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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

 

 

Early Classic Social Transformations: 
Identity, Community, and Authority at Charco Redondo, Oaxaca, Mexico 

 

 

by 

 

Michelle Marie Butler 

 

Doctor of Philosophy, Graduate Program in Anthropology 
University of California, Riverside June 2018 

Dr. Wendy Ashmore, Chairperson 
 
 
 
 

 
 This dissertation is an examination of the entanglements between the people, 

objects, and practices that created an Early Classic (A.D. 250-500) communal mortuary 

space at Charco Redondo, in coastal Oaxaca, Mexico. The purpose of this project is two-

fold: to provide a comprehensive analysis of Early Classic mortuary practices at Charco 

Redondo and to explore the role of identity within a changing political landscape. Using a 

practice-based, comparative approach, I show how mortuary ritual continued the 

Formative Period tradition of communal burial but created distinct notions of identity 

within that space and altered how political authority was constituted.  



 ix 

 Individuals were discretely interred in a variety of positions, with a range of 

offerings and displayed kin-relatedness as determined through an intracemetery 

biodistance analysis. This is in contrast to Formative Period supradomestic internment 

practices, characterized by highly concentrated, disturbed burials and limited individual 

offerings. Changes in Early Classic burial practice are suggestive of a move towards 

indelibly marking one’s individual identity and position in the social hierarchy. 

Nonetheless, inhabitants continued to reference preexisting understandings of the world 

through collective burial. 

 During the Formative Period, political authority was constituted through 

communal ritual practices; practices that often entailed the muting of social inequalities. 

After the disintegration of the region’s tenuously centralized polity at the end of the 

Terminal Formative (AD 100-250), I argue that coastal elites engaged in trade relations, 

particularly with Teotihuacan, which led to new opportunities to enhance social status 

and express that identity in death. I consider how objects acquired through elite networks 

increased certain individuals’ authority, while at the same time, the reallocation of these 

objects in communal ritual and caches aided in normalizing new definitions of identity.  I 

conclude that changes in mortuary practice reflect ideological transformations in regards 

to identity, and that religious practice no longer constrained the expression of identity as 

it did in the previous Formative Period. This research contributes to discourses that view 

religious practice as crucial to political dynamics rather than epiphenomenal, as ritual is 

often a site through which power and identity are negotiated and contested at all levels of 

society. 
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CHAPTER 1 

Transformations and Continuities: Identity, Community, and Authority 

 

 Although this dissertation project was originally conceived as a study in dynamics 

of political authority for Late and Terminal Formative times (400 BC – AD 250) at the 

archaeological site of Charco Redondo, serendipity in the field yielded two spatially 

distinct cemeteries, one each pertaining to early Terminal Formative (150 BC –AD 250) 

and to Early Classic times (AD 250-500). The unexpected discovery reoriented the 

dissertation and made it the first program in the now-well-studied lower Río Verde 

Valley of Oaxaca to focus explicitly on Early Classic materials and practices.  

 Thus, this dissertation is a study of the transformation in mortuary behavior and 

identity during the Early Classic (AD 250-500) period in the lower Río Verde Valley 

region of Pacific coastal Oaxaca, Mexico. The lower Río Verde Valley region is defined 

by the flood plain of the Río Verde and the surrounding coastal and piedmont zones 

(Figure 1.1—Map of the Region). (Joyce 1991a). The region has been occupied 

continuously since at least as early as the Early Formative Period (1600-700 BC) (Hepp 

2015). The inhabitants of the lower Río Verde Valley experienced increasing 

sociopolitical complexity, and fluctuating political centralization and decentralization 

throughout the Prehispanic sequence (Joyce 1991a; 2008; 2013). This diachronic pattern 

of emergence, decline, and re- emergence is a pattern well known in Mesoamerica (Chase 

and Chase 1996; Feinman and Marcus 1998; Flannery 1972; Fox et al. 1996; Marcus 

1993; 1998; Marcus and Flannery 1996).  
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Figure 1.1: Map of the lower Río Verde Valley, Oaxaca, Mexico (Joyce et al. 2016). 
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 The initial phase of centralization in the region was tenuous and ultimately failed 

by the beginning of the Early Classic period.  It has been argued that regional activities 

and rituals that would have drawn people away from their communities (i.e. construction 

of the Río Viejo acropolis or regional feasting) were in tension with inhabitants’ 

obligations to their own community rituals and local public buildings (Joyce and Barber 

2015; 2016). For example, evidence from feasting middens present at Río Viejo has a low 

number of cooking and preparation vessels, suggesting that people were bringing food in.  

This need to create a surplus above and beyond what was needed for local feasting would 

have put participation in regional activities in conflict with local ones (Joyce and Barber 

2015:826). Research has demonstrated that local communities in the region were quite 

autonomous as compared to other polities, and ultimately, this autonomy played a part in 

the disintegration of this first attempt to centralize.  

 After the fragmentation of the Terminal Formative polity, the Early Classic 

landscape became politically unstable as evidenced by a number of new communities 

rising up in the more defensible piedmont zone (Joyce et al. 1999). At least eight large 

communities may have been competing for prominence, including Charco Redondo 

(Joyce 2010).  There is some evidence that suggests that the rise of Teotihuacan may 

have been a factor in how communities were able to exert their authority (Joyce 2003).  

 Specifically, my thesis examines the degree to which documented changes in 

mortuary ritual at the site of Charco Redondo expressed changes in the constitution of 

communal identity and political authority during a period of political instability after the 

collapse of the Río Viejo polity at the end of the Terminal Formative (150 BC-AD250). 
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My research design was ultimately guided by questions surrounding the Early Classic 

character of communal identity, and whether communal affiliations were as relevant for 

Early Classic political authority as at the end of the Formative. I also wanted to examine 

the how the incorporation of foreign goods and ideas impacted the constitution of 

identity.  My research questions are stated here: 1) After the collapse of Río Viejo, was 

there any change in Early Classic mortuary ritual at Charco Redondo relative to 

Formative Period practices?  2) Was communal identity still as relevant in the Early 

Classic as it was for the Formative? If so, what can be concluded regarding the 

significance of Early Classic communal identity for affecting and maintaining political 

authority? 3) Is there evidence for interregional interaction, particularly with 

Teotihuacan, and if so, how were these networks materialized and what impact did they 

have for Early Classic authority and communal identity at Charco Redondo? Based on 

previous work in the valley, it was believed that significant evidence pertaining to 

practices of communal identity would be found on the structures built on the main 

platform of the site. In previous investigations at other sites in the valley, it was found 

that these structures contained domestic and feasting midden deposits, and domestic and 

public activity areas such as patios and burial areas (see Chapters 3, 5 and 6). For that 

reason, I focused my 2011 excavations on Mound 2-Sructure 5 at Charco Redondo. I was 

fortunate to have documented both a feasting midden and a communal burial area, two of 

the most important contexts for the examination of identity in the lower Río Verde 

Valley. Both contexts yielded substantial artifactual data, as well as valuable osteological 

data.  
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 Given the limits of Early Classic archaeological data from the lower Río Verde 

Valley, and the findings from Charco Redondo in particular, I do not claim to offer 

definitive answers to my research questions. But, throughout this dissertation, I build on 

the work of Arthur Joyce and Sarah Barber (Barber 2005; Barber et al. 2013; Joyce 1991; 

2003; 2006; Joyce and Barber 2015; 2016; Barber et al. 2014) to construct a narrative that 

incorporates the Early Classic data to offer inferences about mortuary practices at Charco 

Redondo. I ultimately argue that although significant changes were taking place, 

particularly in the form of marking individuals through the placement of distinct and 

adorned burials, communal identity was still relevant in the Early Classic. The 

acquirement and integration of Teotihuacan related materials, however, might have 

influenced how certain individuals were now being elevated relative to the corporate 

entity. 

 

Identity, Community, and Authority 

 The larger project of examining the constitution of prehispanic identity in the 

region began in the 1980s and continues today (e.g. Barber 2005; Barber et al. 2013; 

Brzezinski et al. 2017; Joyce 1991; Joyce and Barber 2015; King 2011; Levine 2007). 

The data uncovered during the most recent excavations at Charco Redondo presented an 

opportunity to continue the study of local identities and mortuary practices in the Early 

Classic. Within poststructural approaches to archaeology, there is a growing recognition 

that difference and identity are crucial to the study of the past.  Practice theories in 

particular remind us that any social position or discourse is always negotiated, constituted 
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and reconstituted in practice; practices that are given meaning and relevance through the 

social structures within which they are embedded (Bourdieu 1977; De Certeau 1984; 

Giddens 1984).   

 As archaeological inquiry deals with the material remains of human practices, it is 

obligatory to question the significance of objects and other materials in relation to human 

practice. In poststructural archaeological thought, the relationship between humans and 

objects is viewed through the lenses of theories of materiality. I follow Meskell (2005) 

and Rosemary Joyce (2006) in viewing materiality as the notion that all aspects of 

experience and practice are in a mutually constitutive relationship with the material 

world-- the social, political and economic milieu of which we are a part. Thus objects, 

architecture, discourse, identity, memory, religion, economy, politics, the physical 

environment, and so forth are all intertwined and affect each other, rendering them 

essential to the social production and reproduction of one another.  Further, there is the 

strong recognition that how and what these relationships and meanings produce is fluid, 

negotiated and contested. By considering how and where social discourses may have 

been materially articulated and whether or not they were complied with or contested, can 

lead to more nuanced inferences regarding identity.  Identity formation does not happen 

in a vacuum but possibilities are limited—the social structure and practices within that 

structure provide the possibilities. However, this isn’t to say that those possibilities won’t 

change with time, innovation, the introduction of new materials, and political 

developments.  
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 Rosemary Joyce (2006) suggests we consider the significance of materiality for 

the production and reproduction of subjectivities. This can be explored archaeologically 

by looking at the spaces and places of performance, or “practices that can be considered 

to be repeated citations of a disciplinary norm, normally a nondiscursive enactment of a 

mode of being that is shaped by culturally situated precedents, and in turn shapes new 

performances” (R. Joyce 2006:51). Also by asking questions regarding who the 

performers may have been and whom the intended audience was as gleaned from 

materials associated with a given performance. Since performance is a repetition, or 

citation of a precedent (J. Butler 1990; 1993), material patterning noted in the 

archaeological record regarding performance can now be viewed as possible evidence for 

the constitution, regulation and contestation of embodied subjectivities (R. Joyce 

2006:51). Inquiries such as this have the potential to expose the gaps in our knowledge, 

opening the door for broader discussions about identity and its relation to social and 

political change. Perry and Potter (2006) consider how the “de-naturalization” of 

practices of identity can translate into narratives of social change. They argue that 

considering the performativity of identity allows us to recognize possibilities for social 

change as an effect of negotiated power relations that may not be visible under more 

static notions of the role of identity.  Thus, the kinds of material regularities, and changes 

to those regularities, seen in the archaeological record can be viewed as potential arenas 

for construction, regulation and contestation of identity. My treatment of “identity” as a 

negotiated practice is most effectively studied at the scale at which social interaction and 

reproduction most frequently occurs—within local communities.   
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 The study of local communities has been very productive in the lower Río Verde 

Valley. An overwhelming amount of data relating to the constitution of community has 

led to inferences that a communal identity was vitally important to social life, both 

locally and regionally. Terminal Formative period practices of communal identity, such 

as feasting, communal burial, and the construction of monuments, significantly 

influenced the generation of local and regional identity and political authority in the 

lower Río Verde Valley (Barber 2005; Barber and Joyce 2007; 2015; 2016; Barber et al. 

2013; Joyce 1991a; 1994; Levine 2002; 2009). These practices helped to generate and 

commemorate shared histories, particularly when these practices occurred in meaningful 

places. Places are relational and produced by the actions of historical subjects; they are 

active, dynamic, and always in a process of becoming (De Certeau 1984). They have 

been inscribed with meaning through the actions that occurred there and the 

remembrance of those actions (Van-Dyke and Alcock 2003).  

 Therefore, my investigations at Charco Redondo sought to identify similar 

practices and places to address comparable issues regarding community and authority. 

Evidence from Charco Redondo illustrates how people consciously manipulated and 

controlled the use of space and communal ritual in much the same way that antecedents 

did, but with more measured emphasis on familial relations than is currently known for 

the Terminal Formative period, and with the inclusion of new, imported materials.  

 Pauketat (2000:20) argues that certain integrative symbols and practices would 

have been selected to promote communal identity.  Once these symbols and practices 

entered the realm of negotiation, they would have effectively become politicized. The 
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people who had the means to define what those practices were and give meaning to them, 

garnered and exerted power. The acceptance of those definitions and meanings by others 

legitimated that power. It is in this sense that authority can be detected in the 

archaeological record. 

 In cases when variances in material patterning are identified, it can be presumed 

that new definitions and meanings were being acted on. The persistence of a given 

modification would suggest its effective adoption and internalization. This would have 

been particularly powerful in instances of ritual action because rituals are the embodied 

expression of religious ideologies. Deviations in communal mortuary rituals in particular 

would have signaled an important change in how communities were constructing identity 

as they were occasions for shaping the meanings and values people attribute to the 

everyday and the sacred.  Ultimately, this is a thesis on construction of meaningful 

practices and identities created through the negotiations “by an array of competing actors, 

with varying practical capacities to transform these relations” (A. Smith 2003:72). 

 When it comes to studies of identity, it is important to seek out the materiality of 

power relationships in which the shaping, regulating and resisting of identities occurred.  

If individual and communal identities are constructed and negotiated through practice, 

and in concert with material items, we can also view identity as a political construct. 

Through this we can get a fuller understanding of the role of identity in ancient life, but 

also begin to get a sense of the relevance this may have had for social and political 

change.  

 



 10 

Early Classic Mesoamerica and Teotihuacan 

 The 2011 excavations at Charco Redondo have documented Teotihuacan related 

materials and possible emulations of burial practices. This evidence is discussed more 

fully in later chapters (Chapters 5, 6, and 7), however, in this section I provide a brief 

overview of what has come to be known as Teotihuacan “influence”. The Early Classic 

period in Mesoamerica is well studied, and scholarship dedicated to the role of 

Teotihuacan outside of the Valley of Mexico has been influential in fleshing out my 

inferences regarding the Teotihuacan’s role in affecting ritual practices at Charco 

Redondo.  

 The Early Classic period in Mesoamerica is generally associated with the 

emergence of powerful polities throughout the Maya region (Martin and Grube 2000; 

Sharer and Traxler 2006; Stuart 2000), the rise of multiple major centers in the Valley of 

Oaxaca and the relative decline in dominance of Monte Alban (Winter 1998), and the 

rapid growth and interregional power and influence of Teotihuacan in the Valley of 

Mexico. The Early Classic in particular has been characterized by the appearance of 

Teotihuacan-related material culture throughout Mesoamerica, often referred to as 

“Teotihuacan influence” (Braswell, ed, 2003; Demarest and Foias 1993; Stuart 2000). 

What this influence represents has been actively debated, principally by scholars working 

in the Maya area, though much has been written on this topic outside the Maya area as 

well (Bell et al. 2004; Bernal 1966; Braswell, ed, 2003; Clark 1986; Clayton 2005; 

Demarest and Foias 1993; Fash and Fash 2000; Garcia-des Lauriers 2012; Haasig 1992; 

Hirth 1980; Joyce 2003; Kidder et al. 1946; Moholy-Nagy 1999; Millon 1960; Rattray 
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1987; Santley 1989; Smith and Montiel 2001; Spence 1996; Stoner and Pool 2015; Stuart 

2000; Taube 2003; White et al. 2000; Winter 1998).  

 The arguments span the spectrum of potential interactions including direct and 

indirect state administration, colonization, emulation by local groups, economic 

transactions, single event elite interactions and various types of alliances (Cowgill 2003; 

Marcus 2003; Stark 1990). In the Maya region, there is strong epigraphic and 

archaeological evidence that suggest that Teotihuacan may have interfered with the ruling 

institutions at Copán and Tikal (Fash and Fash 2000; Iglesias Ponce de León 2003; Stuart 

2000). At the site of Kaminaljuyu, it appears that elites used alliances with Teotihuacan 

to legitimate their authority (Braswell 2003a).  There is also evidence for the direct 

founding of the site of El Rosario in Querétaro by a group of Teotihuacanos (Saint-

Charles Zetina et al. 2010). At the site of Los Horcones there is strong evidence for 

alliances with Teotihuacan inferred from similar uses of architecture and space (Garcia-

des Lauriers 2012). There is even debate that the site of Monte Alban had been conquered 

by Teotihuacan (Winter 1998). Though Joyce (2003; 2010) argues that the evidence from 

Monte Alban is more representative of reciprocal economic and political relationships. 

However, the presence of a Zapotec enclave at Teotihuacan (Spence 1996) would suggest 

that relations went beyond elite interactions. 

 Most sites outside of the Valley of Mexico have less direct evidence for 

interaction with Teotihuacan. Typically, this evidence is in exchange goods, such as 

green obsidian from the Teotihuacan-controlled source of Pachuca and pottery with clear 

Teotihuacan motifs or vessel forms; or in emulation of Teotihuacan burial practices. 
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What is clear is that the nobility of Teotihuacan played a significant role in economy and 

elite culture in Early Classic Mesoamerica. The ideology and materials that flowed out of 

Teotihuacan touched almost every corner of Mesoamerica. 

 Many of the studies looking at Teotihuacan “influence” have addressed questions 

of how such influence was used to legitimate authority.  Christopher Pool (Pool 1992; 

Stoner and Pool 2015) argues that a small group of resident Teotihuacanos, or people 

with strong Teotihuacan ties, founded Classic period Matacapan, and brought with them 

symbols and practices that were subsequently internalized within local ideology. For 

example, Matacapan residents adopted Teotihuacan-style figurines and candeleros in 

household ritual, a practice that Pool argues was likely encouraged by leaders in order to 

foster a shared identity and secure subjects’ loyalty. This is often the argument for sites 

that have noteworthy Teotihuacan imports, homologies, and/or other emulations but not 

evidence for more direct interaction such as conquest or colonization (e.g. Braswell, ed, 

2003; Braswell 2003; Clayton 2013; Garcia-des Lauriers 2012; Iglesias Ponce de León 

2003). Local inhabitants, presumably elites, were promoting their ties to Teotihuacan 

through the use of symbols and ideology in public performances or spaces to demonstrate 

their power and legitimate their authority. These symbols and ideology are re-envisioned 

in novel ways and adopted into local practices and rituals.  

