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La Quemacla, a Monument on the Mesoamerican rronticr
Ben A. Nelson, Arizona State Un/’vcrsftg

HE FIRST SPANIARDS

to visit Zacatecas in the
mid-sixteenth century encoun-
tered peoples whom they called
Zacatecos and Guachichiles.
These hunter-gatherers appar-
ently lived quite differently from
those who had occupied the re-
gion before them. They moved
among hundreds of villages,
abandoned centuries earlier, that
lay in ruins around the ancient
Malpaso Valley ceremonial cen-
ter of La Quemada (A.D. 500-
900). The population of the val-
ley in the 10-km by 12-km seg-
ment where settlements were
clustered may have included
2,000 to 8,000 people (reaching a
peak, especially in the ceremonial

The massive scale of La Quemada’s terraced compounds dwarfs two visitors. Recent research is pro-
viding new insights into regional systems on the Northern Frontier of Mesoamerica that also have
implications for the American Southwest.

center, at feast times). Some
scholars view La Quemada as the
capital of a state, whereas most in
this issue of Archaeology Southwest are more comfortable conceiving of it as chiefdom-like. Contrasting patterns in archi-
tecture and mortuary treatment suggest that social power was deliberately masked. Ongoing research will allow archae-
ologists to understand the nature of the place in its own terms. Other settlement clusters around major ceremonial centers,
such as Alta Vista, probably had comparable populations, but none seems dramatically larger than that in the Malpaso
Valley.

We do not know what the frontier people called themselves or their massive monument — a rocky hilltop covered with
temples, altars, pyramids, ballcourts, and staircases. How do we account for the presence of this imposing creation in a
desert inhabited in historic times by hunter-gatherers?

Many distinguished archaeologists have studied L.a Quemada and its possible links to other regions. Quite reasonably,
several have assumed that it was contemporaneous with one of the major capitals of central Mexico, such as Teotihuacan
(A.D. 150-600) or the Toltec center of Tula (A.D. 900-1150), and that agents of those empires must have had a hand in its
development. Colonists may have come to trade for turquoise from the American South-
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Previous researchers have
suggested that, as an imperial
outpost, La Quemada would
have been the administrative
center of an isolated colony,
dependenton its economic ties
to a foreign sponsor. Civilized
immigrants would have man-
aged the center, creating
wealth by exploiting local ag-
ricultural land, mineral re-
sources, and commoners.
These scholars have posited
various reasons for why the site
was abandoned, including:
imperial sponsorship was
withdrawn; the demand for

2} GUADIANA BRANCH

T,
2, CHALCHIHUITES
\

Alta Vista

g SUCHIL BRANCH
. CHALCHIHUITES
2

Pacific
Ocean

4 La Quemada

\

MALPASO-JUCHIPILA

ZzZ—

\ Guadalajara

s
) Lake Chapala
e ——
0 100 Mi Lake Cuitzeo
Lake Pétzcuaro &

e ——
0 100 Km

The Malpaso Valley is one of a series of upland valleys that made up
the Northern Frontier during the period from A.D. 400 to 1540. La
Quemada was occupied for only part of that time.

occupational visits are made
to the site for ritual activities.
The main occupation was too
early for LLa Quemada to have
been a Toltec site. People on
the frontier apparently in-
vented colonnaded halls, per-
haps as early as A.D. 550. The
frontier, rather than being
“civilized” by the Mesoameri-
can core, instead provided in-
novative input to civilization.

This chronological re-
alignment fits with the infer-
ence that La Quemada was
not isolated, but was instead
part of a network of interact-

minerals declined; the popu-
lation grew too large; or environmental conditions wors-
ened, either naturally or due to human impacts.

The articles in this issue contain new information and
do not support most of these previous views. It now seems
more accurate to think of La Quemada as a monument
built by a local group that interacted intensively with its
environment and with other similar groups in the region.
Migration, mineral exploitation, and trade remain impor-
tant topics, yet archacologists now see La Quemada as a
regionally connected component of a secondary Meso-
american core that formed on the Northern Frontier dur-
ing the middle Classic and Epiclassic periods (see timeline
on page 6). The monument, rather than being a garrison
for foreign forces, may have been a statement of regional
autonomy, weaving together the principles of cosmology,
life and death, and local political power.

“When?” is a fundamental question; an imperial out-
post should be contempo-

raneous with its imperial
sponsor. We now see that
La Quemada was not a

Steve Northup

Toltec period site, as one
might think, since colon-
naded halls are a marker
for that period in central
Mexico. We found no ce-
ramics or figurines of
Postclassic style at the site.
Ceramics and radiocarbon
dates confirm that it was
founded in the early A.D.
500s, that the main occu-
pation ended by A.D. 900,
although, even today, post-

The Hall of Columns adjoins a large, open space at the lowest portion
of the site. Other public architecture in the vicinity includes an I-shaped
ballcourt and the massive Cuartel.

ing polities. Ancient architects
used widespread Mesoamerican cosmological and astro-
nomical concepts in laying out the site and the road sys-
tem. Peer polities controlled the Chalchihuites, Bolafios,
Juchipila, and Altos regions. This may not sound surpris-
ing, butitis actually a major reconceptualization. We now
recognize the frontier as a developmental sphere of its own,
rather than a collection of isolated, sequentially occupied
outposts dependent on imperial direction.

