more equivocal.

Public Architecture

While various public and religious ritual activities may have been carried
out in special houselike structures that served ceremonial purposes, such
specific buildings have not yet been identified at central highland village
sites. In fact, very few Early Preclassic sites there contain raised platforms
or mounds classifiable as public architecture. Whether the clay-surfaced
platforms at Tlatilco fall within the category of “public architecture” is
uncertain. However, several villages in Morelos and Guerrero do exhibit
public architecture. Two that became major centers later in the Preclassic
merit initial mention here.

Chalcatzingo, the largest Early Preclassic settlement in the Amatzinac
Valley of far eastern Morelos, marks the known eastern extent of villages
utilizing the “Tlatilco” ceramic assemblage. Though not a large settle-
ment in comparison with villages in the valleys to the west, Chalcatzingo
contained public architecture, a characteristic not yet found among those
western villages. This implies that the Amatzinac valley chiefdom cen-
tered at Chalcatzingo was somehow special. Two probable public struc-
tures were discovered during excavations at Chalcatzingo, but neither

4 The generalized interpretation presented here is based on the motifs as utilized across all of Early
Preclassic Mesoamerica. Some of the basic concepts were published in Grove, “Torches, Knuckle
Dusters, and the Legitimization of Formative Period Rulership” (1987). Because of obvious re-
gional variations in motifs, the slighdy different interpretation proposed by Marcus and Flannery
(Chap. 8, this volume) for Oaxaca may certainly be valid for that region.
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Figure 3.4. Sharklike supernarurals, La Bocas, Puebla. (a): abstracted motif; (b):
entire supernatural. Shading has been added to highlight features.

could be adequately explored. The first is a 2-meters-tall earthen platform
mound faced with a thin coating of mud plaster. It represents the earliest
construction stage of a massive public mound which by soo B.C. was 4
meters tall and extended 70 meters in length. The second example, in a
different area of the village, may be either public architecture or the
raised substructure for the residence of a high-ranking personage. It is a
stone-faced rectangular platform, 1 meter in height.

An Early Preclassic village exhibiting a very different and unusual form
of public architecture is Teopantecuanitlin, a recently discovered site in
the mountains of Guerrero, about 100 miles southwest of Chalcatzingo.
There the public construction is a large clay-faced sunken patio, whose
earliest building phase is dated c. 1400~900 B.C; it is unique in Meso-
america at that time period. Even before the discovery of Teopantecuan-
itlin, scholars recognized that precocious and elaborate figurines and
ceramic vessels had been created by the Early Preclassic farming societies
living along the river valleys that cut through the arid mountainous
Pacific slopes of Guerrero. Nevertheless, scholars tended to attribute
Guerrero’s developments to “influences” from central or southeastern
Mexico. Teopantecuanitlin’s unique public architecture suggests that the
precocity exhibited in Guerrero was independently developed by its in-
digenous societies rather than externally inspired.

THE NEW ELITE (90oo—500 B.C.)

From 900 to 500 B.C. was a time during which population continued to
increase rapidly, villages became larger and more numerous, and regions
of poorer agricultural potential, such as the northern and eastern areas of
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the Basin, became settled. Those changes took place in spite of drier than
“normal” conditions and a continued declining lake level in the Basin.
We may suppose that the growth of population and increasing number
of farming villages across central Mexico were accompanied by an in-
crease in local chiefdoms and thus even further alliances, more complex
exchange networks, and increased competition for natural resources and
nonlocal commodities. It is clear that on the village level, chiefly and
élite rank rapidly increased in importance.

Chiefly and élite positions are generally insecure and can be ephem-
eral. Village chiefs and élite must constantly communicate their status
and affirm their power by various means, including the acquisition,
control, and display of scarce “exotic” objects or materials, and by gen-
erosity and gifts to their “clientele.” To the ancient Mesoamericans the
most valued of such commodities were jadeite and greenstone. In Middle
Preclassic village societies a common means by which chiefs and other
individuals of high rank proclaimed their special social position was
through their possession of and adornment with jadeite jewelry. From
our understanding of chiefdoms in other world-areas, we can presume
that the chiefs themselves probably obtaine