 In the lower Río Verde Valley, the data are even more ephemeral. Arthur Joyce 

(2003) has previously argued that evidence for interaction with Teotihuacan is indicated 

most predominantly in the form of material culture and a possible factor in the disruption 

of settlement and political reorganization that took place during the Early Classic (see 
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Chapter 3). While clear evidence for interaction with Central Mexico is limited, a small 

proportion of locally made Early Classic ceramics exhibit similarities with attributes 

typically linked to Teotihuacan including cylindrical tripod vessels with slab feet, coffee-

bean appliqués, and candeleros. Much of this pottery has been recovered in elite contexts 

form the site of Río Viejo, but also from fill and surface collections from ambiguous 

settings. There are also high percentages of Pachuca obsidian (see chapter 5; Joyce 2003; 

Workinger 2002) suggesting significant trade between the two regions. However, Ivan 

Rivera’s discovery of a carved-stone monument depicting a figure attired in central-

Mexican-influenced dress at the site of Cerro de la Tortuga located 40km northeast of the 

Río Verde suggests the possibility of a Teotihuacan presence in the coastal region (Rivera 

Guzman 2007a).  

 

Organization of the Dissertation 

 The preceding discussions of the theoretical underpinnings of this thesis and the 

influence of Teotihuacan throughout Mesoamerica are important because they layout the 

groundwork for reporting more fully the research strategy, the finds, and their analysis 

and interpretation. In the subsequent chapters, I expand on the ideas I present in this 

chapter.    

 Chapter 2 is a more thorough discussion of the theoretical foundations considered 

above.  I present summaries of the poststructural and practice theories that have guided 

my thinking on identity and authority. I consider how practice theories in particular have 
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been central to changing the way many archaeologists think about issues of identity and 

political authority in Mesoamerica and beyond.  

 In Chapter 3 I discuss the physical, cultural, and archaeological landscape of the 

lower Río Verde Valley. I begin the discussion with a brief overview of the physical and 

cultural geography of the region, and then continue with a summary of the environment 

and natural resources. I devote the rest of the chapter to recounting the previous 

archaeological work that has been undertaken in the region, a brief culture history, and a 

more detailed look at Late Formative, Terminal Formative, and Early Classic burial 

practices. 

 Chapter 4 is a description of the Proyecto Charco Redondo. In this chapter, I 

present the research design and methodology employed during the 2009 and 2011 field 

seasons (see also Appendix A). I begin by describing the physical and archaeological 

setting of Charco Redondo, a site that has been continuously occupied since at least the 

Early Formative (1600-700 BC)(Gillespie 1988). The archaeological site of Charco 

Redondo is also the modern location of the town of Charco Redondo. While the presence 

of modern construction posed certain dilemmas relating to excavation, the site presented 

unique opportunities to study change and continuity in the region given that previous 

work had identified Charco Redondo as one of the larger communities in the Formative 

period as well as the Early Classic. I describe the rationale for the selection of areas for 

excavation, as well as detailed field and laboratory methodology.  

 Chapter 5 is a detailed description of the archaeological contexts documented in 

the 2011 excavations. Excavations uncovered an Early Classic communal burial area and 
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a large Early Classic midden, Feature 2. In this chapter, I detail the stratigraphy of the 

three operations undertaken on Mound 2-Structure 5, as well as present the artifact 

analysis of the Feature 2 midden. I chose to combine the discussion of the Early Classic 

contexts with the midden artifact analysis to buttress my argument that the Feature 2 

midden context was the result of communal feasting and ritual relating to the mortuary 

practices that created the cemetery context.  

 Chapter 6 presents results of the relevant mortuary analyses from the region (see 

also Appendices A and B). I begin the chapter by discussing briefly the significance of 

communal burial during the Formative period. These results are important for addressing 

questions of continuity and change in mortuary ritual.  I then present the Early Classic 

data, focusing on the results of the mortuary analyses conducted by the Proyecto Charco 

Redondo in 2011. These analyses include a detailed description of the burials, thorough 

osteological examination of the human remains, an intracemetery biodistance analysis, 

and various isotopic analyses carried out on a selection of the human remains. I also 

include brief description of the offerings documented with the Early Classic burials. I 

conclude the chapter by briefly discussing the social implications of Early Classic 

mortuary practices.  

 Finally, Chapter 7 presents my overall discussion of the findings and conclusions. 

I argue that the fragmented Early Classic political landscape and new interregional trade 

relationships were important factors contributing to changes in how identity and authority 

were constituted. Specifically, I argue that interactions with Teotihuacan provided 

inhabitants with new ideas and materials, which were subsequently internalized and 
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redefined within the specific Early Classic contexts as Charco Redondo. Those who were 

able to gain access to these imported materials enhanced their status within the 

community, which aided in transforming how identities were expressed in mortuary 

settings.  

 At the end of this thesis, I include several appendices relating to the 2009 

investigations at Charco Redondo, the osteological data compiled for the 2011 

excavations, and relevant forms used throughout my investigations at Charco Redondo. 

 

Conclusion 

 In this dissertation, I address changes in mortuary practice and the expression of 

identity in the Early Classic Period as compared to the Formative Period in the lower Río 

Verde Valley. This region has been the focus of archaeological investigations and the 

study of identity for more than 30 years, and I continue that tradition with this thesis. I 

use poststructural practice theories to underpin and guide my inferences regarding social 

identity and its implications for political authority. The practices that generated and 

regenerated social identities in the region were also imbricated in the enhancement of 

political authority.   With the aid of new materials acquired through interaction with 

Teotihuacan, lower Río Verde inhabitants were transforming socially acceptable 

expressions of identity particularly in mortuary contexts. This research has demonstrated 

how ancient social identities, seen through the lens of poststructural theories, were 

heavily entangled with materials, performances, and political authority, the underpinnings 

of which I take up in the following chapter.  
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CHAPTER 2 

Practicing Identity, Community, and Authority 

 

 This dissertation is focused on how and why mortuary practices changed at the 

onset of the Early Classic period in the Lower Río Verde Valley and whether or not these 

changes signify transformations in the expression of identity and authority.   At the local 

level, I am concerned with how ritual practices engendered communal identity but also 

created distinctions within communities. At a larger scale, I grapple with how 

communities in the Early Classic may have instantiated and maintained political 

authority. Therefore, in this chapter, I examine the theoretical and methodological views 

that underpin post-structural archaeological interpretations of identity and community 

and theoretical frameworks that shape current debates regarding regional level political 

dynamics. I then conclude with how archaeological interpretations of identity impact 

interpretations of political authority in the Lower Río Verde Valley. This framework 

provides an analytical bridge between the archaeological residues of ritual practice and 

my inferences regarding identity and authority at Charco Redondo   

 

Theories of Practice 

Post-structural and practice theories (Bourdieu 1977; 1984; 1990; Foucault 1972; 

1977; Giddens 1979; 1984) emphasize structure, practice, agency, and power and are 

concerned with elucidating relationships between agents and society.  Such theories looks 

for patterns in social relationships, which are governed by “rules and resources” inherent 
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in contingent structures (Giddens 1979; Sewell 1992). Structure can also be viewed as the 

sociocultural dispositions and perceptions about the options available to social actors. 

Structure operates both within an individual and external to them, and in this sense 

structure is viewed as a process (structuration) in which the actions or practices of agents 

within particular historical and physical contexts have the ability to reproduce and 

transform structure.  Structure is not an immutable entity or in a “steady state” as 

structuralism and structural-functionalism have posited (Sewell 1992:4).  Agents and 

action are enabled and constrained by structure, but power, defined as transformative 

capacity (Giddens 1984; Joyce 2000; 2004), is inherent in all agents, allowing the 

achievement of an outcome, and thereby reproducing or changing social structures.   

Power, knowledge and intentionality are implicated in agency and practice theory, 

but as power resides in knowledge (and vice versa) (Foucault 1972), and knowledge is 

imperfect, the outcome may have unintended consequences resulting in social and 

structural change.  In regards to questions of power, the writings of Michel Foucault 

(1972;1977) have found great purchase.  Power, as outlined by Foucault (1972), is diffuse 

and pervasive in all things, and not simply “power over”.  In analysis, it is not necessary 

to trace power back to some central locus such as a state apparatus or an even more 

abstract entity like a “structure”.  Instead, power is seen as highly diffuse, operating with 

some degree of autonomy in its many points of articulation, particularly at the margins. 

Following from this, is it possible to study power relationships at a much smaller scale, 

with the potential to understand how small-scale practices or individual strategies 

facilitated social and structural change without direct conflict with some central locus of 
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structure (e.g. in cases of “hidden” resistance (Scott 1990). Post-structural/practice 

theories foreground the recursive and dialectical relationship between agency, practice 

and structure, with the result that all practice is negotiated and dialectical. From this 

perspective, mortuary behaviors are viewed as part of a range of practices that reflect, 

reinforce, and transform the social relationships that constitute social structure. 

 Post-structural practice theories have been rightly criticized for leaving many 

aspects poorly or under-theorized, especially “agency” (Dobres and Robb 2000; Gero 

2000; Meskell 1999; Ortner 1984; Sewell 1992). In critiquing Giddens’ theory of 

structuration, Lynn Meskell (1999:25) argues that while Giddens allows individuals 

agency in regards to the power of reflexivity, he does not allow them motivation or to 

become “architects of action”, rather, they are doomed to be perpetuators of action. 

Further, Meskell (1999) argues that in situating the social actor as the point of reference, 

post-structuralists have “denied the individual the ability to reflect on social discourse or 

to challenge its determination” (1999:24 my emphasis).  Actors, in practice theory, are 

often theorized abstractly, with no real method to ground them as historically situated.  

By this I mean that though the historical and cultural contingency of structure and 

practice are clearly emphasized, it is the actors that can be difficult to locate 

archaeologically.   

 While scholars have critiqued the concept of agency as developed by the 

architects of post-structural and practice theory they have retained the salience of an 

agency-informed practice theory (as opposed to agency theory) approach to archaeology 

(e.g. Dobres and Robb 2000; Meskell 1999).  These theories are valuable for working 
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towards an understanding of the role of identity in ancient social and political change 

within several spatial scales, for example, the site, region or macro-region (e.g Barber 

2005; Barber and Joyce 2007; Joyce 2000; 2004; 2006; 2008; Janusek 2002; Pauketat 

2000; 2001; 2003; Pauketat and Alt 2004; Schortman and Urban 2011; Schortman and 

Nakamura 1991). Further, they are productive for understanding the conditions for the 

constitution and reconstitution of identity and authority.   

 

Identity and Community 

Identity 

Identity has long been a topic of discourse in archaeological theory; however, 

identity can be elusive, in both the subject of research and the analysis, but also in 

definition and explication.  This is often a result of the “nature” of identity, both as lived 

experience and in analytic, scholarly practice.  Used traditionally, “identity” found 

currency as an objective category of analysis (Diaz-Andreu and Lucy 2005), just as many 

other terms have (e.g. state, gender, class, ethnicity).  Traditionally, identity has been 

equated with material culture as evidenced by past work on style (e.g. Binford 1972; 

1989; Bordes 1973; Sackett 1982; Weissner 1983)  and culture areas (e.g. Childe 1929).  

These equivalences were often unproblematized.   

Practice theories have affected archaeological research on identity by challenging 

these equations and have effectively deconstructed (and re-constructed) “identity”.  The 

influence of this arena of scholarship has been particularly salient in calling attention to 

the significance of the mutable and inseparable qualities of power, economy, politics and 
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identity in the constitution of social life. In the following discussion I treat “identity”, 

following Diaz-Andreu and Lucy (2005:1), as “...individuals’ identification with broader 

groups on the basis of differences socially sanctioned as significant…[identity] is 

inextricably linked to the sense of belonging.”  Thus, my treatment of identity assumes 

equal significance for self-identity, social-identity, and collective identity, (Sökefeld 

1999).  Individuals have multiple identities (e.g. gender, class, status, ethnicity, religion, 

age), which can be both complementary and contradictory, but all identities are mutually 

constitutive of the individual and/or group. I follow Lynn Meskell (1999:9) in 

considering the “individual or individuality to refer to a single person as the fount of 

agency, consciousness, interpretation and creativity in cultural and social life, by virtue of 

his or her sole ownership of discrete, corporeal, sense-making apparatuses.”  

Individuals, however, are largely restrained in the selection of their identities by 

the cultural milieu in which they are located. Identities are constructed within social 

discourse, situated as historically and culturally specific. Identity is not a static 

phenomenon; rather, identities can change, be negotiated, and are contingent upon the 

current material, social, political and economic frameworks that mitigate both self and 

group perception (Meskell 1999). This decentering of the social actor allows us to put the 

relationship between power, identity and difference at the fore. This is particularly 

significant in instances of social and political change, and in understanding social 

complexity, political authority, and community.  

While agency can be readily detected in transformations driven by individuals or 

groups, it can also be seen in the choice to reproduce structures, to participate in 
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traditional practices, and maintain social norms. This perspective takes into account the 

spatial and material conditions of agentive action and views those conditions as 

constitutive of practices and structure.  An overt consideration of ancient people as both 

individuals and members of a group enables archaeologists to make inferences about 

social and self-identities through the examination of patterned and idiosyncratic 

behaviors identified in the archaeological record (Geller 2004:19). These ideas underlie 

my treatment of “identity” as a negotiated practice and are most effectively studied at the 

scale at which social interaction and reproduction most frequently occurs—within 

communities.   

 

Community 

 The “community” in archaeology has also undergone a transformation in regards 

to how archaeologists understand and study past communities. As with identity, 

unproblematized views of the community treated it as static, and maintained by spatial 

proximity and shared material culture (Sanders 1981; Kolb and Snead 1997; Yaeger and 

Canuto 2000:3). This conception of community follows closely to what Murdock (1949) 

called “the site”.  The mapping and archaeological study of settlements, especially early 

in the history of archaeology, often equated the community with the site, and examined 

the community from a regional perspective (Sanders 1981).  The development of 

settlement patterns research and household archaeology reduced the scale at which the 

community was studied, and most importantly, included non-elite structures and areas 

outside the civic core in their definitions of community (Ashmore, ed. 1981; Ashmore 
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and Sabloff 2002). By appreciating intra-settlement complexity, household archaeology 

in particular redefined settlement research by placing people and practices at the center of 

archaeological interpretations and social systems (Robin 2003:307).  

 The poststructural view of the community argues for the inclusion of meaning, 

social creation, negotiation, and manipulation in our interpretations of community 

(Yaeger and Canuto 2000:5). A comprehensive and practice-theory informed 

interpretation of community sees it as an always emergent social institution generated and 

regenerated by supra-domestic interactions taking place in specific places and during a 

specific time span (Yaeger and Canuto 2000:5). The concept of “imagined communities” 

is also important because “imagined communities” rely on a sense of shared identity 

regardless of whether people are actually co-residents (Anderson 2006). Canuto and 

Yaeger (2000) also argue that a person can be a member of community regardless of 

residence—what is important in Canuto and Yaeger’s construction of community is a 

member’s frequent presence. More recent scholarship has expanded the “community” to 

include animals, things, and buildings as significant agentive actors in the creation, 

maintenance, and transformation of community (Harris 2014; Joyce and Barber 2015a).  

It is in this sense, the dead can also be active members of the community, and their 

constant presence in communal burial areas help to foster a sense of shared identity and 

history through multiple transformations of community.   

 Much poststructural scholarship on community has focused on corporate identity, 

defined here as affiliations with certain people or groups of people in relation to 

perceived common history, place, ritual practices and symbolic systems (Barber 2005; 
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Janusek 2002; Joyce 2000; 2006; Schortman 1989). Corporate identity and communal 

symbolism is continuously generated through practices of affiliation within the 

circumscribed social and material structures outside their direct control (Bourdieu 1977; 

Giddens 1984; Yaeger 2000). Such practices include communal rituals, feasting and the 

repetitive use of communal spaces (Barber 2005; Bray 2003; Canuto and Yaeger 2000; 

Deitler and Hayden 2001; Janusek 2002; Pauketat 2000; Yaeger and Canuto 2000).  

 There is strong emphasis on place for the constitution of community within a 

practiced-based framework. There must be physical locations for the practices that 

communities engage in. Thus, the place becomes itself inscribed with meaning, and 

recursively, inscribes meaning on to the practices. This is particularly clear in mortuary 

contexts. Not only do the remains of one’s ancestors endow a particular place with 

memory and history, so do the acts of internment and rituals undertaken in that place.  

 

Meaningful Practices, Meaningful Places 

 Recent scholarship has demonstrated that religious belief can be accessed 

archaeology through a consideration of religion as lived, experienced, and practiced, thus 

making belief inseparable from the materials and places through which religion was 

practiced (A. Joyce 2018:6). While the idea that elites in particular used religion to 

legitimate authority is not new, what more recent poststructural scholarship has argued is 

that religion can no longer be considered epiphenomenal to political changes as it is often 

a site through which power and identity was negotiated and contested at all levels of 

society (Barber and Joyce, eds, 2018; Blackmore 2011; Joyce 2018:1). Further, material 
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objects incorporated into ritual practice are not merely functional.  Their intrinsic 

properties afford them active, relational roles in ritual, such that they become as 

entangled in ritual practice as human actors (Hodder and Mol 2015; Joyce 2018; Latour 

2005). Objects can also enable and transform ritual and religion by presenting different 

possibilities for action and meaning (Hodder and Mol 2015; Joyce 2018: 9; Latour 2005). 

Therefore, my treatment of ritual practice incorporates significance for both materials and 

human actors.  

 While ritual practices embody belief, they also denote all the obligations, 

communications, and so forth that went into to preparing and carrying out of rituals. Thus 

ritual actions are sites for social interaction wherein the negotiation or contestation of a 

social hierarchy can occur. This is particularly so in cases of ritual surrounding death.  

 

Mortuary practices 

 There has been considerable anthropological evidence from Mesoamerica 

demonstrating that many aspects of sociopolitical life are shaped through interactions 

with the dead (e.g. Barber 2005; Barber et al. 2013; Flannery and Marcus 1976; Joyce 

2000; 2010; Joyce and Barber 2015; McAnany 1995; Monaghan 1995; Watanabe 1992). 

Archaeological evidence from Mesoamerica in particular has shown that decedents 

played a very active role in their communities (e.g. Barber 2005; Barber et al. 2013; 

Chesson 2001; Gillespie 2002; Hendon 2000; Joyce 2000; Joyce and Barber 2015; Joyce 

2001; Manzanilla 2002; McAnany 1995; Silverman 2002). Decedents and ancestors 

remained very much alive in the memory of the living. Burials encountered by 
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archaeologists are the result of complex interactions that began long before the death of 

the individual interred, “as their social identities were shaped and their individuals 

experiences linked them to others through webs of kin and non-kin relationships  (R. 

Joyce 2002:12). The rituals surrounding burial were significant part of constitution social 

relations (Bell 1997; Brumfiel 2006; Parker Pearson 1982). Most rituals were certainly 

full of sights, sounds, smells, and emotions that aided in the creation of an enduring 

social memory that connects the living to the dead, and the living to each other (Bourdieu 

1990; Chesson 2001a; Kus and Raharijaona 2000; Joyce 2001). Mortuary ritual is not 

simply about commemorating the life of the dead, but also about creating and sustaining 

social memories that bind members of a community together (Chesson 2001).  