Several new studies suggest production was oriented
to local consumption. A colonial administrative center
should have lapidary and ceramic workshops, mineral
stockpiles, and finished products of precious stones. Tur-
quoise is fairly rare at LLa Quemada and much rarer than
at many sites in the American Southwest. We found two
turquoise tesserae (small mosaic pieces), two pendants, and
a disc; another archaeologist found one turquoise-and-
pyrite-encrusted plaque from the acropolis at La Quemada.
Shell is scarce, yet indicates
a wide span of contacts.
Strazicich finds indications
in her study of pseudo-
cloisonné ceramics that lo-
cal specialists manufac-
tured these fancy wares.
Millhauser and Kantor,
however, find no evidence
for specialized obsidian or
other lithic production at
La Quemada. Millhauser
found only three obsidian
blades; elsewhere in Meso-
america, blades are associ-
ated with specialized pro-
duction and exchange.
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Most obsidian comes from northern and western Mexican
sources; as Darling concludes, I.a Quemada drew widely,
but not extensively, on major exchange networks of
Mesoamerica. Exotic objects were known at La Quemada,
yet were not of major economic importance.

Who was in control? Standard Mesoamerican indices
of eliteness do not seem applicable to La Quemada. There
1s no obvious palace. We have encountered almost no buri-
als with significant grave goods. Exotic ceramics, filed teeth,
and high-cost personal adornments are absent or exceed-
ingly rare. Studies of resource consumption show that the
occupants of LLa Quemada were better off than people at
other sites and that households in the monumental core of
La Quemada were yet more privileged. Darling and
Millhauser conclude that La Quemada contains higher per-
centages of obsidian, especially exotic obsidian, than
smaller villages, confirming our intersite predictions. Simi-
larly, Elliott’s fuel wood analysis shows significant intersite,
but not intrasite, differences. Turkon, however, demon-
strates that plant foods and food-preparation implements
do follow the anticipated intrasite patterning. Eliteness was
subtly expressed, possibly suppressed, and was not con-
nected with foreignness.

Those in control were interested in symbolism inte-
grating life, death, and landscape domination. They se-
lected a natural monument as the site of their sacred cen-
ter. Ancient roads crossed the Malpaso Valley, connecting
uninhabited high spots and converging on L.a Quemada.
A multitude of disarticulated human skeletons were kept
at the site, both above and below ground. Most of the bones
are skulls and long bones — left suspended from the roof
beams of the temple on Terrace 18 and on the exteriors of
some residences, piled in the Hall of Columns, sitting on
staircases, and shallowly buried near the Cuartel. Smaller
bones such as fingers, ribs, and vertebrae were found dis-
carded in middens. We have rejected the hypothesis that
these skeletons resulted from a devastating final attack, af-
ter finding disarticulated human bones throughout some
middens, which probably took centuries to form. Ancestor
veneration, including the retention of ancestral bones, is
well documented among native peoples in the region. Perez
discusses evidence of bone modification that may imply
such practices. Wells indicates that the site may have served
different social constituencies in the valley. Perhaps valley
residents preserved the bodies of their deceased relatives
as well as selected powerful enemies. Analogous with Az-
tec practices, some of the bones could represent warfare
and human sacrifice; Chamberlin finds that in Colonial
times, 600 to 700 years after the abandonment of L.a Que-
mada, conflict was pervasive.

Could frontier conflict have stemmed from changes
in the environment, due either to atmospheric phenom-
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Monumental architecture enhanced and transformed the naturally
protected ridge. The terraced hill slopes below contained residences
and smaller-scale versions of the central ballcourt, pyramid, sunken
courtyard, and ceremonial hall.

ena or human impacts? Elliott’s study of wood charcoal
suggests a markedly more forested regime than today, yet
no depletion of pines or oaks. We plan to collect more data
to compare the alluvial and vegetative histories of the Mal-
paso Valley with those of the Tarascan-area lakes to the
south and of the Hohokam streams and west Texas playas
to the north. Cycles of Mesoamerican urbanism may have
affected huge territories, changing the mix of political and
ecological issues confronted by local populations. The wave
of growth on the Northern Frontier from A.D. 500 to 900
may represent adaptive radiation based on intensified cul-
tivation. Is it coincidental that a similar development fol-
lowed farther north, in the American Southwest?

We conclude that ancient architects designed La Que-
mada to memorialize a powerful local people and a re-
gionally important place, not a foreign imperial regime.
Rather than merely serving distant capitals, prehispanic
peoples in the Epiclassic Northern Frontier had their own
histories, internal politics, and regional organization, cre-
ating new Mesoamerican practices and borrowing ancient
ones. The presence of turquoise suggests contacts with the
Pueblo region, and certain ceramic motifs indicate a
Hohokam influence. Further study of L.a Quemada will
allow us to better understand the common and divergent
elements of cultural change in ancient Mesoamerica and
the American Southwest.

Winter 2002
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Steve Northup

Human ]mpacts on the Ancient E_rx.vironment
Michelle Y. [ lliott, Arizona State (/lnivcrsiiy

L THOUGH VERDANT after a productive rainy

season, the Malpaso Valley is generally character-
ized by scattered patches of scrub, cactus, dried grasses,
and exposed soil. Encountering this inhospitable land-
scape, a visitor might find it hard to believe that between
A.D.500 and 900, Mesoamerican settlements of grand scale
flourished in the valley. Based on archaeological evidence,
we know that, like their modern counterparts, prehispanic
farmers made a living from planting fields of maize and
beans and that the locations of prehispanic agricultural
fields were probably very close to those of modern fields.
Despite these similar land-use strategies, it is important to
ask if the Malpaso Valley of 1,500 years ago resembled what

firewood, rather than from support posts or roof beams.
Because firewood, unlike wood used in construction, was
burned and disposed of on a daily basis, this means the
trash deposits contain a constantly updated record of the
available trees.

To recover the charcoal for this study, a process called
flotation was used. This involved collecting samples of dirt
from trash piles and running them through a device that
uses water agitation to separate the small seeds and char-
coal fragments from the dirt. This method provides a more
representative collection of charcoal, because it recovers
many pieces of wood that would have been too small to
have been noticed — and collected — during excavation.

Vegetation change in the valley appears to date to Colonial times. Evi-

dence indicates that this area was forested during La Quemada’s occupa-
tion.

is there today. If not, what did the prehispanic landscape
look like, and further, what caused it to change?

One way to answer these questions is through the study
of prehistoric charcoal. Although many people are famil-
iar with dendrochronology — the use of tree rings for dat-
ing archaeological sites — many do not realize that charred
firewood can also provide information about the prehis-
toric environment. A specialist can determine what type of
plant even a tiny piece of charcoal came from. When large
quantities of wood fragments from one or many sites are
analyzed this way, archaeologists can determine what types
of trees the inhabitants preferred to use for fuel and in what
general proportions they were used.

The charcoal studied at La Quemada came from trash
piles at the site. It was probably left over from prehistoric

Our research suggests that the Malpaso Valley may
have been at least partially covered by a forest com-
posed of juniper, pine, and oak. The inhabitants of the
valley also had access to trees like willow and cotton-
wood. These riparian trees would have grown on the
banks of the Malpaso River, the valley’s primary drain-
age. The prehistoric inhabitants probably gathered this
wood while they cleared the floodplain for agricultural
fields. Interestingly, very little mesquite was found in
the trash pits. Its absence suggests that either people
preferred not to use this wood for fuel or, more likely,
the thorn scrub found in the valley today was not
present to the same extent in prehistory.

It is possible that, during the Spanish Colonial
period (A.D. 1520-1821), the introduction of domestic
animals such as cows, pigs, and sheep disturbed the
landscape enough to allow the thorny brush and cac-
tus to flourish in the valley. Another important obser-
vation is that the percentages of the types of wood used
at La Quemada did not change significantly through time
— indicating the inhabitants were able to obtain the types
of firewood they preferred for several hundred years.

All this evidence suggests that the environment of the
Malpaso Valley was very different in prehistory than it is
today. Great portions of it, especially the now-deforested
mountain sides, were probably covered with pine and oak.
There was a more extensive riparian environment around
the river. Thorny brush was probably much less prevalent.
Historic accounts written by Spaniards at the beginning
of the Colonial period indicate that the areas in and around
the Malpaso Valley had abundant sources of timber. It was
only when silver mining became important that massive
deforestation occurred, as wood was consumed for smelt-
ing the metal.
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Fatios and | a demada’s I‘linterland Settlements

C/wr/cs D. Trom[)o/d, Wash/ngton Un/’versity

ATIOS WERE THE FOCUS of a

great deal of community activity
throughout Mesoamerica, although their
form and function varied considerably. Be-
cause they appear to have been used by lin-
eages or extended families, patios are use-
ful to archaeologists for reconstructing
community organization.

The vast majority of habitation sites
in the Malpaso Valley are organized around
one or more square sunken patios. We as-
sumed that the raised platforms that bound
the four sides of a patio were constructed
as an integral unit during a single build-
ing period. However, excavations at two La
Quemada hinterland sites in 1986 and
1999 showed that the patio area was first
delineated and that individual rectangu-
lar platforms were then constructed at car-
dinal points. These initial platforms con-
tinued to be elaborated and expanded un-
til the patio was completely enclosed. Evi-
dence from one of the sites showed that,
until the final construction phase, access could be gained
from one patio to another by means of narrow passages
between platforms. These passages were later sealed.

Another important aspect of patios is their axial ori-
entation. At the two excavated sites, primary structures were
built on the northern and southern sides of the patio. Both
investigated patios also have prominent structures on their
western sides, and a square altar was placed where the
north-south and east-west axes intersected at the center of
the patio. In both cases the northern structure was a char-
nel house —a structure in which human remains were pre-
served and displayed. A second charnel house occurred on
the western side of the patio at one site.