Paul Connerton (1989) suggests that it is through bodily practices, or movements 

of the body, that memory is incorporated, habituated, and embodied; and it is through 

performances of the body that the past is constructed and reconstructed.  These ideas 

accord well with Judith Butler's ideas (1993;1997). Though she develops her argument in 

reference to gender, I do feel that her analysis of performativity and citationality can be 

useful here.  For Butler (1993:12), performativity is not a singular act; rather it is a 

“reiteration of a norm or a set of norms.”   However, for Butler, performativity is not 

solely theatrical, but is discursive in that the act in fact produces what it names (Butler 

1993:13).   Citation, in this sense, refers to the non-discursive recognition and 

reproduction of the practice.  The bodily movements required of performative ceremonies 

in effect embody the master narrative of these ceremonies.  The master narrative is not 

simply a story, but rather, it is a collective, historical autobiography (Connerton 1989:70) 
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and part of the corporate identity.  Social memory is part of this master narrative and each 

citation, or act of remembrance, of the past, serves to re-inscribe the history as well as the 

perpetuation of the funerary ceremonies.   

 However, ritual action surrounding death and burial may also have been an arena 

of contestation as it is often a marker of social identity and difference (Geller 2004; 

Manzanilla 2002; Rakita et al. 2005). For example, Pamela Geller has argued that the 

processing of Maya corpses in preparation for burial was a type of identity constitution 

that was meant to abridge, embellish, censor, or revise a decedents identity in order for 

the living to negotiate identities and interrelations among themselves (Geller 2004:216-

17). While processing a cadaver may be a practical necessity, how it was done was 

dictated by cultural rules. There is little doubt that funerary practices would have been 

prescriptive.  It has been documented in many cultures that there is an appropriate way to 

bury the dead, and this must be followed if one is to achieve the culturally desired 

afterlife (Dulanto 2002; Gillespie 2002; Silverman 2002). The repetitiveness, or 

standardization of mortuary ritual, would have contributed to the arousing of emotions, 

especially when a given ritual evokes a shared history.  

 Catherine Bell (1992) refers to this repetitiveness and emotional connection as 

ritualization. Bell (1992:7) defines ritualization as a specific social practice that is 

privileged, significant and powerful and set apart from everyday practices. It is the active 

participation in ritual that creates a sense of structure in the participants, or an embodied 

experience, that creates and generates meaning and relationships. Bell’s concept of 

ritualization is important here because it helps to explain how rituals change. Because her 
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model, based in practice theory, emphasizes how actions are the embodiment of meaning 

and symbolic content, a degree of flexibility and ambiguity exists—each iteration of a 

ritual has the potential for reinterpretation or appropriation and becomes an opportunity 

for reproduction or change.  Each time a community participated in funerary rituals it 

could have had a different feel for different people depending on who the funeral was for, 

who was conducting the ceremonies, the songs that were sung, even what kind of food 

and drink would have been provided.  Each event would not have been exactly the same 

as that before it, despite attempts to replicate the appropriate ceremony.  Remembering is 

a constructive process, and each time this process occurs, there is the possibility for 

variation in memory due to differing associations and dispositions of those to whom the 

memory belongs.  

 Both the repetitiveness in mortuary practice and the variations in that 

repetitiveness were socially meaningful, and would have created material signatures 

visible in the archaeological record. While what those meaning were may be difficult to 

ascertain from an outsider’s perspective (though we always attempt interpretations), 

social change is reflected in and may actually stem from deviations in ritual practice. 

Whether change took place gradually or rapidly, it would be problematic to assume that 

change took place for no real reason. Significant alterations in mortuary ritual 

presumably articulated with other changes within the social structure, such as shifts in 

political or economic circumstances, and would have operated in such a way as to make 

sense within a shifting landscape.  Thus, rituals surrounding death can also be a time for 

negotiating and renegotiating social order and the representation of identity (Gillespie 
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2002; Manzanilla 2002).  Mortuary practices constitute one arena of social life where 

relationships, inequalities, and identities are constructed. 

 Mortuary feasting rituals in particular provides people with opportunities to renew 

their understandings of how their world is organized, and their actions within it (Brumfiel 

2004). These are occasions for shaping the meanings and the values people attribute to 

the everyday and the sacred, and can also be a space for regenerating common identities 

and stability during uncertain times (Ashmore 2009; Barber 2005; Bell 1992; 1997; Bray 

2003; Canuto and Yaeger 2000a; Chesson 2001; Connerton 1989; Dietler and Hayden 

2001; Janusek 2002; Joyce 2010; Monaghan 1995; Pauketat 2000; Rappaport 1999; 

Schortman 1989; Sheets 1992; Silverman 2002). Feasting reaffirms communal 

membership by creating a boundary between those who eat together and those who don’t 

(Dietler 2001).  Dietler and Hayden (2001: 4) suggest that feasts, as ritual commensalism, 

are ideal stages for important social transactions.   Dietler (2001:66) suggests that all 

feasts are political (but not only political) and serve to create and maintain social relations 

at various scales, in effect, creating communitas. Further, Dietler (2001:70) claims that 

anthropology needs to move beyond the idea of feasts for maintaining social solidarity, 

and look at feasts as being historically instrumental ritual practices that create, define and 

transform identity and structures of power.  He suggests that the most compelling and 

effective political symbols are those that are not overtly political, but rather, have an 

ambiguous mulitvocality (Dietler 2001:71).  Food and drink are something people 

experience daily, and in the context of ritual, especially emotionally charged rituals such 

as those undertaken in cemeteries. The feasting rituals can also be considered significant 
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because they inscribed the cemeteries with meaning.  Feasting in the same locales also 

commemorated the shared history and memory of communities.  

 

A Sense of Place 

 History and memory are often tied to physical locations within the landscape. In 

the introduction to the edited volume, Archaeologies of Memory, Ruth Van Dyke and 

Susan Alcock  (2003:4) write that ritual behaviors expressed as performative memory are 

materially visible through evidence of activities such as processions, mortuary treatments, 

abandonments, and feasting.  They also suggest that archaeological research can 

illuminate social memory through the study of places.  They state that “places are spaces 

that have been inscribed with meaning, usually as the result of some past event or 

attachment…[places] include monuments, landscapes, natural features, tombs, trees, 

obelisks, shrines, mountain peaks and caves” (Van Dyke and Alcock 2003:5). In his 

book, The Practice of Everyday Life, Michel de Certeau presents a theoretically useful 

distinction between place and space.  For de Certeau (1984:117-118), place [I and others 

use the term space1] is an instantaneous configuration of positions that implies an 

indication of stability, and is thus ultimately reducible to the fixed “being-there.”   Space 

[place], on the other hand, is relational and produced by the actions of historical subjects; 

it is active, dynamic, and always in a process of becoming (de Certeau 1984). Place refers 

to the multifaceted experiences within a space.  These experiences may or may not 
                                                
1 The terminology used here, space and place, occasionally get reversed depending on whose work is being 
cited.  In general, most anthropologists use the above written relationship (e.g. Basso 1996, Van Dyke and 
Alcock 2003, Van Dyke 2003). Though I invoke the work of Michel de Certeau, I choose to use place 
where he would use space in order to follow the anthropological literature most commonly cited (e.g. Basso 
1996, Heidegger 1977), but will use his terminology in cited quotes. 
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conform to previously constructed and/or conceived meanings but continue to constitute 

and reconstitute the meaning of these spaces (de Certeau 1984).   

In accord with de Certeau, Timothy Ingold (2000:192) shows that places are the 

embodiment of the whole landscape at a particular nexus within it, and that because of 

this each place is different from another.  Heidegger (1977:332) states that, “spaces 

receive their essential being from particular localities and not from ‘space’ itself”.  Place 

owes its character to the experiences it presents to those who spend time there, or simply 

know of the place, and this in turn, depends on the kinds of activities in which its 

inhabitants engage (de Certeau 1984:117-118, Ingold 2000:192).2   In writing on the 

concept of dwelling, Martin Heidegger (1977) and Feld and Basso (1996), suggest that 

dwelling gives importance to the “forms of consciousness with which individuals 

perceive and apprehend geographical space…and is said to consist in the multiple ‘lived 

relationships’ that people maintain with places” (Feld and Basso 1996:106).  

Relationships with places are lived whenever a place becomes the object of awareness 

(Feld and Basso 1996:106).  Basso (Feld and Basso1996:107) states that, “[w]hen places 

are actively sensed, the physical landscape becomes wedded to the landscape of the mind, 

to the roving imagination.”   It is through this understanding of landscape, as being 

intertwined with culturally constructed comprehensions of it, that places and spaces 

enable those inhabiting them to situate their lives in reference to what came before.  In 

                                                
2 Ingold does not use space in this sense, rather he uses space to refer to the meanings attached to the world 
rather than gathered from it (Ingold 2000:192). 
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many ways, we can think of archaeological patterns and places as the materialization of 

memory, practice and history.  

 Lynn Meskell (2004) states, “materiality takes as its remit the exploration of the 

situated experiences of material life, the constitution of the object world and 

concomitantly its shaping of human experience.”  Materiality scholars have argued that 

non-human things deserve equal consideration in terms of social processes because they 

are not simply acted upon or imbued with meaning by human agents (Harris 2014; 

Hodder 2014; Hodder and Mol 2015; Latour 2005; Olsen 2010). Rather, things have their 

own properties that allow them to become part of a relational agency. Humans are who 

they are because of their relationship with things—they shape and change human 

experience (Hodder 2016). Things are as entangled in social relationships as much as 

humans are.  

 In Mesoamerica, places did not simply embody the history or memory of a 

community; they were also animate (Freidel et al. 1993; Houston et al. 2006; Joyce and 

Barber 2015; 2016). Taking into account Mesoamerican ontologies, Joyce and Barber 

(2015; 2016) have argued that burials and caches assembled in public buildings were a 

form of sacrifice, a feeding or ensoulment, that created and maintained the animacy of 

buildings, and served as fulfillment of the obligations of the inhabitants to divinities. 

These obligations reinforced the entanglements between inhabitants, other-than-human 

things, and buildings within local communities. Each subsequent burial or caching cited 

past burials and offerings, renewing community and cosmos. Once humans had become 

invested in things they became trapped in maintaining that investment and the benefits it 
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produced (Hodder 2014). Transformation in those entanglements only occurs during 

times of significant disruption within the sociopolitical landscape (Hodder and Mol 

2015).  

 
Authority and Political Dynamics 

 During the Early Classic, it is inferred that the Lower Río Verde Valley was not 

centralized, with as many as 8 prominent communities. Identifying material evidence for 

political authority therefore becomes a much more difficult task as prevailing models for 

political authority and polity dynamics tend to fall short of accounting for the evidence 

from the region.  Part of the interpretive issue rests on the fact that these models are 

developed based on evidence from supposed heartland regions such as the Maya 

Lowlands and the Valley of Oaxaca (Feinman and Marcus 1998; Flannery 1972; Freid 

1967; Marcus 1993; 1998; Marcus and Flannery 1996; Sahlins and Service 1960; Sanders 

1974; Sanders et al. 1979; Service 1975; Spencer and Redmond 2004; Wright 1977; 

Wright and Johnson 1975). 

 Debates surrounding the modeling of political centralization and state dynamics 

have been a perennial focus for those who work in Mesoamerica. The dominant trend in 

Mesoamerica has been to privilege models that view states as stable, centralized polities 

with powerful rulers and bureaucratic institutions characterized by administrative 

hierarchies that organize and integrate large regional systems (e.g Chase and Chase 1996; 

Feinman and Marcus 1998; Flannery 1972; Fox et al. 1996; Marcus 1993;1998; Marcus 

and Flannery 1996; Spencer and Redmond 2004). While these mainstream models of 

state formation work best when political processes are viewed from polity seats, they 
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often ignore the complexity of state dynamics from the perspective of outlying 

communities. Many scholars have argued that political centralization and authority look 

very different from hinterland communities than they do from regional centers(Ashmore 

et al. 2005; Barber and Joyce 2007; Janusek 2002; Pauketat 2000; Pollard 1993; 

Schortman and Nakamura 1991; Schortman 1989; Smith 2003; Urban et al. 2002; Yaeger 

2000). Overemphasis on political seats is due in part to assumptions that political change 

is elite-driven (Ashmore et al. 2005; Joyce et al. 2001).  In Mesoamerica, political 

dynamics are often addressed by examining elite control of resources and labor, 

architectural construction, and in many cases, iconographic presentations celebrating 

rulers and their networks.  However, this does not always explain how communities 

peripheral to major political seats articulated with the polity or how they viewed their 

position in relation to a regional authority.  

 Blanton and colleagues have also traced out models that provide a useful way of 

thinking about strategies employed in processes of political centralization (Blanton 1998; 

Blanton et al. 1996). The authors differentiate between network and corporate strategies.  

The network strategy entails the concentration of wealth and the establishment of elite-

centered networks outside one’s local group through feasting, warfare, and the increased 

production of valued goods. Rulers are self-aggrandizing and coercive force is always a 

threat.  The network strategy has been useful for understanding Classic Period Maya 

regional political practices.  The corporate strategy, on the other hand, has been useful for 

understanding regional political practices in West Mexico (Beekman 2008) as well as in 

the lower Río Verde Valley (Barber 2005).  The corporate strategy entails the 
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construction of large public works including architectural spaces suitable for communal 

ritual.  Rulers are faceless and anonymous.  “Corporate emphasis may be achieved in 

several ways but always involves the establishment of a cognitive code that emphasizes a 

corporate solidarity of society as an integrated whole” (Blanton et al. 1996:6). Though 

the authors employ an evolutionary perspective for understanding how strategies and 

political formations change through time, I think it is still useful heuristically for thinking 

about how linkages between groups were established 

  Overall, models aim to capture regularities that can be generalized cross-

culturally and through time (e.g. Feinman and Marcus 1998; Flannery 1972; Freid 1967; 

Marcus 1993;1998; Marcus and Flannery 1996; Sahlins and Service 1960; Sanders 1974; 

Sanders et al. 1979; Service 1975; Spencer and Redmond 2004; Wright 1977; Wright and 

Johnson 1975). Traditional models of state formation fundamentally posit that the form 

and mechanisms of the formation process are the same, despite temporal and spatial 

differences, and are largely the result of material determinants, e.g., adaptation, 

production, demography (A. Smith 2003; Roscoe 1993). Though these models have 

generated useful inquiries and archaeological research, they tend to fall short of 

accounting for evidence outside of the focal areas (e.g. de Montmollin 1989; Joyce 2008; 

2009; Patterson 1999; Schortman 1989; Schortman and Nakamura 1991; Schortman and 

Urban 2011; A. Smith 2003; Urban et al. 2002). It is for these reasons, that I employ 

practice-based theory to better consider political dynamics and authority during the 

transition from the Terminal Formative to the Early Classic in the Lower Río Verde 

Valley.  
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The Lower Río Verde Valley through the Lens of Practice Theories 

 In Terminal Formative Lower Río Verde Valley, political authority and power 

derived from the relationships inhabitants formed with public buildings and shared 

communal ritual (Joyce and Barber 2015; 2016). A regional politicization of communal 

symbolism involved the “scaling up” of these practices, such as the building of 

monumental architecture at regional centers and large public performances (Barber and 

Joyce 2007; Joyce et al. 2016; Pauketat 2000). On a regional scale, and in the absence of 

evidence for coercion or resource extraction, the scaled-up practices of affiliation can 

also aid in understanding how regional centers articulated with smaller, outlying centers, 

whether they are subordinate or competitive in their relationships.  

Political integration constituted through a politicization of communal symbolism 

may be the most difficult to assess archaeologically given the large scale at which this 

would have operated, and the overlapping of practices of local corporate identity (Barber 

2005). Several scholars have argued that practices defining a political identity often 

happen in intimate elite contexts, but they can also be visible within the broader 

landscape (Blanton et al. 1996; Joyce 2006a; LeCount 2001). For example, large 

monumental structures, such as the acropolis at Río Viejo, are visible for great distances 

across the landscape, and their continuous visual presence in the everyday life of people 

living in outlying centers would have aided in the regeneration of regional political 

affiliations formed through the building of the acropolis and the periodic public ritual and 

ceremonies performed there (Joyce 2006a; Robin 2002). 
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Political processes are inherently unstable because they are not things, rather, 

political processes are practices, relationships and negotiations (Pauketat 2000; A. Smith 

2003).  Analytical focus is on how political structures were created and maintained. 

Political centralization is not an object of analysis in and of itself; it is a relative measure 

of relationships between people of all social positions—what they did and when and 

where (Pauketat 2001; A. Smith 2003).  Thus, only conceiving of sociopolitical change 

from the perspective of elite action is insufficient as nonelites also have decision-making 

capacities that can affect social change (Joyce 2000a; Joyce 2004; Pauketat 2000; Urban 

and Schortman 2004). Considering that non-elites have power necessitates a move away 

from definitions of power as “power over” to a definition of power as transformative 

capacity (Giddens 1979); what people do and the practices they engage in become the 

focus of analysis.  At a larger scale, subject and competing centers must also factor in 

analyses as active participants in relations of political centralization and decentralization, 

and not merely as sources of resource extraction or peripheral to the happenings at larger 

centers. Giddens (1979) argues that even dominant actors need the compliance of 

subordinated actor’s to realize their goals, even if the subordinated actors abilities are 

severely constrained. Political relations necessarily incorporate the negotiation of the 

varied interests, dispositions, and actions of the actors involved in those relations, 

resulting in political structures that are constantly shifting and in process (Stein 2002).  

As previously stated, the constitution of political authority and regional 

centralization are dynamic processes.  For example, emerging social inequalities in the 

lower Río Verde Valley during the Late and Terminal Formative would have created 
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tensions, and though practices of affiliation and regeneration of communal identity may 

have alleviated some of those tensions for a time, the initial phase of regional 

centralization in the lower Río Verde Valley was relatively unsuccessful as evidenced by 

the decline of Río Viejo at the end of the Terminal Formative (Barber and Joyce 2007, 

Joyce 2008).   

Previous research in the lower Río Verde Valley (Barber 2005; Barber and Joyce 

2007; Joyce 1991a; 2010; Joyce and Barber 2015; 2016) and in the Lower Motagua and 

Naco Valleys (Schortman 1989; Schortman and Ashmore 2012; Schortman and 

Nakamura 1991; Urban et al. 2002) have demonstrated that a consideration of identity 

can fundamentally change how ancient state dynamics are viewed.  The theoretical 

incorporation of “peripheral” or outlying centers and their inhabitants as major players 

vibrantly inhabits the ancient political landscape and can potentially account for evidence 

that evolutionary models are not set up to do.   