"Two architectural characteristics found at both sites
may indicate functional or chronological differences. The
first is platform shape and elevation. At one site, platforms
were rectangular and raised approximately 1 m above the
patio floor. These were constructed primarily for single-
unit houses. A different platform type was found at the
other site. These are termed “winged” platforms because
of their distinctive frontal-lateral extensions that face the
patio. They are lower and appear to have been designed
more for ceremonial than domestic use. Another architec-
tural feature shared by both sites was upright parallel stone

A patio complex in the monumental core of La Quemada, viewed from the north. A pyra-

mid dominates the northern side of the sunken patio, an altar adorns the center, and a large
ceremontal structure opens onto the patio walkway from the eastern side. The latter struc-
ture is probably a wooden-columned version of the Hall of Columns, barely visible below
(upper lefi-hand corner of photo). The patio complex is the fundamental unit of habitation
at La Quemada and elsewhere in the valley, as described here.

rows that supported slab-lined floors. This technique now

appears to have been widespread, ranging from the lower
Bolafios basin to Cerro del Huistle in northern Jalisco.

The similarities in patio orientation and axial align-

ment suggest a relatively homogeneous ceremonialism

throughout the region. Likewise, the presence of promi-

nently located char-
nel houses indicates
an emphasis on spe-
cific mortuary prac-
tices. Architectural
differences among
the hinterland sites
may mean that the
population of the val-
ley was socially strati-
fied and grouped into
politically semi-au-
tonomous villages.
The final construc-
tion phase at one site
restricted access both
among and within
patio sectors.

HAE. WORK REFORTED

in this issue has been con-
ducted with the permission of the
Consejo Nacional de Arqueologia.
Most of the contributors are mem-
bers of the La Quemada-Malpaso
Valley Project, which began at the
State University of New York at
Buffalo in 1987 and has been based
at Arizona State University since
1995. The project has enjoyed a
beneficial collaboration with the
Proyecto La Quemada of the Mexi-
can Instituto Nacional de An-
tropologia e Historia. Charles
Trombold and Andrew Darling
have conducted projects of their
own.

Winter 2002

Arc}']aeologg Sou’cl'\wes’c

Fage 5

UOS|aN Y ueg



Fotterg and the Social Microcosm
FE. Christian Wells, Arizona State Un/’vcrsity

A QL\EMADA WAS a major force in the cultural
evolution of the Northern Frontier of Mesoamerica

and may have had close ties to groups in central Mexico
and the American Southwest. However, despite its regional

To test this for La Quemada, I analyzed the chemical
composition of incised-engraved pottery from the Malpaso
Valley using scanning-electron microscopy to study the ce-
ramic paste. To determine where pottery was manufac-

importance, little is

known about the
people who inhab-
ited the site. Because
of its relative inac-
cessibility and high
walls, the site has of-
ten been described as
a hilltop fortress or
garrison that was de-

An example of an incised-engraved sherd

from La Quemada.

signed to thwart ad-
vances by hostile
groups from the
north. In addition to its defensive qualities, recent investi-
gations at the site and its environs have revealed it was also
a significant ceremonial center where rituals were per-
formed by different peoples living in the valley.

Like other centers in Northwest Mexico, La Quemada
was occupied for only a few centuries. A dynamic social
climate was created by population migrations involving
local groups and perhaps other peoples displaced by the
fall of the great city of Teotihuacan in central Mexico. One
likely result of these population movements was that La
Quemada formed as a “social microcosm,” a condensed
symbolic representation of social relations that express ide-
alized concepts about the ways in which people believe
relations exist or should exist. Social microcosms incorpo-
rate a diversity of distinct social segments, such as people
of different ethnicity, class, or social standing. One example
of a social microcosm can be found among the contempo-
rary Huichol of highland western Mexico, where elected
officials from different parts of the region conduct pilgrim-
ages to ceremonial centers at certain times of the year and

tured in the valley, I com-
pared my results to an-
other chemical study on
local clays. I found that ce-
ramics were made in at
least two villages. I looked
at the distribution of each
village’s pottery in cer-
emonial and residential
areas at La Quemada and
found the ceramics from
different parts of the cer-
emonial areas at La Que-
mada all came from the
same village, while the ce-
ramics from the residential
zone came from different
villages.

This pattern could in-
dicate that the residents of
La Quemada were mem-
bers of social groups in the
valley that represented
their constituencies in
civic or ceremonial activi-
ties at the site — similar to
practices among the
Huichol of today. There-
fore, the results of this re-
search suggest that social
microcosms may have
been a useful way to orga-
nize ceremonial centers in
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| a Qucmac!a’s Fseuc}o~Cloisonné Tra&ition

Nicola M. Strazicich, Seattle, Washfngfon

SEUDO-CLOISONNE. DECORATED ceramics
with intricate inlay designs that depict scenes of Me-

soamerican ceremonialism are unique among La

Quemada’s rich ceramic corpus. New clues about the tech-

s Mexico
na State Univcrsfty

in Mexico are property of the Repub-
the Instituto National de Antropologia
na, President of the Consejo Nacional
Muriel, the National Coordinator of
e by seeing to the evaluation of permit
vith an INAH colleague in Zacatecas,
administrative guidance has added im-
 his research on regional interaction,
1ins and overseen the creation of one of
s. Arizona State University maintains a
nd the collections are processed there
ve had seven field seasons interspersed
of up to 11 graduate students and 50

a, by other researchers, include:

tos de pueblos en la frontera septentrional
imdo Marquez-Miranda, pp. 62-82, Madrid.
irles Kelley

ical Implications of a Mesoamerican Cer-
cer. American Antiquity 47:326-335.

19:55-80.
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ica: The Archacology of West and Northwest
sorenstein, pp. 155-180. University of Utah
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1y, edited by T. K. Earle and J. E. Ericson,

niques used by Meso-
american potters to cre-
ate the elaborate decora-
tion come from analyses
of the mineral composi-
tion in the pseudo-
cloisonné pigments. To
meet the technical chal-
lenge of creating inlay
designs in a ceramic me-
dium, artisans first
coated fired cups and
bowls with a mixture of
clay blended with finely
ground minerals and di-
atomite.

Diatomite, an ex-
tremely fine-grained,
highly absorbent sedi-
ment composed of the
skeletal remains of mi-
croscopic plants, likely
enhanced the elasticity
necessary for the base
coating to retain its form
when carved. Ilmenite,
an iron-rich mineral,
gives the base coating its
characteristic muted
black color. Elaborate
designs depicting hu-
man figures in cloaks
and headdresses, styl-
ized birds, and geomet-
ric motifs were carved
into the base coat with
precisely beveled edge
cuts. Areas to be filled
with colored pigment
were hollowed out,
packed with ground cal-
cite, and capped with
finely ground mineral
pigments in an astonish-

Pseudo-cloisonné decorated copa (cup) fragments from La Quemada.

Geometric and figural motifs were carved into the black base coating
that frames the design.

ing array of greens, yellows, and reds. The green pigments
typically include celadonite, a green micaceous mineral that
forms in basalts. Goethite and limonite, both iron-rich min-
erals, were used for yellow, and hematite or, less often, rutile
mixed with clay minerals was used for red. Mixing the col-
ored minerals with varying proportions of white calcite
achieved paler hues. Clay was blended in small amounts
with the colored minerals as a binding ingredient. It is
possible organic compounds such as resin were also used
as binders, though such substances have not survived in
detectable amounts. Once applied, the decoration remained
unfired.

Pseudo-cloisonné ceramics were widely used through-
out northern and western Mexico between A.D. 400 and
900, yetitis unclear where the pottery was made and deco-
rated. No workshops have been identified, to date, even
though researchers believe highly skilled potters must have
produced pseudo-cloisonné wares. In addition to their tech-
nical expertise, these artisans had to possess the esoteric
knowledge necessary to depict social and religious themes
in a ceramic medium.

Several lines of evidence suggest pseudo-cloisonné ves-
sels were manufactured at La Quemada. Chemical analy-
ses indicate many of La Quemada’s pseudo-cloisonné deco-
rated vessels were made from local clay deposits. The
chemical “fingerprint” of the vessel bodies matches local
clay sources. The minerals used in the pseudo-cloisonné
decoration, while not directly linked to local mineral
sources, could have been acquired near La Quemada.
Celadonite, calcite, limonite, goethite, and hematite occur
naturally in the kinds of volcanic deposits on which La
Quemada is situated. This northern Mesoamerican center
may well have supported the artisans who produced these
sumptuously decorated wares.

Winter 2002
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Tl’]c Ci‘lalcl‘ii}'uuites Mines
\incent W. Schiavitti, Arizona State (/]n/versity

URING THE DRY SEASON about 1,500 years ago,
some people in the Chalchihuites area, about 150

km northwest of La Quemada, gathered outside their vil-
lages to prepare for work in the mines. The miners exca-
vated semiprecious blue-green stones, weathered chert, tur-
quoise, and soft rocks for the production of pigments.

Most of the mining in northern Mesoamerica occurred
in the Chalchihuites area, located in the mod-

e -

ern Mexican state of Zacatecas. For nearly 500 Top: Interior view of a Chalchihuites mine. Bottom: Characteristics of Chalchihuites

years, miners dug tunnels into the mineral de-
posits along the San Antonio and Colorado

river drainages. The foothills along the rivers
were pitted with an extensive tunnel system.
Steadily, the tailing piles outside the mine
entrances grew, as approximately 1,000,000 m*
of debris was excavated from the mines.
The Chalchihuites mines may have pro-
vided the Malpaso Valley with much of its pig-
ment and semiprecious stone resources.
Pseudo-cloisonné and other types of pottery
were crafted from yellow, red, green, pink, and
white pigments. Beads, mosaics, and other

mines: (a) strip mine; (b) shaft mine; (c) adit; (d) spoil pile; and (e) mineral deposits.

jewelry were manufactured from weathered

chert, blue-green stones, and turquoise. Chalchihuites
chiefs probably exchanged goods with leaders from La
Quemada and forged relationships that were sometimes
friendly, sometimes hostile.