Post-structural theories used to understand political dynamics focus on the 

contradictions and negotiations that may have existed in a particular political context. 

The negotiation of any aspect of sociopolitical life can lead to change, and post-structural 

theories are particularly relevant in fleshing out how such change occurs within 

historically specific political trajectories. Given that political dynamics are processes 

composed of the competition and negotiation of interests of actors, political relations are 

also historically and spatially contingent. What came before is always present in these 

processes, whether consciously or not (Bourdieu 1977; Giddens 1984; Pauketat 2001; 

Sahlins 1985). Practice theories posit that practices are the embodiment of peoples’ 
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“habitus” as well as their practical consciousness and strategic action, which are instilled 

through one’s experiences in both the quotidian realm as well as broad ranging political 

landscapes (Pauketat 2000). Practices are not always constrained by these experiences; 

rather, they are potentially unpredictable, leading to unintended consequences that alter 

the structural environment (Giddens 1979).  Ritual practice, for example, may be the 

enactment of tradition and governed by “cultural rules”, but those practices may not 

always result in exact reproductions of previous practices. Variability at a number of 

scales across space and time alter those traditions can lead to change making tradition 

itself a dynamic process. The same can be argued for political processes. In a region 

where power and authority were constituted through communal ritual, as it was in the 

Terminal Formative lower Río Verde Valley (Joyce et al. 2013; Joyce and Barber 2015a), 

practices meant to reconstitute such power could have been altered through any number 

of means—the introduction of new materials in traditional rituals, a shift in behavior as a 

result of changing political landscapes, and so forth. The transition from the Terminal 

Formative to the Early Classic in the lower Río Verde Valley is one such instance of 

change.  

 

Conclusion 

 In sum, I focus on ritual practices as they are expressions of the connections 

among people, things, communities, and places.  Enduring ritual practices were likely to 

have been consistent with shared identities and histories.  Variations in such practices, 

and in the materials used in those practices, represent social change, and in the context of 
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a changing regional landscape, may also be indicative of how power and authority were 

being reconstituted. By engaging practiced-based theories, and referencing past practices, 

I aim to consider the various practices that Early Classic inhabitants undertook in 

reference to political authority. Previous research has demonstrated that a practiced-based 

approach can lead to more nuanced insights regarding all aspects of social and political 

life in the valley. In the Lower Río Verde Valley, diversity in sites and practices appears 

to be the norm, rather than spatial or performative emulation of larger centers.   A 

theoretical approach that holds contingent historical and spatial specificity as one of its 

tenets is more advantageous for adding initial insights into the Early Classic lower Río 

Verde Valley political landscape. Thus, the following chapters present the data recovered 

from Early Classic Charco Redondo, as well as my inferences regarding the kinds of 

practices and dispositions relevant to sociopolitical negotiations in the valley.  
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CHAPTER 3 

The Ecological and Archaeological Landscape of the lower Río Verde Valley 

 

 As part of a much larger cultural and ecological region, Charco Redondo must be 

situated in relation to the rest of the lower Río Verde Valley (LRVV) (Figure 3.1).  In this 

chapter, I discuss the region’s physical topography and natural resources, and summarize 

the previous archaeological research that pertains to identity, political authority, and 

interregional interaction. As this dissertation is an examination of how practices of 

identity, particularly those related to communal mortuary ritual, have transformed over 

time, I discuss what is known regarding the Formative and Early Classic practices in 

order to present a more dynamic understanding of identity and its relationship to political 

authority.  To date, research has revealed mortuary ritual and burial patterns dating to 

each phase of the prehispanic sequence, with the exception of the Middle Formative and 

Archaic periods.  

 

Physical and Cultural Geography 

The lower Río Verde valley is defined as the floodplain of the Río Verde and 

piedmont, bordered by the Sierra Madre del Sur mountain range (Joyce 1991a). The 

mountains of the Sierra Madre are very close to the sea, with rocky spurs extending into 

the sea creating narrow stretches of coastal plain. The lower Río Verde valley is defined 

by two of these extensions. However, rather than being narrow, the floodplain contains 

wide tracts of flat, arable land (Barber 2005).  On the western border of the  
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Figure 3.1 Map of major archaeological sites in the Río Verde Valley  
(Joyce et al. 2016.) 
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valley, the mountains descend directly to the sea, making for an arduous land passage. On 

the eastern end, a narrow piedmont zone reaches elevations of 200m, however, with a 

low lying strip of land just over 2km wide allowing for passage to the neighboring Río 

Grande valley (Barber 2005).  To the north, the Sierra Madre presents an imposing 

barrier. The Río Verde emerges from a narrow valley in the Sierra Madre onto the broad 

coastal floodplain approximately 20km northeast from the mouth of the river and Pacific 

ocean (Joyce 2010). 

The Río Verde is one of the largest rivers on the Pacific coast of Mexico, in terms 

of both drainage and discharge (Joyce 1991a).  The river originates in the interior 

highlands of Oaxaca and drains an area of approximately 17, 680 km2 (Joyce 2010). The 

river discharges its sediments onto the floodplain of the lower Río Verde valley or into 

the Pacific Ocean.  The region is located 225km northwest of the southern Isthmus, and 

today, with 1000km2 of area, is one of the most productive agricultural zones in Oaxaca.  

Presently, there are two indigenous languages spoken in the region, Mixtec and 

Chatino.  Mixtec is the dominant indigenous language today, but ethnohistoric data and 

research suggests that Mixtec speaking peoples migrated to the coast in the early Late 

Postclassic (1100-1521 CE) (Joyce et al. 2004), and was likely not the dominant language 

spoken prior to the Postclassic. Written evidence from carved stone monuments from the 

region suggests that Chatino was spoken in the lower Río Verde valley by the Classic 

period, and likely some form of Chatino was spoken there for many generations 

previously (Joyce 2010; Urcid and Joyce 2001:212). Chatino is a relative of Zapotec, and 
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glottochronological studies suggest that the Chatino and Zapotec languages separated 

some time during the Formative period (400 BCE-100 CE) (Josserand et al. 1984). 

 

Environment and Natural Resources 

The diverse natural landscape of the lower Río Verde Valley includes many 

different environmental zones including riverine, floodplain, estuarine, lacustrine, 

marine, salt flats, piedmont, secondary valleys, and mountain habitats that provide a wide 

variety of resources (Joyce 1991a; Joyce, Winter, and Mueller 1998).  In addition to the 

dominant subsistence activities involving floodplain agriculture, the ancient inhabitants 

of the lower Río Verde valley exploited fish and shellfish from the river, ponds, estuaries, 

and oceans, as well as wild plants and animals from terrestrial habitats. Additionally, dog 

(Canis familiaris) and turkey (Meleagris gallopavo) were domesticated animals that were 

used for food in prehispanic times. 

Coastal climate patterns consist of a mean annual temperature of 28° C, and a 

rainy season during the months of May through November with an average of 1000-

2200mm of annual rainfall (Joyce 1991a).  However, precipitation can be variable during 

a single rainy season and from year to year. Bedrock in the region consists mostly of 

Jurassic gneiss and Mesozoic granites and granodiorite (Joyce 1991a:44). 

On the coastal lowlands, vegetation consists of semi-deciduous tropical forests 

with mangrove forests along estuaries, and palm in drier coastal locations  (Joyce 

1991a:44-46).   The dominant semi-deciduous tree species is Brosimum alicastrum 

(ramón or Samaritan), but others include Bumelia persimilis (palo de clavo), Manikara 
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zapota (chicozapote), and Psidium sartorianum (guayabillo) (for a more inclusive list, 

see Joyce 1991a:44). Vegetation along the estuaries and saline lagoons consists of 

mangrove forests well adapted to the salinity and swampy tidal conditions. Mangrove 

communities include red mangrove (Rhizophora mangle), black mangrove (Avicennia 

nitida), white mangrove (Laguncularia racemosa), and buttonwood mangrove 

(Conocarpus erectus). The dominant palm species in the drier coastal areas include 

palma redonda (Sabal Mexicana), corozo (Orbignya cohune), and coyol (Acrocomia 

mexicana). Scrub vegetation includes Opuntia sp., Sporolobus sp., Ipomoes sp., and 

Chysobalanus icaco. Today, much of this vegetation has been removed to make room for 

milpa agriculture (maize, beans, squash, chile, tomato, watermelon, etc.) and commercial 

crops including lime (Citrus aurantifolia), papaya (Carica papaya), sesame (seasamum 

indica), peanuts (Arachis hypogea), coconuts (Cocus nucifera), and mango (Mangifera 

indica).  The milpa fields are typically cultivated for 1 to 2 years, and fallow periods 

range from 2 to 5 years in the floodplain. 

While the floodplain allowed for highly productive agriculture, the region 

provided a number of other resources for the ancient populations.  The mountain zone, 

located 300-1000m above sea level, is covered with semi-deciduous tropical forest 

species, though species like jicaro  (Crescentia cujete) and nopal cactus (Opuntia ficus-

indica) are present.  The soils of the mountain zone are dry and thin, thus, not high in 

agricultural potential.  

In the piedmont, the soils are also thin and nutrient poor, and covered with 

vegetation similar to that of the mountain zone. Today, the piedmont is cultivated only 



 46 

during the rainy season, with maize and squash being the dominant crops. The available 

wild plant and animal resources include white-tailed deer (Odocoileus virginianus), 

armadillo (Dasyphus movemcinctus), peccary (Tayassu tajacu), black iguana (Ctenosaura 

similis), quail (Dendrortyx macroura), dove (Leptotila sp.), ciruela de monte (Spondias 

mombin), nopal (Opuntia sp.), and ramón (Brosimum alicastrum) (Joyce 1991a:50-51).  

The secondary valley zone is made up of a series of small basins ranging in 

elevation from 20-50m above sea level.  The soils of this zone are deep, but consist 

mostly of colluvial sands, which are low in nutrients. The natural vegetation is semi-

deciduous tropical forest, though today is used for pasture. Maize, squash, beans, peanuts 

and other plants are cultivated in this zone during the rainy season, with the availability 

of wild flora and fauna being similar to that of the piedmont (Joyce 1991a:51).  

The floodplain zone is formed by the alluvial sediments of the Río Verde and 

averages approximately 50 m above sea level. The natural vegetation of the floodplain is 

also semi-deciduous tropical forest, but today is used for intensive agriculture. With the 

combination of a high water table (less than 3 m below the surface) and the seasonal 

flooding that replenishes the topsoil, the floodplain is highly fertile (Joyce 1991a). The 

deposition of sediments on the floodplain has created one of the most fertile regions in 

Oaxaca, and studies indicate that 1 ha produces between 1,000 and 2,000 kilograms of 

maize using slash-and-burn agriculture (Rodriguez et al. 1989). Among the more 

valuable crops grown in pre-Columbian times were maize, cotton, and chocolate, both for 

local consumption and export (Barber 2005; Joyce 2008).  Wild animal and plant species 

are also highly abundant in the floodplain. 
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The freshwater zone includes the Río Verde, seasonal streams, and freshwater 

ponds. The ponds range in size from less than 1 ha to 225 ha, with the smaller ponds 

resulting from depressions left by old river channels, but the origin of the larger ones is 

still undetermined (Joyce 1991a:53).  The ponds close to the Río Verde are replenished 

seasonally and, along with the river, contain fish and migratory fowl. Fishing is best in 

the ponds during the dry season as the fish are concentrated in smaller areas as they dry 

up. The ponds can also be used for agriculture as they stay moist and are highly organic. 

Marine sands and seasonal streams form the coastal plain and beach zone.  A set 

of barrier islands formed by sedimentation from the river separates this zone from the 

estuaries, which are being gradually closed off from the ocean.  The vegetation consists 

of semi-deciduous tropical forest near the floodplain and piedmont, and palm/scrub in 

drier areas (Joyce 1991a:54).  This zone is not well suited to agriculture due to the 

nutrient-poor sands, but palms thrive there and today the zone is subject to intensive 

coconut production. During the rainy season, crabs can easily be captured.  

The lagoon and estuary zone is dominated by mangrove forests, and contains 

abundant fish, shellfish, and waterfowl (Goman et al. 2005; Joyce 1991a). Shrimp is 

heavily exploited during the early spring at the beginning of the rainy season. The 

Chacahua estuary, located only a few kilometers from Charco Redondo, is one of the 

largest estuaries in the region. Estuarine resources have been found in Precolumbian 

middens, confirming their use in ancient times.  In the Río Verde’s estuaries, it is possible 

to find the Purpura pansa gastropod, which has been harvested and processed for its 

purple dye (Romeu 1996). The salt flats consist of sandy plains formed by the infilling of 
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lagoons and estuaries. Today and in the past, salt was rendered from this zone, producing 

a high-value resource for export. The processing of salt has produced large spoil piles, 

creating “islands” of scrub vegetation (Grove 1988; Joyce 1991a). 

The marine zone is the open Pacific Ocean, and is rich in resources such as fish 

and shellfish, but the high energy tidal and wave conditions make it difficult and 

dangerous to exploit.  Today, this zone is exploited primarily during the dry season 

(Joyce 1991a).  

More than two decades of paleoenvironmental research has demonstrated that the 

landscape of the lower Río Verde valley was extremely dynamic, with change being 

linked to both climate and human impact (Goman et al. 2005; Goman et al. 2010; Goman 

et al. 2014; Joyce 1991a; 1991b; Joyce and Mueller 1992; 1997; Mueller et al. 2013). 

Geomorphological research has shown that the Río Verde has gone through a number of 

morphological changes as a result of alluvial deposition triggered by highland erosion 

resulting from changes in sediment load and discharge, likely due to highland agricultural 

practices (Joyce and Mueller 1992; 1997; Mueller et al. 2013). This research has also 

documented that the present ecological conditions developed within the last 3000 years 

and may be the reason why only three sites have been identified as dating to earlier than 

700 BCE (Joyce and Mueller 1997; Mueller et al. 2013).  Deposition of sediments and 

the meandering of the river have most likely deeply buried or destroyed early sites as 

channels shifted, making their identification in surface surveys and penetrating 

excavations difficult. Today, the high water table also poses significant challenges for 

deep excavations in the Río Verde’s floodplain.  
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In general, the lower Río Verde Valley is highly productive in regard to the 

resources available to human populations. While it is not possible to say there is a direct 

cause and effect relationship between the landscape that emerged with the last major 

morphological change in the river 3000 years ago and the increase in settlement and 

social complexity documented in the Valley, there does seem to be a correlation given the 

transformations in the social landscape, which I discuss below.   

 

Previous Archaeological Research in the lower Río Verde Valley  

The lower Río Verde Valley became a region of archaeological interest primarily 

in the last several decades due in part to its presumed ancient agricultural fertility and to 

ethnohistoric records that indicated it was the location of the capital of the Late 

Postclassic Tututepec empire. However, over 60 years of research in the region has 

demonstrated that its history extends much further back in time and has revealed complex 

social organization and its transformations across time (see Table 3.1 for Chronology and 

ceramic sequence).   

 Research in the lower Río Verde began in the 1950’s, with the pioneering work of 

Donald Brockington, who carried out an unsystematic survey of the region as part of his 

larger Oaxaca coast reconnaissance (DeCicco and Brockington 1956). These surveys 

were carried out in order to identify sites and begin to establish the chronology 

(Brockington 1973; Brockington 1974).  However, it wasn’t until the 1980’s that the first 

research project focused specifically on the lower Río Verde Valley (see Table 3.2 for 

project acronyms and directors). 



 50 

LOWER RÍO VERDE TIME LINE 
 

TIME PERIOD CERAMIC PHASE DATES 

Late Postclassic Yucudzaa 
 

1100-1500 CE 
 

Early Postclassic Yugüe 
 

800-1100 CE 
 

Late Classic Yuta Tiyoo 
 

500-800 CE 
 

Early Classic Coyuche 
 

250-500 CE 
 

Late Terminal Formative Chacahua 
 

100-250 CE 
 

Early Terminal Formative Miniyua 
 

150 BCE-100 CE 
 

Late Formative Minizundo 
 

400-150 BCE 
 

Late Middle Formative Charco 
 

700-400 BCE 
 

Late Early Formative/ 
Early Middle Formative Undefined 1350-700 BCE 

Initial Early Formative Tlacuache 
 

1600-1350 BCE 
 

 

Table 3.1 Chronological sequence with ceramic phases. 
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The Río Verde Archaeological Project (RVAP), directed by David Grove, Susan 

Gillespie, Marcus Winter, and Raul Arana, was designed to examine early settlement and 

the origins of complexity in the region (Gillespie 1987; Grove 1988; Joyce 1991a; Winter 

and Joyce 1987). Based on this research, it was recognized that the lower Río Verde 

valley supported large populations prior to the Postclassic (Joyce 1991a). The intended 

goal of the RVAP was to gain a greater understanding of the Archaic to Formative 

transition and the relationship between coastal societies and those of the interior and the 

Olmec on the Gulf Coast (Grove 1988).  Given the agricultural potential of the region in 

the Formative, as deduced from modern productivity, it was hypothesized that this area 

could have been a location for the development of early complex societies (Grove 1988).   

The RVAP conducted extensive surface reconnaissance of the nearly 400 km2 valley, 

recorded and sampled a total of 71 archaeological sites, and conducted test excavations at 

several sites including Charco Redondo.  Charco Redondo and one other site, La 

Consentida, were the only sites in which Early (1000-700 BCE) and Middle Formative 

(700-400 BCE) ceramics were identified by the RVAP, and even there, the Early 

Formative ceramics were sparse (Gillespie 1988; Grove 1988; Hepp 2015).  

The last two decades have witnessed an expansion of research on the Pacific 

coastal region of Oaxaca. In 1988, Arthur Joyce and Marcus Winter undertook the Río 

Verde Formative Project (RVFP) in order to address questions raised by the RVAP. The 

RVFP excavated several sites including Río Viejo, Cerro de la Cruz, La Consentida, and 
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Table 3.2: Projects conducted in the lower Río Verde Valley beginning in the 1980s. 