The work was demanding and dangerous. The air in
the tunnels was stale and thick with black smoke from the
smoldering torches used for light. Miners chipped away at
the deposits, wary of cave-ins. Mining tools were simple,
yet effective. Wooden handles were wrapped around stone

CHPPCC] 5‘;0:’36 Arthcacts

[ oni M. K antor, (/[n/vcrsiiy ofF/'ttsbu::gk

HE IMPOSING ARCHITECTURE. of La Quemada and its mortuary dis-
plays, reflecting institutionalized violence, suggest the site was inhabited by an

elite with substantial power to mobilize resources. Analysis of lithic artifacts from La ———
Quemada, however, indicates elite control over resources did not extend to the manu-
facture of chipped stone tools. The chipped stone assemblage at the site overwhelm-
ingly consists of flakes — over 90 percent of which derive from rhyolite nodules —
suggesting that making and using chipped stone was highly informal and expedient.

maul heads weighing between two and three pounds. The
mauls were swung at the cave deposits as one might swing
a golf club.

In the Chalchihuites area, mining ceased at about A.D.
900. The deposits are still abundant and were never in dan-
ger of being exhausted. Perhaps the abandonment of neigh-
boring sites, such as L.a Quemada, caused the market for
Chalchihuites’ mineral products to dry up and broughtan
end to a once-vigorous economic activity.

Jean Bake

3em

Chipped stone tools from a midden associ-
ated with the monumental portion of La
Quemada.

Additionally, the distribution of chipped stone artifacts does not appear to have been restricted to certain areas of the site.

Instead, chipped stone tools were apparently manufactured throughout the site.
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POSSIBLE DIRECTIONS OF OBSIDIAN MOVEMENT

Movement of obsidian and prismatic blade technology
out from Central Mexido

[

MALPASO
VALLEY

ALTA VISTA
10 Direct procurement by the inhabitants

11 of the Malpaso Valley

4 Yucatan

Regional exchange within northwesterm Mexico

Malpaso \/a”eg Obsicjian
I xc ange

TLALTENANGO

| VALLEY \o

?

S otienned by N R Peninsula
Jo/m K. Millhauser, Arizona State (/ln/vcrsfiy W ey
Wes’t Mexico
ALUED FOR ITS EXTREMELY SHARF ? Mexico
FDGES, obsidian was traded, in the form of ) Mies .
both raw material and finished tools, throughout Kiometers - Heardand
Mesoamerica. The sources of obsidian are restricted : =
MEXICO

; ; OBSIDIAN SOURCES
to areas of recent volcanism. Since each source has a 6 San Juan de los Arcos, Jalisco
7 Zindparo/Cerro Vgrél, Michoacan
8 Ucareo, Michoacan
8 Sierra de Pachuca, Hidalgo
10 Unknown E
11 Unknown 1

1 Llano Grande/Cerro Navajas, Durango
2 Lalobera, Zacatecas

3 Huitzila, Jalisco
4
5

unique chemical signature that can be determined

Nochistlan, Zacatecas
Liano Grande, Jalisco

through chemical analysis, the origins of individual

artifacts can be determined accurately and inexpen-
sively. To study the ways in which the inhabitants of ~ Malpaso Valley obsidian procurement and exchange.

the Malpaso Valley engaged in obsidian trade, I con-

ducted neutron activation analysis on 121 obsidian artifacts from the Malpaso Valley under the supervision of Michael
Glascock at the University of Missouri Research Reactor.

The obsidian in the Malpaso Valley primarily comes from Nochistldn and two unknown sources (Unknown E and
Unknown 1). The low quality of the obsidian, the higher frequency of partially worked artifacts relative to finished tools,
and their near absence from collections in other nearby valleys suggest that these sources were directly exploited by the
inhabitants of the Malpaso Valley. Exchange with groups in the Tlaltenango Valley, 100 km to the southwest, is indicated
by 16 artifacts from the Huitzila and La Lobera sources. The 14 artifacts from the Zindparo and Cerro Vardl sources
indicate interaction with peoples from the Bajio region, 300 km to the southeast. More limited exchange with the inhabit-
ants of northern Jalisco is suggested by the presence of five artifacts from San Juan de los Arcos and Llano Grande. The
occurrence of one artifact in this Malpaso Valley assemblage from the Ucareo source and the previous identification of
obsidian from the Sierra de Pachuca source (which has a characteristic green color) indicate limited exchange with groups
in central Mexico. Finally, the absence of materials from Llano Grande/Cerro Navajas, Durango, which was a commonly
used source by the inhabitants of the site of Alta Vista, suggests that exchanges between Malpaso peoples and their north-

ern neighbors did not involve obsidian.

Food and Status in the

Malpaso \/a”cg
Faula D. T urkon, Arizona State Universitg

ONSTRUCTION OF MONUMENTAL architec-
ture at .a Quemada required substantial economic
means and social power that could only have been achieved
by an elite social group. However, throughout the Mal-
paso Valley, typical material markers of elite status are rare,
and high-status groups are difficult to identify. Since eth-
nographic studies demonstrate that elites often use foods
and related activities to acquire, mark, and maintain high
status, residues of food preparation and consumption can
provide useful indices of status differences. Food remains
from middens throughout L.a Quemada and at two outly-
ing sites provided data to examine the relationship between
social status and food in the Malpaso Valley.
Macrobotanical analysis shows that maize was the
primary food resource, consumed equally by all groups.