Project Title Project Acronym Year(s) Directors 

Río Verde 
Archaeological 

Project 
RVAP 1986 

David Grove 
Susan Gillespie 
Marcus Winter 

Raul Arana 
Río Verde Formative 

Project RVFP 1988 Arthur Joyce 
Marcus Winter 

Río Verde Settlement 
Pattern Project RVSPP 1994-1995 Arthur Joyce 

Río Verde Human 
Ecology Project RVHEP 2000-2001 Arthur Joyce 

San Francisco de 
Arriba 

Archaeological 
Project 

SFAAP 1997-1998 Workinger 

Río Viejo Residence 
Project RVRP 2000 Arthur Joyce 

Proyecto Río Verde 
2003 PRV03 2003-2004 Sarah Barber 

Tututepec 
Archaeological 

Project 
TAP 2005 Marc Levine 

Estudio Geofisico del 
Rio Verde Inferior EGRV 2008 Sarah Barber 

Río Verde Human 
Ecology Project RVHEP 2008 Arthur Joyce 

Río Verde Project PRV09 2009 Arthur Joyce 
Sarah Barber 

Proyecto Charco 
Redondo PCR2011 2011 Michelle Butler 

El Proyecto Rio 
Verde PRV2012 2012 Arthur Joyce 

Sarah Barber 
La Consentida 
Archaeological 

Project 
LCAP 2012 Guy Hepp 

El Proyecto Rio 
Verde PRV2013 2013 Arthur Joyce  

Sarah Barber 
Río Verde Settlement 
Pattern Project 2016 RVSPP 2016 2016 Jessica Hedgepeth 

Cerro de La Virgin 
Project CVP 2016 2016 Jeff Brzezinski 
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Loma Reyes.  Investigations demonstrated that the monumental building at Río Viejo 

occurred primarily during the Terminal Formative (Joyce 1991a; Joyce et al. 1999). 

In 1994 and 1995, the Río Verde Settlement Pattern Project (RVSPP) consisted of 

an interdisciplinary team that conducted a full-coverage survey of 70 km2 in the central 

floodplain of the Río Verde, test pitting at Río Viejo, and geomorphological work (Joyce 

1999a; Joyce et al. 1999). In 2000-2001, the Río Verde Ecology Project (RVEP) included 

extending the full coverage survey to 152 km2, more archaeological investigations at Río 

Viejo, as well as continuation of the geomorphological and paleoenvironmental research 

in order to better address changes in floodplain and coastal morphology (Joyce and 

Levine 2009). Since then, Joyce and colleagues have excavated at 19 sites, including the 

political centers of Río Viejo (Joyce 1991a; King 2003) and Late Postclassic Tututepec 

(Levine 2007). Río Viejo (Joyce 1991a, Joyce et al. 1999), Cerro de la Cruz (Joyce 

1991a), San Francisco de Arriba (Workinger 2002), Cerro de la Virgen (Barber 2005; 

Brzezinski et al. 2017), and Yugüe (Barber 2005) are the only Formative sites to have 

been subject to extensive excavations.    

Investigations by Workinger (2002) at San Francisco de Arriba tested the 

hypothesis that the highland polity of Monte Albán conquered the site during the Late to 

Terminal Formative as has been suggested by Marcus and Flannery (1996).  His results 

rejected that hypothesis. It has been suggested that San Francisco de Arriba may have 

been a second regional center (Charco Redondo being one as well) during the Late 

Formative, as it grew to approximately 92 ha during that time (Joyce 2008; Workinger 

2002; Workinger and Joyce 2009).  Excavated contexts at Terminal Formative Cerro de 
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la Virgen (Barber 2005) included an elite residence and associated terrace and stairway.  

More recently, in 2016 Jeff Brzezinski continued excavations at Cerro de la Virgin 

(Brzezinski et al. 2016). At the archaeological site of Yugüe, excavations focused on an 

artificial platform, two substructures and a communal cemetery (Barber 2005; Barber et 

al. 2013; Mayes and Barber 2008).   

Overall, this research documents the Late Formative underwent the most rapid 

increase in the number of sites for the entire Prehispanic sequence in Coastal Oaxaca 

(Joyce 2010). Regional data indicate the development of a three-tiered settlement 

hierarchy, hereditary inequality, ritual feasting, communal mortuary ceremonialism and 

construction of monumental building by the Late Formative (Joyce 2008; 2010; Joyce 

and Barber 2015). Archaeological and geomorphological evidence also points to 

environmental change during the Formative, including anthropogenic alterations resulting 

in erosion/sediment run-off in the upper Río Verde drainage (Joyce et al. 2012; Goman et 

al. 2005; Goman et al. 2010; Mueller et al. 2013; Joyce and Mueller 1997).  The sediment 

run-off may have led to changes in the lower drainage such as an increase in the size of 

the floodplain and increased arability, as well as in increase in risk from flooding for 

those populations that moved to the flood plains (Joyce et al. 2012; Joyce and Mueller 

1997).  These geomorphological changes have been documented as coinciding 

temporally with the massive population increase in both the highlands and coastal areas 

associated with the river during the Late and Terminal Formative. By the Terminal 

Formative, Río Viejo had emerged as the largest site of a five-tiered settlement hierarchy. 
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This loosely integrated polity collapsed at the end of the Terminal Formative, giving rise 

to a politically fragmented Early Classic sociopolitical landscape. 

 

Culture History of the Lower Río Verde Valley from the Late Formative  
Through the Early Classic 
 

In this section, I briefly discuss the cultural landscape of the region from the Late 

Formative Period through the Early Classic. While research has provided valuable data 

concerning the rest of the Prehispanic sequence (e.g. Grove 1988; Hepp 2015), these time 

periods are outside the scope of the present thesis. I include discussions of the Late and 

Terminal Formative because significant archaeological contexts have been documented 

that are relevant to my Early Classic research design and research questions. Therefore, 

this section begins with a very brief review of the prehispanic sequence, and then 

provides more detailed descriptions of the cultural landscape as they relate to Early 

Classic identity and authority.  

Previous and on-going research indicates that political centralization in the Lower 

Verde was likely the result of tensions and negotiations amongst different actors in 

varying positions (e.g. elites and commoners, local communities and the regional polity). 

By the end of the Terminal Formative  (250 CE), the Lower Verde region experienced a 

significant demographic and political decline. Based on surface surveys, it has been 

presumed that the Early Classic was a period of political fragmentation, with as many as 

eight prominent centers, including Charco Redondo, Río Viejo, and San Francisco de 

Arriba. Teotihuacan became a focus of interregional interaction, along with the Isthmus 

of Tehuantepec (Workinger 2002).  
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In regard to the relationship between identity and political authority, Joyce and 

colleagues (Barber 2005; Barber and Joyce 2007; Joyce 1991a; 1994; 2006; 2008; Joyce 

et al. 2016; Joyce and Barber 2016; 2015b; Joyce et al. 2001; Joyce and Weller 2007; 

King 2003; Levine 2007), have argued that the practices of identity, particularly that of 

communal identity, had a significant role in the development and transformation of 

political authority in the lower Río Verde Valley.  Communal practices documented 

archaeologically include monumental construction, public feasting, ritual performances, 

caching, and communal burial. I turn now to the archaeological data and interpretations 

of that data as it relates to changes in mortuary practices, identity, and authority in the 

lower Río Verde Valley from the Late Formative through the Early Classic.  

 

Late Formative Period (Minizundo Phase: 400-150 BCE)  

Late Formative settlement in the lower Río Verde valley increased from 443 ha in 

the Early Formative to 65 ha3, with settlement being distributed among the piedmont 

(43.2%), floodplain (36.4%,) and secondary valleys (20.4%).  Charco Redondo (95 ha) 

and San Francisco de Arriba (94.5 ha) were first-order centers of a three-tiered settlement 

hierarchy. Excavations at both of these sites demonstrated that much of the monumental 

architecture was being constructed during the Late Formative period (Butler 2011; 

Gillespie 1988; Workinger 2002). 

                                                
3 Survey conducted in 2016 by Jessica Hedgepeth-Balkin has resulted in changes to settlement size both for 
individual sites and for the LRVV in general (most sites increased in size). However, at the time of the 
filing of this dissertation, updated numbers were not available. The settlement sizes reported here are 
estimates only.  
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The construction of monumental architecture, particularly the acropolis at San 

Francisco de Arriba suggests the mobilization of large labor forces, presumably by elites, 

which is a further indication of increasing social complexity. Excavations at the third-

order center of Cerro de la Cruz also presented evidence on increasing complexity and 

the emergence of social status differences, as well as documented evidence of communal 

practices including mortuary ritual (Joyce 1991a; 1994). Cerro de la Cruz lies in the 

floodplain, approximately 4 km west of the Río Verde. Excavations exposed Minizundo 

phase residential terraces, densely packed with structures, a granite flagstone patio with a 

large sunken hearth surrounded by 5 structures, three probable storage buildings, 

residential burials and a communal cemetery. 

 

Mortuary Practice at Cerro de la Cruz 

 During excavations, a Late Formative communal cemetery was documented in the 

final two iterations of Structure 1 at Cerro de la Cruz (Figure 3.2) (Joyce 1991a; 1994).  

Structure 1 consisted of two rooms, having a total area of 34.3 square meters. Structure 1 

was associated with a granite flagstone patio to the west. The patio measured roughly 

10m x 4.3m, though the southern end of the patio had been truncated by modern 

bulldozing, suggesting that perhaps the patio extended a few more meters to the south 

where it would have abutted a terrace wall. Intruding into the patio were two hearths, one 

measuring 3 square meters in area, far greater in size than domestic cooking hearths, and 

indicative of food preparation for a large number of people. The patio was surrounded by 

four other structures (Str 2, Str, 3, Str. 4, and Str. 5) in addition to Str. 1.  Structures 2, 3, 
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and 4, measuring roughly 3m x 3m each, and were likely storehouses. Structure 5 was 

badly damaged by the bulldozing, but a rough estimate of its size is approximately 50 

square meters. Three open burning features were associated with Str. 5. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 3.2 Cerro de la Cruz Late Formative Cemetery. Reproduced from 
Joyce 1994). 
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Structure 1 underwent five construction episodes, at an average maximum 

estimate of every 62 years, with 49 individuals associated with the final two iterations.  

Of the 49 individuals, 42 were adult and 7 subadult, with both sexes represented more or 

less equally represented (of those that could be sexed, 14 were male and 11 female) 

(Joyce 1991a: Appendix 1).  This suggests an internment rate of one adult every 3.7 years 

(Joyce 1994).  Joyce argues that no one family could have survived an adult mortality 

rate of this degree, suggesting that this cemetery contained individuals from multiple 

households within the community. Additionally, the burials in Structure 1 did not contain 

offerings. There were at least 28 primary burials and 4 probable secondary burials—the 

rest of the burials were too disarticulated and could not be identified as either primary or 

secondary. The dominant burial position was extended and supine, and like the 

architecture they were associated with, burials were oriented towards cardinal directions.  

Structure 8, located on a lower terrace wall, was a probable higher status 

residence and also contained domestic burials (n=15) beneath 4 sequential floors and 

along the exterior of the western wall (n=3). Of the 18 burials documented in Structure 8, 

13 were infants or children; of the 5 adults only 1 could be sexed as female and 2 sexed 

as male. There were no clear secondary burials. Following the pattern at Structure 1, 

orientation was to cardinal directions, following architecture. Four of the burials from 

Structure 8 (3 adults and 1 juvenile) contained the only Minizundo phase offerings 

recorded, suggesting a higher status than those from other areas of the site (Joyce 1991a).  

The two most elaborate offerings included shell sash worn by an adult male, and a canine 

tooth necklace worn by a child.   A ceramic bowl was included in the burial of this child, 
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who was accompanied by another child aged 3-5 years. From a lower-status residential 

area on the lower terrace wall, 10 other individuals were recorded, with 7 of these burials 

being associated with probable residences (St 9, St 10, St 11).   Of these, 6 were 

subadults and 4 were adults. 

Age was clearly an important social distinction in regards to burial location at 

Cerro de la Cruz, as most of the biologically subadult burials were buried in or near 

residences, while the majority of adults were buried in the communal cemetery. Of the 7 

subadult burials documented in Structure 1, 3 were secondary, 3 were probably 

secondary, and only one was a confirmed primary burial of an individual under the age of 

11 (Joyce 1991a). Additionally, several of the subadults found interred in the fill of an 

upper terrace wall were secondary burials, suggesting that they were buried elsewhere 

first, and perhaps underwent changes in their social position after death (Barber et al. 

2013). While subadult status in life did not necessarily preclude burial in the Structure 1 

cemetery, Joyce (1991a; 1994) and Barber and colleagues (2013) have suggested that for 

some individuals, social position could have changed after death, allowing for reburial in 

the cemetery. The majority of subadult and child burials documented at Cerro de la Cruz 

were associated with residential structures. Status also seems to have been an important 

Minizundo structuring principle. While no burials from Structure 1 contained offerings, 

those from Structure 8 did, although it is also possible that burial in the communal 

cemetery excluded distinguishing items regardless of status in life.  

While some segments of the population participated in more private or age-related 

mortuary ritual, as exemplified by the burials associated with St 8 and other burials on the 
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lower terrace, a large portion of the community were burying their adult dead in a 

communal cemetery. When burials from residential areas, the upper terrace wall, and 

from Structure 1 are considered together, the demographic profile of the burials 

approaches a normal curve suggesting a supradomestic group. The rate of interment, the 

large hearth, a feasting midden, and storage buildings are consistent with Structure 1 

being the focus of communal burial of non-elite adults and sometimes children, and 

perhaps associated ceremonial activities such as feasting by a large group of people.  

 

Summary 

Overall, the data from the Late Formative period indicate the emergence of status 

inequalities and social complexity, as exemplified by the mobilization of labor for 

monumental construction. Joyce and colleagues (Barber 2005; Barber and Joyce 2007; 

Barber et al. 2013; Joyce 1991a; Joyce 1991b; Joyce 1994; Joyce 2010; Joyce ,ed, 2013) 

have argued that communal practices such as mortuary ritual and monumental 

construction were practices of affiliation (see Yaegar 2000), that generated and 

regenerated communal identities born out of shared histories anchored to meaningful 

places such as communal cemeteries and monumental buildings. It is not entirely clear 

how these practices were related to political authority during the Late Formative, but it is 

likely that they were precursors to practices engaged in during the Terminal Formative, 

where the link between practices of affiliation and authority is stronger.  

 

 



 62 

Terminal Formative Period  (150 BCE-250 CE)  

During the Terminal Formative, lower Río Verde valley settlement grew 

dramatically, from 443 ha in the Late Formative to 631 ha in the early Terminal 

Formative (150 BCE-100 CE) and to 1141 ha by the late Terminal Formative (100-250 

CE) (Hedgepeth Balkin et al. 2017), and the settlement hierarchy increased from three 

tiers to five (Joyce 2010). Research shows that a loosely integrated polity developed 

during this period with its capital at the urban center of Río Viejo, which grew from 25 ha 

to 225 ha (Joyce 1991a; Joyce and Levine 2009).  Charco Redondo, San Francisco de 

Arriba, and other large communities became secondary centers.  

Although evidence indicates that rulers at Río Viejo mobilized labor and attracted 

followers on a scale commensurate with state societies elsewhere, the data also suggest 

forms of political organization that challenge assumptions of integration, coherence and 

stability in early states (e.g. Blanton et al. 1996). Investigations do not indicate that 

centralized political authority emerged as the result of elite-driven networks; rather, the 

material evidence suggests that the region may have been loosely integrated, with local 

identities persisting. During the Terminal Formative, there is no evidence of self-

aggrandizing elites in the form of monumental portraiture, nor evidence for strict control 

over resources or coerced labor. Evidence from communal cemeteries, large-scale 

communal feasting and caching suggests that leaders operated in a worldview that 

restrained the public expression of noble status and social inequalities, and that individual 

communities were much more autonomous than has been documented for other regional 

polities in Mesoamerica (Fox et al. 1996; Marcus and Flannery 1996). 
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Early Terminal Formative Mortuary Practices (Miniyua Phase 150 BCE-100CE) 

Excavations at Charco Redondo in 2009 (Butler 2011; Appendix A), documented 

a probable communal cemetery dating to the Miniyua phase. The cemetery was located 

on the southern edge of Mound 2-Structure 4, at an elevation of approximately 17m 

above sea level. The boundaries of the cemetery have not yet been determined, nor have 

there been any archaeological features detected that would have provided more 

information regarding whether this burial area was public or residential in nature. A total 

of 10 burials were documented, with more burials continuing outside the limits of 

excavation. Of those documented, all were adults and both sexes were represented. The 

dominant burial position was prone, with legs flexed at the patella and feet placed over 

the flexed knees (Figure 3.3). The one documented female was also buried prone, but 

extended (Figure 3.3). The burials were placed close together, and while several burials 

were discrete, there was evidence of disturbance by later burials.  Only one burial of an 

adult male contained any offerings. 

The nature of the nearby architecture with which the cemetery is associated is 

presently unclear, but it is provisionally considered public, as this appears to be a pattern 

in the region (Barber 2005; Barber et al. 2013; Joyce 1991a; 1994).  Mixed-use platforms 

were common in lower Verde, and contained both domestic and public structures. Prior 

to excavation, this particular location was selected for investigation because of visible  

architectural mounding on this portion of Str. 4, indicating the potential for substructures 

atop the mound.  While no architectural features were encountered, the presence of dense  
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Figure 3.3: Burial 9 Individual 9 and Burial 10 Individual 10, Charco Redondo  

burial features could indicate that in fact this area was a public space, used for mortuary 

ceremony.   

The entire burial sample dating to the Miniyua phase is currently small.   It 

consists of 22 individuals from the sites of Barra Quebrada (n=2), Cerro de la Cruz (n=4), 

Charco Redondo (n=10), Río Viejo (n=1), and Yugüe (n=5) (Barber et al. 2013).  The 

burials from Cerro de la Cruz were eroding from the modern ground surface.  The burials 

from Barra Quebrada and Río Viejo were from domestic contexts.  Those from Yugüe 

were interred in a public structure, Substructure 1. The Miniyua Phase burials from 

Yugüe were some of the earliest burials placed in what became a fully communal 

cemetery by the late Terminal Formative (see below) (Barber 2005:150-206). Evidence 
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of Miniyua Phase feasting associated with this structure is indicated by the presence of a 

large cooking feature just outside the building that contained two jars burnt on their 

exteriors—one of these jars still contained whole shells of estuarine mussels (Barber 

2005). Several middens also excavated contained evidence for several distinct feasting 

events. The Miniyua Phase burials were placed within the fill of one of the renovations of 

Substructure 1, along with a large cache of vessels. The act of interring individuals and 

caches in Substructure 1 continued into the later Terminal Formative Chacahua Phase 

(100-250 CE). 

Both sexes were represented among the adults at Charco Redondo.  The Río Viejo 

individual was male, and those from Yugüe and Barra Quebrada could not be sexed. 

While the Charco Redondo burials were prone, the most prevalent position overall was 

extended on the left side.  Considering all the sites together, the Miniyua phase sample 

covers ages ranging from infant through adult, with adults comprising the majority (71%) 

of the sample.  All of the Charco Redondo, Barra Quebrada, and Río Viejo burials were 

adult.  The Yugüe burials showed the greatest diversity in age, including two infants, a 

child, and an adult. Burial position and orientation varied considerably, but given the 

small sample size, it was not possible to determine whether body position and orientation 

correlated with age, sex, or burial location (Barber et al. 2013).  

Several general observations may be made about the Miniyua Phase burial 

sample.  Age appears to have been an important principle determining burial location as 

adults dominate Miniyua phase burials, as it was at Cerro de la Cruz.  At both Yugüe and 

Charco Redondo, burials were interred near other individuals (Barber 2005; Butler 2011). 
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Diversity in body position is evident based on the five different positions documented. 

Status differences between individuals are suggested by a high percentage of individuals 

with grave offerings. Similar offerings occurred at different sites, with locally made 

coarse brownware jars and bowls are present in all but one of the burials that contained 

offerings.  

 

Late Terminal Formative Period Mortuary Practices (Chacahua Phase 100-250 CE) 

 A late Terminal Formative Chacahua phase cemetery was documented at the site 

of Yugüe (Barber 2005; Joyce and Levine 2009). Yugüe is located 2.4 km east of the Río 

Verde and like Charco Redondo, is the location of a modern village. The site covers 

9.75ha and the core exists as a massive 10 meter high mixed-use platform4 mound 

measuring 200 m east-west and 100 meters north-south. The platform supports 3 

substructures at its summit.  Barber’s investigations have shown that the platform mound 

and Substructure 1 were constructed during the Early Terminal Formative Miniyua phase, 

the initial phase of regional political centralization. Substructure 1, the location of public 

ritual activity, underwent at least 5 construction episodes, with the final iteration resulting 

in a platform covering nearly 1500 square meters and supported at least two 

superstructures.  

Interred in Substructure 1 on the western portion of the platform, Barber 

documented at total of 41 individuals dating the Chacahua phase in the Yugüe cemetery 

(Barber 2005). All of the individuals had been stacked one on top of the other within an 

                                                
4 4 The term “mixed-use” is meant to refer to platform mounds the contained both domestic and public 
structures. 
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area of 7 square meters (Figure 3.4). Only three individuals were articulated, with the rest 

being secondary burials or primary burials disturbed by later internments. Unlike the 

Minizundo cemetery from Cerro de la Cruz and the Miniyua sample from Charco 

Redondo, the age distribution approaches a normal demographic curve for a prehispanic 

population, though with slightly more adults, indicating a suprahousehold burial area 

(Barber 2005:185).  

 The majority of the individuals were interred on their side, making sex estimates 

difficult given severe taphonomic damage to both crania and pelvis features typically 

used to assess biological sex. Of the individuals that could be sexed, 7 were female and 3 

were male. Barber detected a pattern in position and orientation, with 3 adult burials 

interred on their right sides with heads to the west. Four juveniles, one female holding an 

infant, and one adult male were positioned perpendicular to the remaining adults, on their 

left sides with their heads to the south.  

Status inequality was evident within the burial sample from Yugüe in the form of 

funerary offerings (n=2) and dental modification (n=2). The most elaborate offerings 

belonged to a double burial of an adult female and subadult male (15-17yrs). The 

subadult male was interred wearing an iron ore and plaster pectoral, and in his right hand, 

he was holding an incised deer femur flute. This double burial was intentionally left 

intact, despite the presence of at least 7 other nearby burials (Barber 2005).  Barber has  
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Figure 3.4: Yugüe Chacahua Phase Cemetery. Reproduced from Barber 2005 

 

interpreted this male to be some kind of ritual specialist based on the images carved on 

the flute. Evidence for pyrite encrustations was found on the teeth of two adult females—

pyrite is sufficiently rare in the lower Río Verde Valley, suggesting that these individuals 

may have had special access to the material.  
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The majority of the burials did not contain any offerings, and most were 

disturbed, suggesting that in most cases, burial in the cemetery precluded status 

distinctions. A cache of at least 50 cylindrical vessels along other caches and feasting 

middens elsewhere on Substructure 1 indicated that the majority of offerings and rituals 

that took places there were communal in nature and that Substructure 1 was indeed a 

public building used for public ritual (Barber 2005).  Communal caching elsewhere in the 

region also supports the inference that focus on public ritual constituted social 

relationships and referenced community. At San Francisco de Arriba, Workinger 

(2002:185-214) discovered several offerings at the site’s largest public building. The 

most elaborate contained a total of 356 greenstone beads, 27 crystal beads, 109 beads 

made from an unidentified stone, two greenstone bird pendants, two crystal pendants, and 

the possible remnants of an iron ore mirror (Workinger 2002:192-193).  

 

Summary 

To date, no evidence of rulership, such as tombs or monumental portraiture, has 

been documented in the region dating at this time. It has been argued that the limited 

material expression of elite status and regional authority is indicative of on-going 

tensions between commoners and elites and between local and regional political 

formations (Barber and Joyce 2007, compare Blanton et al. 1996).  Barber and Joyce 

(2007) have argued that centralization in the Terminal Formative period was achieved 

through a “scaling up” of the local communal practices (e.g. communal mortuary 

ceremonialism, caching, feasting, and monumental construction). For example, the 
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building of the Mound 1 acropolis at Río Viejo took place almost entirely in the late 

Terminal Formative, a project estimated to have required labor from Río Viejo and 

possibly surrounding communities (Joyce et al. 2013; Joyce et al. 2016). With an 

estimated volume of 455,050 m3, the acropolis was one of the largest buildings in 

prehispanic Oaxaca (Joyce et al. 2013; Joyce et al. 2016). It has been estimated that it 

would have taken 1,000 laborers working 120 days per year 18 years to build or 5,000 

people four years to build. In the absence of evidence for coerced labor, Joyce and 

colleagues have suggested that the building of the acropolis was a “scaled-up” version of 

other communal practices of affiliation, which tied people to meaningful places through 

its construction and the subsequent performances that took place there (Barber and Joyce 

2007; Joyce 2008; Joyce et al. 2016; see also Pauketat 2001).  

 While it is not clear that people from other communities in the region were 

physically or symbolically involved with the Mound 1 acropolis, the massive presence of 

the building on the landscape suggests that it was a political and perhaps communal 

symbol for the region (Joyce 2008). However, several other sites had their own civic-

ceremonial centers, including Charco Redondo, San Francisco de Arriba, Cerro de la 

Virgin, and Yugüe, and evidence from these areas indicate that local communities still 

engaged in local communal rituals and reproduced local identities. Further, monumental 

architecture at Charco Redondo and other sites in the lower Río Verde valley appear to 

materialize localized practices and interests (i.e. varied forms and distribution of 

residential and mixed-use platforms as well as public buildings). This is in contrast to 

standardized building programs instituted by regional elites documented in other 
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emergent states (e.g. Feinman and Marcus 1998). Thus, a traditionally defined 

administrative hierarchy that assumes a tightly controlled architectural design at lower-

order sites is not evident in the region. Joyce has argued that in fact, the Río Viejo polity 

was loosely organized and unstable (Joyce 2008). Although communities within the 

polity probably participated to some degree in the performances and rituals that took 

place at Río Viejo and that would have tied them to a regional authority and identity, 

evidence suggests that these local communities maintained a high degree of autonomy 

and political authority in their own right, as demonstrated by monumental constructions, 

public buildings and the labor amassed to build them at many peripheral sites. 

Tensions likely arose as the polity grew, and people were drawn away from the 

local communities to the regional seat. Elites may have become more invested in the 

polity than in their local communities and as social inequalities increased throughout the 

Formative, ideologies of communal identity may have been reinterpreted at the regional 

level that denied those inequalities.  There is ample evidence for repeated large-scale 

feasting taking place on Rio Viejo’s acropolis—evidence thus far does not suggest that 

the feasting was restricted to elites (Joyce et al. 2016). As discussed in Chapter 2, 

commensal feasting was a time for drawing people together and reconstituting a shared 

identity. However, the evidence does suggest that food preparation took place elsewhere, 

which would have placed additional burdens on participants to supply not only their local 

feasts but regional ones as well. In the end, it could have been because of these tensions 

such as these that the Río Viejo polity failed at the end of the Terminal Formative (Joyce 

et al. 2016). 
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Around 250 CE, the largest structure on the Mound 1 acropolis, Structure 2, was 

abandoned, and at least partly destroyed by dismantling and fire as evidenced by burned 

adobe and floor areas (Joyce et al 2016). That much of the structure was covered by thin 

layers and/or deposits of refuse containing high densities of broken ceramics is 

suggestive of termination ceremonies (Joyce et al. 2016).  Río Viejo itself decreased in 

size from 200 ha in the late Terminal Formative to 75 ha in the succeeding Early Classic 

period. Several other sites in the valley, including Yugüe, decreased in size or were 

abandoned altogether.  

 

The Early Classic Period (Coyuche Phase: 250-500 CE) 

The onset of the Early Classic (Coyuche Phase) is marked by the political 

collapse of the Río Viejo polity. The Early Classic was a period of political 

fragmentation, with as many as eight prominent centers, including Río Viejo, Charco 

Redondo, and San Francisco de Arriba vying for authority. However, the occupational 

area in the region increased from 1141 ha to 1292 ha in the Early Classic (Figure 3.5).  

Many sites were abandoned in the floodplain as people moved into the surrounding, more 

easily defensible piedmont (Joyce et al. 1999). Beyond the full coverage survey that 

provided settlement data, very little is known about this period in the lower Río Verde 

Valley, in part due to the lack of research projects focused specifically on this time period 

and in part due to the overlying Late Classic, Postclassic and modern occupations. 

However, excavations at San Francisco de Arriba, Río Viejo, Loma Don Genaro, Cerro 

del Chivo, and Charco Redondo have provided some insight into social activities.  
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Figure 3.5: Map of Early Classic sites in the lower Río Verde Valley. Map created 
by Jessica Hedgepeth-Balkin (Hedgepeth Balkin et al. 2017). 

 

Excavations at San Francisco de Arriba, located in a secondary valley, exposed 

several buildings with Coyuche phase renovations, and 6 modest offerings consisting of 

Coyuche Phase vessels within a public structure that otherwise showed no other 

occupational activity at this time (Workinger 2002:204-208).  Workinger suggests that 

these offerings were not for a newly constructed structure, or a termination offering, but 

rather an offering to the ancestors who had once used that building (Workinger 2002:207-

208).  Workinger also excavated a trench in which he documented a high density (n=285, 
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40.5 pieces per m3) of imported obsidian in fill layers that date to the Early Classic 

Coyuche phase (Workinger 2002:129-135).  Of these 285 obsidian artifacts, most of 

which were prismatic blades, 243 (85%) were green and presumably from the 

Teotihuacan-controlled Pachuca source5, suggesting intensive or frequent interaction with 

the Valley of Mexico.  In addition to obsidian, other Teotihuacan-related materials have 

been documented in small numbers in middens, funerary offerings and fill, such as 

cylindrical tripod vessels with slab feet, coffee bean appliques, and candeleros. The 

diffusion of ceramic styles is not necessarily a clear indicator of interaction with 

Teotihuacan, as they could have arrived from any number of other regions, particularly in 

Oaxaca, where these styles are widely present during the Early Classic.  However, Ivan 

Rivera’s (2007) discovery of a carved-stone monument depicting a figure attired in 

central-Mexican-influenced dress at the site of Cerro de la Tortuga located 40km 

northeast of the Río Verde supports a Teotihuacan presence in the coastal region. 

In regard to burial practices, five securely dated, and ten probable, Coyuche Phase 

burials had been documented from Río Viejo (Joyce 1991a).  These burials occurred as 

individual internments, and most were unaccompanied by offerings. However, burial RV-

B7 was an adult male interred with 22 ceramic vessels, 11 greenstone beads, 2 shell ear 

flares, and a conch shell; burial RV-B15 was an adult female with 29 ceramic vessels and 

2 green obsidian blades (Joyce 1991a). Two other burials had dental filing, and one of 

these exhibited cranial modification.  Several internments have also been documented at 

                                                
5 All obsidian recovered from the region is imported, as there is no source in Oaxaca. The importation of 
obsidian will be discussed in more detail in a following section.  



 75 

Loma Don Genaro (Joyce and Barber 2015b). These internments date to the transition 

between the Early and Late Classic Periods.  

Prior to excavations at Charco Redondo in 2011, it had been assumed that 

communal ritual practices integral to processes of state formation in the Terminal 

Formative period (250 BCE – 250 CE), had become weaker in the Early Classic period, 

with religious rituals more focused on individuals rather than on the corporate group.  

However, evidence of communal religious practices associated with an Early Classic 

cemetery suggest that there was still a strong focus on the community at Charco 

Redondo. A midden associated with the cemetery contained evidence for ritual practices 

including feasting, caching, and perhaps ritual related to rain and fertility. The presence 

of the cemetery and analysis of the midden indicates that the activities in this area were 

not domestic in nature, and most likely an Early Classic iteration of Formative communal 

practices. I discuss the details of these excavations and interpretations of the data in 

Chapters 5 and 6. 

 

Previous Evidence for Interregional Interaction in the Lower Río Verde Valley 

 In this section, I discuss evidence for interregional interaction in the lower Río 

Verde Valley, but keep the discussion focused on the pertinent evidence that 

demonstrates that while it is likely that only elites engaged in interregional trade, 

interaction with other regions resulted in diffusion of ideas and materials that all 

inhabitants had access to.  
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Definitive evidence for interregional interaction involving the lower Río Verde 

Valley indicates interaction with other regions took place as least as early as the Middle 

Formative, with obsidian being the primary import (Joyce 1991a: 516-517). In exchange, 

it was likely that people in the lower Río Verde valley were exporting marine resources 

such as shell and dried fish, as well as tropical nuts and fruits, maize, salt, and cotton in 

the Postclassic (Levine 2002; Joyce 1991a; 1993; 2003; Workinger 2002). The presence 

of interaction in the lower Río Verde Valley is generally measured by the frequencies of 

imported artifacts including lithics, ceramics, and imitation of ceramic styles. Ceramic 

data from Cerro de la Cruz, Río Viejo, San Francisco de Arriba, as well as other sites 

demonstrate that the lower Río Verde Valley had the most contact with the Valley of 

Oaxaca during the Late Formative.  

There has been significant debate as to whether or not the highland polity of 

Monte Albán expanded its inferred military conquest to the coastal region of Oaxaca 

(Joyce 2003; 2014; Spencer 2007; 2010; Redmond and Spencer 2006; 2012; Workinger 

2013; Workinger and Joyce 2009). Some researchers have argued that the lower Río 

Verde valley’s first appearance of urbanism was the result of people having to nucleate in 

order to protect themselves against Monte Alban’s military might (Balkansky 1997). 

While there does appear to be interaction, the data from the coast do not support the 

conquest theory.  It has been argued that the relatively large quantities of gray wares and 

other similarities in ceramics present in the Late Formative contexts on the coast, as well 

as iconographic interpretations made from Building J at Monte Albán, is evidence in 

support of a Monte Albán conquest of the coast (Balkansky 1997; Marcus and Flannery 
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1996; Sherman et al. 2010; Spencer 2007). However, this argument is based on the high 

number of Valley of Oaxaca imports documented in the lower Río Verde Valley during 

the Late Formative; imports from the Valley of Oaxaca dramatically declined during the 

Terminal Formative, when the region was centralizing (Joyce 1991a; Joyce 2003; 

Workinger 2002; Zeitlin and Joyce 1999). Furthermore, imported ceramics, were almost 

exclusively found in high status contexts suggesting that this imported pottery functioned 

more as a prestige item accessible only by elites  (Joyce 1991a; 1994; Workinger 2002). 

Additionally, there is no evidence of coastal peoples moving to more defensible positions 

such as the piedmont (Joyce 2003).  Nor do the cemeteries documented in the lower Río 

Verde valley represent massacres perpetrated by a Monte Albán military as no 

individuals appear to have died violently (Mayes and Joyce 2017). Interaction with other 

regions did not appear to spur significant social change in the Late Formative on the coast 

as local practices remained relatively distinct from other regions of Oaxaca (e.g. 

architectural forms and mortuary patterns) (Joyce 1991a; 1994; 2008; Workinger 2002). 

Obsidian was also imported to the coast during the Late Formative. Sourcing of 

obsidian recovered from Minizundo phase contexts indicates that the majority of the 

obsidian came from the Central Mexican Paredón source, as well as Pachuca, Otumba, 

Uceréo, and Guadalupe Victoria obsidian sources (see Workinger 2002:518 for a 

complete list).  Pachuca obsidian recovered from San Francisco de Arriba is particularly 

interesting as no other Pachuca obsidian has been found elsewhere in the region before 

the Early Classic, and perhaps indicates the site’s political and religious importance 

during the Late Formative (Workinger 2002:311-314).  
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Evidence for interaction with the Valley of Oaxaca decreased significantly as 

measured by the drop in gray ware imports during the Terminal Formative.  Joyce and 

colleagues (Levine 2002; Joyce 1991a; Workinger 2002; Zeitlin and Joyce 1999) have 

suggested that the decrease in imports with the Valley of Oaxaca had to do with 

instabilities and conflict in the highlands that disrupted trade routes to the coast. Local 

imitations of the G.12 type as defined by Caso and colleagues (1967:25-29) seemingly 

replaced imported serving vessels.  It is not clear which region influenced the production 

of this type of pottery in the lower Río Verde Valley, because by the time of its adoption, 

gray ware traditions and styles had diffused to most regions of Oaxaca (Joyce 1991a, see 

Levine 2002 for a more complete discussion of gray ware diffusion in Oaxaca). Although 

a renewed focus on trade with the Isthmus of Tehuantepec is evidenced by the 

importation of white-rim black wares (Workinger 2002), obsidian was still being from 

imported Central Mexican sources albeit in reduced quantity from Late Formative 

amounts (Joyce et al. 1995). 

The period that does requires more consideration for intensive interaction with the 

lower Río Verde Valley is the Early Classic.  The systematic survey of the region showed 

that floodplain sites decreased in size or were abandoned altogether after the political 

collapse of the Río Viejo polity around 250 CE (Joyce 2003).  At this same time, there 

was an increase in sites at higher elevations, such as the more defensible piedmont zone 

which increased in settlement from 38% to 63% in the Early Classic, and political 

fragmentation in the region led to as many as eight vying centers.  Considered together, 

these factors all suggest a major sociopolitical reorganization. 
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Evidence from surveys and Early Classic contexts indicates interaction with 

Teotihuacan may have been a factor in the transformation of the Early Classic settlement 

and political landscape. High percentages of obsidian from Early Classic contexts have 

been identified as coming from the Teotihuacan-controlled Pachuca source (Joyce et al. 

1995; Workinger 2002; see Chapter 5). All of the Pachuca obsidian recovered at present 

has come from the first order sites of San Francisco de Arriba, Charco Redondo, and Río 

Viejo (Joyce 2003; Workinger 2002).  Furthermore, there is an almost complete 

discontinuation of obsidian imports from the other Central Mexican Paredón source. 