Morphological analysis of maize cobs, however, reveals that
elites had access to higher quality or different varieties of
maize. Other domesticated plant foods, such as squash and
beans, were encountered in all contexts, but were more
frequent in elite middens. Many wild plant foods were
found exclusively in elite middens. Elites clearly had a more
diverse diet than commoners.

The higher frequency of serving vessels in many elite
contexts suggests that elites were more concerned with the
visual presentation of food. Indices of ground stone, cook-
ing vessels, and food preparation waste suggest that elite
contexts were relatively less involved in food preparation.
However, two elite middens, one at La Quemada and one
at Los Pilarillos, had exceptionally high indices of both
food preparation and serving vessels. These data suggest
that some elites were involved in feasting, perhaps as a
way to display their status. They also suggest that there
were at least two types of elites. Together, these analyses
suggest that the manipulation of food-related behaviors
was one way in which social power was constructed on the
northern Mesoamerican frontier.

Winter 2002
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Warfare and Ritual in Northwest
Mexico

Matthew Chambcr//n, Arizona State (/lnivcrsity

| =] VIDENCFE FOR WARFARF . in the Southwest is vis-
ible in archaeological settlement patterns, burned
structures, warrior motifs in kiva murals and rock art, and

the treatment of human remains. Although comparable
archaeological coverage is lacking in Northwest Mexico,
Spanish accounts from the sixteenth and seventeenth cen-
turies repeatedly tell of warfare there as well. Large, well-
organized armies with complex armaments and military
tactics were arrayed against Spanish forces, and intertribal
warfare was observed in the states of Sonora, Sinaloa,
Durango, and Nayarit.

Intertribal warfare in Northwest Mexico was at differ-
ent scales. Formal combat between large forces was rela-
tively rare; intermittent feuds, raids, and ambushes may
have been more common. A goal of most warfare, how-
ever, was the acquisition of captives or “trophies”: enemy
skulls, scalps, human body parts. Warriors, priests, chiefs,
women, and children participated in elaborate ceremonies
where trophies were presented as offerings; ritually puri-
fied; worn as adornments; incorporated into dances, mock
warfare, and competitive games; consumed; and displayed
and accumulated in buildings and public places.

Lllustration from the Relacién de Michoacan. On the left, a Tarascan
paramount prepares his sons for battle. On the right, they attack a
town, clubbing the leader and taking prisoners.

Archaeologists usually explain warfare among small-
scale groups as the result of non-social causes — for in-
stance, environmental stress or competition over land and
resources. Warfare is viewed as incongruous with the nor-
mal way of things. However, the historic data show that
warfare was an important part of social and religious life
in Northwest Mexico. In warfare-related rituals, social roles
and statuses — including those of warriors, leaders, women,
and ritual specialists — were established and reaftirmed.
Both warfare and ritual were important avenues for indi-
viduals to enhance personal prestige and status within a
community. Warfare became an important condition for
these critical social processes and, through ritual, was in-
tegrated into the fabric of social life.

La Qpemada TooL]ncJucecJ Bone Alterations: Cut Mark

Digerences between [Juman and Animal Bones

\/cntura K Fcrcz, (/lnivcrsity ozf/\/[assackusctts, Arn/wrst

UT MARKS ON HUMAN and animal bones
from La Quemada were analyzed to identify the
types of lithic tools used and to infer behavioral and cul-
tural practices. The cut marks on most of the human re-
mains are highly variable, which is consistent with the use
of bifacially flaked stone tools or retouched opportunistic
blades. This is noteworthy because these tools are less ef-
fective for butchering. In contrast, the cut marks on fau-
nal bones are smooth and uniform, creating a distinct point.
This indicates unretouched blades or opportunistic flakes
were used. Another difference between the cut marks on
faunal and human materials is their maximum depth and
width. Those on the faunal material are, on average, twice
as deep and wide as those on the human remains.
The depth and width of the cut marks may be corre-
lated with the amount of soft tissue present at the time of

processing. The pressure
needed to slice through
the muscles and tendons : S e
Replica of a cut mark from an ep-
oxy resin cast. The convoluted na-
ture of a bifacial cutting edge, cir-
cumstances such as friction, and dy-
namic and static loading create the

would be proportionate to
their mass. This, in turn,
could translate to a deeper,
wider cut mark if the pro-
cessing tool' were to make uneven pasterning,
contact with the bone.
Therefore, it appears that not only were different tools used
to dismember humans and animals, but also the amount
of soft tissue present was significantly less on the majority
of human remains. These differences could have resulted
from animal bones being processed upon or immediately
after death, while most humans were processed only after
a period during which skeletization had occurred.
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]ntercu]tura‘ ]ntcraction and Exchange at La chmac’a
. Andrew Dar//ng, (aila River [ndian Community

l HE RISE. TO FOWFER of La Quemada as one of

the largest and architecturally most dramatic cen-
ters in Northwest Mexico parallels the emergence of other
contemporary centers in the region. These include such
sites as Alta Vista, El Teul, El Huistle, Las Ventanas, El
Pifon, and others in the Chalchihuites area and along the
northern tributaries of the Santiago River. At their height,
from the middle Classic to the early Postclassic period (circa
A.D. 500-1000), these local seats of administrative and re-
ligious leadership sustained a socioeconomic network rec-
ognized by some archaeologists as the Northern Interac-
tion Sphere. Interaction among these sociopolitical groups
included intermarriage, competition, political alliances,
religious observances, warfare, and trade. Contact with

Rainbow obsidian from
the La Lobera source,
Jalisco. This and other
obsidian from the south-
ern Sierra Madre Occi-
dental occurs at sites
dated A.D. 400-1540, in
the Tlaltenango, Bola-
7ios, Juchipila, and Mal-
paso river valleys.

Obsidiana Iridiscente
La Lobera, Jalisco

0 5cm

Mesoamerican core states outside the Northern Interac-
tion Sphere, however, appears to have been the exclusive
purview of regional priest-elites whose authority was mani-
fested at local centers, including La Quemada.
Mounting evidence suggests that La Quemada served
as a major node for integrating local and long-distance con-
tacts. Most prevalent are indicators of trade in finished

goods, such as decorated ceramics, and raw materials re-
quired for the production of high-status and religious
items. Worked shell from both coasts, paint pigments
thought to be from the Chalchihuites region, and turquoise
and obsidian from local and distant sources are found at
the site. Not surprisingly, most exchange appears to have
been restricted to the Northern Interaction Sphere. How-
ever, with obsidian, two patterns emerge: local acquisition
and trade, and long-distance exchange of prismatic blades
from sources to the south.

To supplement the supply of locally available, low-
quality volcanic glass, La Quemada’s inhabitants traded
for raw material and possibly finished tools from other
sources. This trade increased the diversity of obsidian at
the site to 19 chemically distinct sources or outcrops, un-
derscoring the importance of local networks and the piv-
otal role of sites like La Quemada in coordinating trade
and local production. Prismatic blades, however, were
manufactured by Mesoamerican specialists and were val-
ued for their sharpness, utility in bloodletting rituals, and
weaponry. At La Quemada, such blades accounted for less
than 1 percent of the obsidian artifacts examined. Never-
theless, blades found at La Quemada matched chemically
with the Pachuca source in Hidalgo and the La Joya source
in Jalisco — key sources near large Mesoamerican political
capitals. The occurrence of blades exclusively at centers in
the Northern Interaction Sphere suggests that a religious
elite may have sought this exotic good. However, the scar-
city of prismatic blades also implies that La Quemada and
portions of the Northern Interaction Sphere, even in their
heyday, remained relatively isolated from broader networks
of Mesoamerican production and exchange.
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SUSFECT THAT a number of

readers have wondered: Why does
this issue of Archaeology Southwest
venture so far afield? The simple an-
swer is: context.

I knew from the outset that La
Quemada lies outside the Center’s
area of direct research activity. How-
ever, I am also well aware of broad
Mesoamerican themes in Hohokam
and Ancestral Pueblo archaeology.
Ballcourts and pyrite mirrors in the
Hohokam area, colonnades in the
architecture at Chaco Canyon, and
some of the iconography of the
katsina cult are tangible reminders
of things that originated far to the
south. Less tangibly, the distribution

Miles

0 500
Kilometers

0 1000

Travel distance in ancient times is best thought about in terms of days
spent walking. Here it is assumed that someone departing from the
Phoenix area could cover 35 km (22 miles) per day as he or she headed

companying map.
They start in Phoe-
nix, the Hohokam
heartland and the
northern edge of the
Piman language
family. Checking
this map, I find it
very helpful to know
that some of the re-
search issues that
are very important
in the Center’s pri-
mary research area
require consider-
ation of places 40 or
more days’ travel
time to the south.
And speaking
of the Center’s pri-
mary research area,

of the Piman language group from .45

southern Arizona to just north of

Guadalajara may indicate a special interaction pattern in
the past or population movements in late prehistoric times
— or both. Issues such as these highlight the need to think
in terms of large spatial scales.

In our modern era, we have come to calculate travel
time in hours. For prehistoric times, travel distance for an
entire day is often estimated at 22 miles, or about 35 km.
While most face-to-face interaction in prehistoric times was
probably within a few days of one’s home village, it is clear
that special goods and ideas were able to move over much
larger distances. To help visualize long-distance interac-
tion I have placed a set of “distance markers” on the ac-

tle o B Decte

William H. Doelle
President & CEO
Center for Desert Archaeology

this issue of Archae-

ology Southwest has
helped us to reconsider some of the basic terms we use. We
will be dropping our references to “the Greater Southwest”
as our region of interest. Instead, we will use the terms
“American Southwest” and “Mexican Northwest.” Con-
sider first that from the perspectives of our Mexican col-
leagues, the Southwest is actually the Northwest. Second,
this issue of Archaeology Southwest underscores the impor-
tance of Mexico as an influence on prehistoric develop-
ments well into the modern United States. Cooperation
and effective communication between Mexican and Ameri-
can researchers will be essential if maximum understand-
ing of the past over this vast region is to be achieved.

back sight (bdk sit) n. 1. a
reading used by surveyors to
check the accuracy of their work.
2. an opportunity to refiect on and
evaluate the Center for Desert
Archaeology’s mission.
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