Sourcing studies have also identified obsidian coming from Otumba, which was also 

probably under Teotihuacan control, as well as from Zaragoza and Tulancingo 

(Workinger 2002:325).  

Additionally, there is a small sample of lower Río Verde valley pottery that 

exhibits formal and decorative ties to Teotihuacan such as cylindrical tripod slab-footed 

vessels, bowls with annular bases, coffee-bean appliqués, and candeleros (Joyce 2003).  

At Río Viejo, this kind of pottery occurred in the two high status Early Classic burials, 

while at Charco Redondo, the distribution was more varied, occurring in burials and in 

feasting activities (see Chapter 5). There is evidence from Charco Redondo of continued 

ceramic importation from the Isthmus of Tehuantepec and at least one other unidentified 

source (see Chapter 5). There is also very strong isotopic evidence that several 

individuals interred in the Early Classic cemetery at Charco Redondo were nonlocal, 

further suggesting that interregional interaction with the coast involved more than 

artifacts, and perhaps aided in transforming the expression of identity in communal 



 80 

contexts. Interpretations regarding migration of people and ideas is be undertaken 

Chapter 7.  

 

Conclusion 

Unfortunately, as discussed above, much more research specifically designed to 

study Early Classic contexts needs to be undertaken before less ambiguous interpretations 

can be made regarding Early Classic interaction. The following chapters of this 

dissertation seek to add to what is already known regarding Early Classic sociopolitical 

transformations and what influence interaction may have had in those transformations. 

More detailed discussions will be presented regarding the artifact assemblages and 

mortuary patterns at Early Classic Charco Redondo, which will contribute to knowledge 

regarding the lower Río Verde Valley, as well as the broader discussion of Early Classic 

times. 
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CHAPTER 4  

THE PROYECTO CHARCO REDONDO 

 

Introduction 

Although significant research on the Early Classic has been undertaken in other 

regions of Mesoamerica, there has been relatively little focus paid to this period in the 

Lower Río Verde Valley.  This is in part due to the nature of dispersed Early Classic 

settlement in the region but also a result of the fact that few excavation projects have 

revealed significant on contexts from Early Classic times (but see Joyce and Barber 

2015).  Most projects in the region have been focused on the Formative and Postclassic 

periods. Prior to the 2011 field season, information on the Early Classic consisted of 

survey of settlement patterns, and of limited data collected from test pitting programs and 

limited excavation conducted at various sites.  For this reason, the Proyecto Charco 

Redondo provides significant new information regarding Early Classic Coyuche phase 

social configurations within the lower Río Verde Valley as well as information regarding 

interregional interaction.  The project entailed 13 weeks of archaeological field research 

at Charco Redondo and 15 weeks of laboratory study in Oaxaca, and subsequent 

laboratory analysis in the United States and Mexico6. In this chapter, I discuss the 

archaeological setting of Charco Redondo, the data requirements of my research 

questions, and data collection methods for both in the field and in the laboratory. 

                                                
6 I also conducted excavations at Charco Redondo as part of the Proyecto Río Verde 2009, however, these 
excavations encountered only Formative materials. The results and analyses pertaining to these excavations 
can be found in Appendix A. Therefore, all references to Proyecto Charco Redondo refer to the 2011 field 
season and 2012 laboratory analysis unless otherwise stated.  
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The Archaeological Setting of Charco Redondo 

 I chose to excavate at Charco Redondo for several reasons.  First, regional survey 

data had identified it as a first order center in the Late Formative Period, and second 

order center in the Terminal Formative and once again a first order center in the Early 

Classic. Although one test-pitting program had been carried out at the site (Gillespie 

1988), as well as a survey conducted in 1995 (Joyce 1999a), Charco Redondo remained 

relatively unexplored. Second, results of my pilot study in 2009 suggested that 

inhabitants at Charco Redondo participated in the same sorts of Formative communal 

practices documented at other sites in the region, but with some differences in regards to 

mortuary practices (see Chapters 3, 5 and 6). Thus, I wanted to further examine mortuary 

practices at the site, as well as provide important comparative data for the Formative 

Period. While my initial research plan had been to continue excavating in the same 

location as I did in 2009, logistical problems arose and it was necessary to choose a new 

location.  While at the time this change was not welcome, it ended up being fortuitous as 

our new location for operations revealed the most extensive Early Classic contexts to date 

and resulted in the first lower Río Verde Valley project devoted to that time period.  

 Charco Redondo is located approximately 10 kilometers inland from the coast and 

about 500 meters east of the Río Verde. As with many of the known Formative-period 

sites in the lower Río Verde Valley, Charco Redondo exists today as a low mound rising 

about 3 m above the floodplain, and the site core appears as a large, irregularly shaped 

artificial platform (Mound 2) covering an area of 35 ha (Figure 4.1) (Grove 1988). It is  
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Figure 4.1: Charco Redondo sketch map showing areas excavated in 2009 and 2011. 
Map drawn using GPS by Sarah Barber.  Excavations areas are not to scale. 

 
estimated that at least 10 monumental substructures7 sit atop this platform with some 

rising 3-7 m in height; however, long-term erosion and land use have obscured their 

precise shape, size and orientation (Grove 1988). Approximately six large depressions 

(charcos) are incorporated into the massive Mound 2, and these may represent possible 

water-control features as they were inundated at least seasonally (Grove 1988).  Based on 

archaeological survey and surface ceramics, it is estimated that Charco Redondo’s 

settlement spanned 62 ha in the Middle Formative and 70 ha in the Late Formative. The 

site grew to 95 ha during the Terminal Formative and maintained that settlement size 

during the Early Classic period (Hedgepeth Balkin et al. 2017; Joyce and Levine 2009). 
                                                
7 Charco Redondo has not been extensively mapped, therefore, not all structures are depicted in the Figure 
4.1 GPS map. 
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Surface sherds indicate that Charco Redondo had been inhabited from at least the Early 

Formative through the Postclassic. The test pitting conducted by Gillespie and colleagues 

revealed that deposits were 6 meters deep in the excavated pits (Gillespie 1988, Grove 

1988). In two of the test pits, Gillespie reached Middle Formative Charco phase 

construction(Grove 1988).  My 2009 test pit on Mound 2-Structure 3 (the largest 

structure on the mound) also confirmed Late Formative, as well as Terminal Formative, 

construction (see Appendix A). Flotation of soil samples taken from the test 1986 pits 

indicate that corn was an important component of Early and Middle Formative diets at 

Charco, and remained so throughout the sequence (Grove 1988).  

The archaeological site of Charco Redondo, particularly Mound 2, is the primary 

location for the modern village of the same name. The modern village of Charco 

Redondo was once located on the west side of the Río Verde, but the inhabitants were 

forced to move to their current location on the east side of the river in 1983 after being 

displaced by a government mandated irrigation project.  As a result of this move, the 

villagers rebuilt their homes, shops, and wells primarily on Mound 2.  Consequently, 

local villagers have been reusing cut stone from ancient construction as well as plowing 

over much of the site. While extensive survey has been conducted in the region including 

at Charco Redondo (Joyce et al. 1999), until recently, the only excavation at Charco 

Redondo consisted of the three deeply stratified test pits conducted by Susan Gillespie 

and colleagues in 1986 (Gillespie 1988; Grove 1988). 
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Data Requirements of Research Questions 

 The focus of this dissertation is the intersection of identity and political authority 

in the Lower Río Verde Valley during the Early Classic Coyuche phase (AD 250-500). In 

chapter one, I suggested that a number of contexts and artifactual evidence would be 

needed to evaluate my research questions regarding how communal identity and political 

authority were materialized during the Early Classic as compared to Formative periods 

expressions.  My research questions are restated here: 1) After the collapse of Río Viejo, 

was there any change in mortuary ritual from Formative practices at Charco Redondo? 2) 

Is communal identity still relevant in the Early Classic as it was for the Formative? If so, 

what can be concluded regarding the significance of Early Classic communal identity 

within the sociopolitical landscape? 3) Is there evidence for interregional interaction, and 

if so, how were these networks materialized and what impact did they have for Early 

Classic authority and communal identity at Charco Redondo?  

In this dissertation, I approach these questions through an examination of 

mortuary ritual at Charco Redondo.  Previous research has demonstrated that practices 

defining communal identity in the Formative can be found in burial contexts and 

associated activity areas in public spaces (Barber 2005; Barber and Joyce 2007; Barber et 

al. 2013; Joyce 1991; 2000; 2008; 2010; 2013; Joyce and Barber 2015b; 2016; Joyce et 

al. 1999; Joyce et al. 2016). Thus, I chose to focus on similar contexts dating to the Early 

Classic at Charco Redondo in order to evaluate the changed or continued local 

significance of communal identity.   
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 Previous research has also shown that the negotiation of political authority in the 

lower Río Verde Valley can be evaluated through the examination of public architecture, 

site size, settlement patterns, and participation in interregional networks (Barber 2005; 

Barber and Joyce 2007; Barber et al. 2013; Joyce 1991a; 1991b; 1994; 2008; 2013; Joyce 

and Barber 2015b; 2016; Joyce et al. 1999; 2016). Data regarding settlement patterns and 

site size for the Early Classic has already been collected by previous projects (Barber and 

Joyce 2012; Hedgepeth Balkin et al. 2017; Joyce and Levine 2009; Joyce et al. 1999). 

Therefore, I chose to focus on the clearing of what appeared to be public architecture at 

Charco Redondo in order to more fully understand construction history and use. In the 

LRVV, public architecture has a high likelihood of containing middens, caches, and 

burial contexts from which evidence for communal practices and interregional interaction 

could be gathered in order to evaluate what role, if any, these networks had in the 

negotiation of identity and political authority during the Early Classic.  The presence of 

foreign materials or imitations of these materials in communal contexts enables the 

evaluation of communal affiliations, political authority, and the assertion of identity in 

reference to both local and interregional networks and political forces (see Chapter 2).  

 In order to address Question 1, it was necessary to document Early Classic burials 

and activities related to burial.  We were successful in identifying an Early Classic burial 

area and an associated midden with evidence for mortuary ritual. The details of these 

operations are discussed in Chapters 5 and 6.  To evaluate Question 2, the relevance and 

form of communal identity for Early Classic inhabitants as compared to the Formative 

Period, it was necessary to identify public areas in which supradomestic groups carried 



 87 

out ritual activities during the Early Classic. In the Formative Period, these activities 

included monumental construction, community wide feasting, communal burial, and 

animistic offerings. Fortunately, excavations in 2011 documented an Early Classic 

cemetery and evidence for associated ritual feasting. To evaluate the significance of 

communal identity for the expression of Early Classic political authority, the mortuary 

contexts and artifact assemblages are compared to similar contexts from the Formative 

period to assess any deviations in terms of who participated in these mortuary activities 

and how rituals were carried out.  For Question 3, it was necessary to primarily identify 

the context of imported artifacts, as well as test for potential migrants into the lower Río 

Verde Valley who may have settled at Charco Redondo during the Early Classic. 

 

Selection of Excavation Area  

In this section I describe why I selected the excavation area for the 2011 field 

season. The process of selection of the excavation areas and data collection for the 2009 

field season is described in Appendix A.  The southern portion of Mound 2-Structure 5 

was selected for several reasons; first, this portion of the site was relatively free of 

modern construction and agricultural modification (with the exception of several lime 

trees); secondly, while Structure 5 is assumed to have been the location for several 

superstructures, the southern portion was slightly more mounded (Figure 4.2). At other 

sites in the region, mounding has often been the result of construction activities related to 

public architecture and associated activity areas, including communal cemeteries (Barber 

2005; Joyce 1991a; Workinger 2002).  
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Figure 4.2: Google Earth image of Charco Redondo showing  

excavation areas in 2009 and 2011 
 

Data Collection Methods 

 In this section, I describe data collection methods. Data collection during the 

PCR2011 included: archaeological excavation and laboratory analysis of skeletal remains 

and selected artifacts. I begin with a brief explanation of the coding system for 

provenience used by archaeologists in the Lower Río Verde.  
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Terminology and Provenience 

 The terminology used during the field season and in this dissertation follows that 

of Joyce (1991a) and others (Barber 2005; Workinger 2002) who have conducted projects 

in the lower Río Verde valley. Based upon the method of inferred deposition, all 

stratigraphic layers and features were numbered and designated as either a Natural 

Stratum (N) or anthropogenic Feature (E)8.  Because excavations took place on 

architectural constructions, all strata were features. Fixed features such as burn features, 

midden deposits, and burials were also identified as features (Sharer and Ashmore 

1993:115; Barber 2005:142). However, while burials are considered features, they are 

labeled only with a burial number (B) and an individual number (I) (for example: 

B20I24)9.  The Burial and Individual numbers began with B1 and I1. During the 1986 

excavations conducted at Charco Redondo by Susan Gillespie (1988), four burials were 

encountered (B1I1-B4I4), and during the 2009 excavations 11 burials were identified 

(B5I5-B16I16) (Barber et al. 2013; Butler 2011). Thus, the 2011 excavation season 

continued the number system with B17I17.  

 In addition to the terminology for inferred depositional processes, the Proyecto 

Charco Redondo employed a coding system that indicated the name of the site, year, 

operation, unit, and lot.  All surveyed sites in the lower Río Verde Valley carry the 

regional designation of RV, then numbered sequentially. In addition to this survey code, 

many sites were given a descriptive name—for example, RV1 is Charco Redondo. 

                                                
8 “E” is used as the shorthand for Feature in this dissertation rather than “F” as the Spanish word for feature 
is Elemento and all features labeled on maps were designated with the Spanish term.  
9 In drawings of the burials, they are identified with the Spanish terms for Burial and Individual—Entierro 
(Ent) and Individuo (Ind).  
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Charco Redondo was given a two-letter designator for excavation purposes (CR). 

Operations (Op) were areas of clearing excavations. CR 2011-Op C-Unit 4A-1 thus refers 

to lot 1 of unit 4A of Operation C at Charco Redondo during the 2011 excavation season.  

  

Excavation Methods 

 Except when noted, the same methods were used for all clearing excavations at 

Charco Redondo. The basic horizontal unit of analysis throughout the project was the 1m 

x 1m square. A grid of 1m x1m units oriented to magnetic north was created from one 

baseline for each operation. Individual units were triangulated off this baseline. Lines 

running east-west were designated with a number, and lines running north-south were 

designated with a letter, thus giving each 1m x 1m a unique number-letter designation in 

that operation (e.g. 4A, 6B, 0AA, etc.).  Under more ideal conditions, a permanent datum 

would have been selected or emplaced to represent an arbitrary southwest Cartesian grid 

coordinate for the excavation area. However, this was not possible for two reasons: 1) the 

landowner requested that no datum be left behind; 2) no feature on the landscape would 

have served, as all permanent features (e.g. electricity posts, cement corner of a building) 

were inaccessible. Thus, each operation had its own arbitrary southwestern grid 

coordinate and datum. For example, the southwestern-most corner for Operation C was 

the southwest corner of unit 0AA10.  

                                                
10 The southern most E/W row in Operation C contains double letters because the original arbitrary 
selection of the SW corner had to be expanded on. This occurred after the labeling system was already 
firmly in place, so I designated this row AA to express this late expansion of Operation C.   
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The basic unit of vertical analysis was the “lot”, which proceeded in 10 cm 

increments within each 1 x 1m unit. Excavating in arbitrary levels within depositional 

layers was preferred to excavating whole stratigraphic layers as one as a majority of these 

levels were greater than 10cm in depth, making loss of vertical control more likely. All 

matrices from each lot were passed through a 5 mm screen, and all artifacts were 

collected and labeled according to artifact type. Excavators also removed features such as 

burials, caches, and some midden deposits as a single lot each or as a series of lots for 

each. In all cases, each lot was individually identified and recorded on a Proyecto Charco 

Redondo 2011 Lot Form (See Appendix C). In several burial contexts, burials spanned 

more than one unit.  In these cases, each unit was individually excavated to the level of 

the burial, at which point the burial was pedestalled and excavated as its own lot.  Burials 

and their pedestals were then cleaned and pedestal sediments screened in the field 

laboratory.  

Finally, the Proyecto Charco Redondo employed a Field Specimen (FS) system to 

track the provenience of all artifacts and ecofacts removed during excavation. Every 

category of specimen collected within a lot was given a specific FS number, which was 

recorded on a master FS Log (See Appendix C). FS numbers were assigned sequentially, 

beginning with 400011. A total of 2,026 FS numbers for Charco Redondo were assigned 

from 2009-2011.  

                                                
11 FS numbers began at 4000 in 2009. My 2009 pilot study was part of the larger Proyecto Río Verde 2009 
project and each site excavated during that field season was assigned a number with which to begin. I chose 
to continue the sequence in 2011 in order to maintain continuity.  
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A 1m x 15m trench (Operation C)12 was laid out from east to west beginning just 

east of the highest point of the mound (see Figure 5.2 for Operation map). This trench 

was intended to expose any architectural features such as wall lines, floors, and activity 

areas. Initially, three units were excavated in this trench.  Within the first few lots of OP 

C Unit 4A, a burial was encountered and the operation expanded horizontally to the north 

and south, further exposing burials both vertically and horizontally.  While a number of 

burials were exposed, no architectural features were encountered. Therefore, a second 

operation (Operation D) was set up one meter south of the eastern end of Operation C in 

order to further explore for wall features and floors (see Figure 5.2). Operation D was 

initially a 1 x 8 meter trench oriented north-south. More burials were encountered in the 

northern end of this trench, and thus expanded eastward to expose these burials.   

As with Operation C, Operation D produced no architectural features or activity 

areas besides the cemetery. Therefore, Operation E was set up, again as a trench 

measuring 1 x 16 meters, oriented east-west and placed over the highpoint of the mound, 

one meter west of the western end of Operation C (see Figure 5.2).  Early Classic midden 

materials were encountered within the first few lots of excavation, necessitating 

horizontal expansion to the north.  However, no architectural features were encountered 

within this operation. Given limited funding and time, no more operations could be 

opened during the 2011 field season.  

 

 

                                                
12 Operations A and B were excavated in 2009 as part of the Proyecto Río Verde 2009, thus, subsequent 
operations were a continuation of this labeling sequence.  
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Laboratory Methods 

 The laboratory methods employed for data collection purposes had three 

objectives: 1) to clean, process, and inventory all artifacts as they were excavated; 2) to 

identify in more detail certain contexts for future analysis; and 3) perform detailed 

analysis of pertinent contexts.  Field processing took place during the 2009 and 2011 

field seasons. More detailed analysis took place in May of 2010 and from January 

through April of 2012.  

 

Field Processing and Inventory 

 Field processing of artifacts included cleaning, inventory, basic documentation, 

and preparation for long-term storage. Processing took place at the Proyecto Charco 

Redondo field laboratory in San José del Progreso, Oaxaca. I oversaw all processing with 

the assistance of Kathleen Paul, Thomas Ewing, Marissa Tucker, Dan Jones, and three 

local employees. Materials treated in the field laboratory included: 

• Human skeletal remains  

• Ceramic artifacts: sherds, vessels, figurines, musical instruments, etc. 

• Flaked lithic items: obsidian prismatic blades, flakes of obsidian and other 

lithic materials, projectile points 

• Groundstone: manos, metates, polishing stones, greenstone beads, axes 

• Shell artifacts: pendants 

• Faunal remains 

• Other ecofacts: flotation samples, soil samples, charcoal 



 94 

The human skeletal remains were cleaned and processed by Kathleen Paul, Marissa 

Tucker and Daniel Jones. Methods for osteological analysis were adopted from accepted 

bioarchaeological practice by Kathleen Paul and can be found in Appendix B.  

The processing and treatment of artifacts depended upon material type, context, 

and preservation.  All ceramic sherds were washed and dried. They were then separated 

by paste category and subsequently counted and weighed. The counts and weights were 

then recorded according to paste category on a master form using the unique Field 

Specimen number for each lot of sherds collected (See Appendix C).  Sherds from fill 

lots were then separated into two groups—diagnostic (rim sherds, decorated body sherds) 

and non-diagnostic (undecorated body sherds) (see Joyce et al. 1999).  The diagnostic 

sherds were labeled with their FS number and stored for future analysis.  The non-

diagnostic sherds were discarded13. All sherds (both diagnostic and non-diagnostic) from 

primary contexts (such as the midden) and from burial pedestals were saved.  Diagnostic 

ceramics from all primary contexts and fill contexts associated with construction episodes 

were identified as to ceramic type and phase during the 2009 and 2011 field season as 

well as during the 2012 laboratory season. Ceramic dating of excavated contexts entailed 

determining the percentage of sherds from different ceramic phases in each lot. These 

contexts were dated based on the latest ceramic phase represented (terminus post quem). 

For example, a fill lot containing Minizundo, Miniyua, Chacahua, and Coyuche Phase 

ceramics were given an Early Classic Coyuche Phase date.   

                                                
13 Discard of non-diagnostic sherds from fill layers is standard practice in the lower Río Verde Valley, and 
required by the INAH, as there is a shortage of long-term storage space in the Oaxaca storage facility 
located at the Ex Convento de Cuilapán de Guerrero, Oaxaca. 
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Ceramic vessels, figurines, musical instruments, beads, stamps, and earspools 

were washed, dried, and labeled with their respective FS number. They were then stored 

for transport and future analysis (see Chapters 5 and 6 for Ceramic Analysis). All soils 

contained within vessels were collected as flotation samples.  

The flaked lithic assemblage, groundstone, and shell artifacts were washed, dried, 

and packaged for transportation and future analysis. The faunal assemblage, soil samples, 

flotation samples, and charcoal were also packaged for transportation and future analysis.  

 

Detailed analysis 

Detailed analysis of selected artifacts and human remains was conducted in order 

to: 1) quantify primary contexts; 2) provide datasets comparable to others from the 

region; 2) document significant artifacts through drawing and photography.  The selected 

primary contexts for excavation included the Early Classic midden associated with the 

cemetery and all burials. Kathleen Paul of Arizona State University performed 

osteological analysis concurrent with the 2011 excavations. I carried out all quantification 

of sherds, vessels, and obsidian, as well as all photography, during the 2012 laboratory 

season. Gonzalo Sanchez Santiago, Centro INAH Oaxaca, conducted analysis of all 

musical instruments. Marcus Winter, Centro INAH Oaxaca, undertook groundstone 

analysis,. Phillipe Cottenier, an INAH illustrator, produced almost all the vessel drawings 

for this thesis. Additionally, strontium isotope analysis was performed on selected 

burials.  These samples were prepared by Dr. Matthew Sponheimer and Dr. Sandi 

Copeland at the University of Colorado Isotope Lab in Boulder, Colorado.  
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Conclusions 

 The Proyecto Charco Redondo 2011 entailed the excavation of three operations 

on Mound 2-Structure 5 at the archaeological site of Charco Redondo.  A review of 

previous research indicated that there were few projects that encountered Early Classic 

context, therefore, I chose to focus on public contexts including activity areas, burial 

areas, and architecture in order to better understand social and political continuities and 

transformations in relation to political authority in the region.  
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  CHAPTER 5 
The Early Classic Coyuche Contexts  

 

Introduction 

 In this chapter I present the results of excavations at Charco Redondo during the 

2011 field season. The site of Charco Redondo includes two large mixed-use mounds 

(Mound 1 and Mound 2) constructed during the Formative Period (Gillespie 1988; Grove 

1988; Joyce et al. 1999). Mound 2 is the larger of the two mounds and covers an area of 

35 ha. Atop Mound 2 are at least 10 large structures rising 3-7 meters in height above the 

platform. Excavations in 2009 took place on Structures 4 and 3, and in 2011, excavations 

took place on Structure 5 (refer to Figure 4.1). Prior to PCR 2011, Charco Redondo had 

been the subject of limited testing, survey, informal mapping, as well as my 2009 pilot 

study (Barber 2009a; Butler 2011; Gillespie 1988; Grove 1988; Joyce et al. 1999). The 

PCR 2011 excavations on Structure 5 at Charco Redondo represent the most extensive 

excavations to date. As mentioned in Chapter 4, the archaeological site of Charco 

Redondo is the current location of the modern town of Charco Redondo.  Considerable 

disturbance caused by modern construction and agriculture likely destroyed any post 

Early Classic features in the location of 2011 excavations. 

 During the 2011 field season, three operations (Ops C, D, and E) were excavated. 

Operations C and D exposed and Early Classic Coyuche Phase communal cemetery (see 

Chapter 6 for details of burials and burial practices) and Operation C exposed an  
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Figure 5.1 GPS sketch map of Charco Redondo showing 2009 and 2011 excavations. 

Map drawn by Sarah Barber. 
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Early Classic midden associated with the cemetery. The operations were all located on 

Mound 2-Structure 5.   

 The discovery of an Early Classic cemetery and midden area provides insight into 

some of the activities and rituals performed in this location.  In this chapter, I describe the 

excavations and stratigraphy of Operations C, D, and E as they pertain to the arguments 

of this dissertation. I also discuss pertenant artifact assemblages recovered from the 

Coyuche midden, and compare these data to data recovered from other sites in the region. 

Unless otherwise stated, excavation methods and terminology followed those described 

in Chapter 4. Strata were labeled using a methodology already established in the lower 

Río Verde Valley (Joyce 1991a). In this labeling schema, the letter “E” signifies 

“elemento” or the Spanish term for feature, as all strata were considered anthropogenic 

features and no natural strata were encountered. The small “s” signifies substratum. For 

some strata designations in Op. E, the “E” signifying “elemento” is replaced with an “F” 

and a number signifying a special Feature such as a midden.  

 

The Early Classic Cemetery Construction History (Operations C and D) 

 Operations C and D had two goals: 1) to expose architecture and other features; 

and 2) identify and date activities undertaken on the structure.  The Operation C grid was 

based on an arbitrary datum (Datum 3—20 cm above ground level and approx. 20 m 

above sea level). We used a separate datum  (Datum 4—21m above sea level) for 

Operation D given the presence of vegetation between the Op. C datum and Op. D units 

(see Figure 5.2 for the map of Operations). The strata exposed in Operations C and D 
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revealed evidence for Middle Formative, Late Formative, Terminal Formative, and Early 

Classic human activity.  Late Classic, Postclassic, and Colonial occupations were almost 

entirely absent. The presence of a low number of diagnostic sherds dating to these time 

periods suggests that there may have been minimal occupation after the Early Classic but 

modern activities including the clearing of the land for agriculture and housing 

presumably destroyed whatever may have been there. The deepest units excavated in Op 

C was unit 0A (1.8 meters in depth—Figure 5.3) and Unit 12A (1.9 meters in depth).  

Units 0A and 1A (Figure 5.4) revealed at least 5 episodes of construction, as well as 

remnants of an Early Classic floor. The early Terminal Formative Miniyua phase (150 

BC-100 AD) and late Terminal Chacahua phase (100 BC-AD 230) are poorly represented 

in these excavations, as there were no strata that could be dated to the Terminal 

Formative, though ceramics from both phases were identified in subsequent Coyuche 

construction fill.  Excavations reached Late Formative construction but these strata 

remain unexcavated due to time constraints and the project’s Early Classic goals.  

Operations C and D exposed an Early Classic Coyuche cemetery. Operations C and D 

had slightly varying stratigraphy and those strata are described in detail in Table 5.1.  

However, because of their association with the Coyuche cemetery, Operations C and D 

will be discussed together.   
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Operation C 
Unit 1A
A) North Wall Profile
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Figure 5.4: North Wall Profile of Unit 1A 
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Table 5.1: Strata Descriptions for Operations C and D 
Stratum 
Number 

Op 
 

Munsell and 
Sediment 

Descriptions 

Probable 
Date 

Formation 
Process Comments 

E1s1 C,D.E 
2.5YR 4/4, Hard 
and compact, silty 
loam 

Coyuche, 
post-

Coyuche 

Deflated, 
Occupational 

Debris 

Highly disturbed by 
bioturbation and modern 
activity. Very few shell or 
rock inclusions, Ceramics 
from many phases. All 
Ops. 

E1s2 D 
2.5YR 4/4, slightly 
compact, sandy 
silty loam, 

Coyuche, 
post-

Coyuche 

Deflated, 
Occupational 

Debris 

Highly disturbed by lime 
tree roots, very few 
artifacts. 

E2s1 C,D,E 

Mottled 10YR 4/4 
and 2.5YR 5/6 
slightly compact, 
sandy silt, with 
pockets of sand. 

Coyuche Cultural fill 

Moderate disturbance, 
some shell, ceramics, and 
faunal. Some adobe and 
burned earth inclusions. 
Burials encountered in this 
stratum, with many burials 
capped by dark, ashy loam 
with lots of small shell. All 
Ops. 

E2s2 C,D,E 

2.5Y 6/3 loose, 
silty sandy loam, 
with some pockets 
of pure sand 

Coyuche Cultural fill 
Large pieces of ceramic, 
some bone, shell and some 
faunal. All Ops 

E2s3 D 
Loose, sandy silty 
loam, some burned 
earth, small shell 

Coyuche Cultural fill 
Bioturbation, lots of 
ceramic and shell 
inclusions. 

E2s4 D 10YR 4/6 loose, 
sandy silty loam Coyuche Cultural fill 

Small lense of fill, 
Bioturbation, dense deposit 
of ceramic 

E2s5 D 2.5Y 6/3 Coyuche Cultural Fill 
Gray sandy silt with some 
bits of burned earth and 
shell, some bone 

E2s6 D 10 YR 5/3 Loose 
Sandy loam Coyuche Cultural Fill Lense of sand, lots of 

ceramics 

E2s7 C 
Concentration of 
ash, ceramic and 
rock 

Coyuche Cultural Fill 
Dark, ashy fill 
associated with 
B20 

E2s8 C mottled with 
burned earth Coyuche Cultural Fill  

E2s9 C 

Concentration of 
shell, 
ceramic and 
burned earth. 
 

Coyuche Cultural Fill 

Potential burial fill, given 
high 
concentration of shell 
found 
in other burial fill. 

E3s1 C,D,E 10YR 4/6 very 
soft, fine, sandy 

Coyuche/ 
Minizundo Cultural Fill All Ops. Very sandy, few 

inclusions. Burials 30, 31, 
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Silty Loam 34, 19, 22, 28. This stratum 
was likely laid down 
during the Minizundo 
Phase and subsequently 
modified during the 
Coyuche Phase. 

E3s2 C 
10YR 3/6 Loose, 
silty loam, mottled 
with sand and clay 

Coyuche/ 
Minizundo Cultural Fill 

Heavy ceramics, pebbles, 
shell, lenses of dense 
deposits of ceramic, shell, 
burned earth, and rock 

E3s3 
 
 

C 10YR 4/4 Loose, 
sandy, silty loam 

Coyuche/ 
Minizundo Cultural Fill 

Very few inclusions, 
directly beneath Burial 20 
Individuals 20 and 21 

E3s4 D 10YR 5/6 fine, 
loose, silty loam Coyuche Cultural Fill Very few ceramics. 

E3s5 C Lense of burned 
earth Coyuche Cultural Fill Lense of burned earth 

E3s6 C Lense of Sand Coyuche Cultural Fill Lense of Sand 

E4 C 10 YR 5/6 
Coyuche/ 

Minizundo 
 

Deflated 
Floor 

Located at the juncture of 
E3 and E4, possibly same 
floor as E3s9 

E5 C 10YR 5/6 Coyuche/ 
Minizundo 

Deflated 
Floor 

Located at the juncture of 
E3 and E4 

E6 C 10YR 5/6 Coyuche/ 
Minizundo 

Deflated 
Floor 

Located at the juncture of 
E3 and E4,possibly same 
floor as E3s8 

E7s1 C,D,E 

10YR 5/6 Fine 
grained, soft, 
sandy silt mottled 
with clay 

Minizundo Construction 
Fill 

Very soft, some shell 
inclusions, burned earth, 
and ash 

E7s2 C E7s1 mottled with 
burned earth Minizundo Construction 

Fill burned earth 

E7s3 D 10YR 3/4 loose, 
sandy loam Minizundo Cultural Fill Some small shell 

E7s4 D 
2.5 Y 4/3 Very 
dark, very loose, 
sandy silt 

Minizundo Cultural Fill  

E8s1 C 

10 YR 5/4 mottled 
with 5YR 4/6 
Slightly compact, 
sandy silty clay 

Minizundo Construction 
Fill 

Inclusions of large rocks, 
burned earth, ash, and clay 
mottling 

E8s2 C E8s1 mottled with 
burned earth Minizundo Construction 

Fill burned earth 

E8s3 C Lense of ash Minizundo Construction 
Fill  
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 The deepest units in Operations C and D revealed Minizundo Phase (400-150BC) 

construction. Minizundo deposits (E7 and E8 substrata) consisted of unconsolidated fill, 

and potentially deflated floors (E4, E5, and E6) in the southern portion of Op C (See 

Figures 5.3, 5.4, and 5.5). Stratum E8s1 was encountered approximately 170 cmbd and 

consisted of clayey silt with deposits of ash, sand, and burned earth mottling.  

Excavations exposed 20-25 cm of E8s1 before excavations terminated. Relatively few 

ceramics were recovered from this stratum, making dating difficult.  E8s1, when 

encountered, appeared to be consistent throughout the operations. Stratum E7s1 was 

encountered approximately 135-140 cmbd and consisted of sandy, clayey silt with very 

few inclusions. E7s1 was approximately 30 cm in depth.  Large and small ceramic sherds 

were recovered from this stratum and securely date it to the Minizundo phase.  

 E7s1 also appeared to be relatively consistent throughout the Operation C. 

However, E7s1 does appear to have been removed in portions of Operation D, possibly 

related to the internment of Burials 30, 31, and 34 (see below). I interpret E7s1 to be a 

Minizundo occupation surface. Remnants of a possible floor (E6) overlying E7s1 

(Figures 5.3, 5.4, and 5.5) were recognized in some unit profiles in the southern portion 

of the operation. This floor dates to the Minizundo Phase. This floor was not identified 

during the excavation of the units and was only visible in profile.  
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Figure 5.5: Operation C, South Wall 



 108 

 

 Stratum E3s1 was laid down in the Minizundo phase and subsequently modified 

in the Coyuche Phase.  E3s1 consisted of soft, sandy silt with pockets of clay, sand and 

shell. E3 contained several substrata—E3s2 through E3s6 (see Table 5.1 for 

descriptions).  Stratum E3s1 was approximately 50 cm in depth throughout Ops C and D. 

I think it likely that E3s1 was a Minizundo Phase construction fill upon which a floor was 

laid down.  

 Stratum E3s1 and its substrata are associated with the earliest Coyuche burials in 

the cemetery.  Burials 19, 22, 28, 30, 31, and 34 were recovered from within stratum 

E3s1. These burials intruded into the Minizundo fill.  Burials 30, 31 and 34 were distinct 

in regards to their flexed and upright positioning and their lack of any offerings.  They 

also appear to be the earliest—lowest depth of the burials ranged from 138-128 cm below 

the surface (see Figure 5. 6). The lack of E7s1 in locations that contained these three 

burials suggests that inhabitants were digging into not only E3 Minizundo strata but also 

the E7s1 fill to create the burial pits for these individuals. Unfortunately, no remnants of 

those burial pits could be detected. While it may be possible they date to the Late 

Formative, they were interred in the same stratum, and at approximately the level as other 

clear Early Classic burials (see Chapter 6 for more discussion). Intact Coyuche strata lay 

above them, making a post-Coyuche date for these burials untenable. Burials 19 and 22 

were both middle adult males and by far the most elaborate in the Coyuche cemetery.  

They contained many offerings as well as secondary burial of other individuals (see 

Chapter 6 and Appendix B). Burials 19 and 22 were emplaced in E3s1 without extending  
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Figure 5.6: Operation D, showing location of Burials 30 and 31. 
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E7s1, as was the case with Burials 30, 31 and 34. Burial 28 was an adult probable male 

(I28) and was buried in a flexed-right side position and contained no offerings.  Of the 

burials documented to date, this individual was the last to be interred in E3s1 as he was 

located near the juncture with E2s1.  

 Stratum E2s1 was the first major Coyuche Phase construction.  Stratum E2s1, 

cultural fill, was approximately 50 cm in depth throughout the cemetery. Stratum E2s1 

contained eight substrata (E2s2 through E2s9—see Table 5.1), and dates to the Coyuche 

Phase.  This stratum contained 6 more burials—Burials 17, 20, 21, 23, 26, 29, and 32.  

Burial 17 consisted of the cranium only. Burial 17 was encountered approximately 30cm 

below the surface, in an area with evidence for lime tree disturbance, which may account 

for the missing portions of I17’s skeleton.  

 Burial 20 contained two individuals, an adult male (B20I20) and adult female 

(B20I24), and several vessels as well as a greenstone bead place in the mouth of the male 

(I20).  It is also possible that B21I21, a juvenile, was associated with Burial 20 (but see 

Chapter 6). Burial 21 contained several vessels as well. Burial 23 was only partially 

excavated because of its location beneath a lime tree, but contained a probable juvenile 

buried with at least two vessels. Burial 26 was very disturbed, but intact enough to 

determine that the burial contained an adult female buried with three vessels, one of 

which was a suspected import (location unknown). Burial 29 was also very disturbed but 

contained a probable young adult, and was associated with one vessel. Burial 32 

contained two adult individuals (I32 and I33) with offerings. Sex could not be determined 

for either, as modern activity disturbed this burial to a great degree—a fire pit and beer 
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bottles were found where Individual 33’s pelvis should have been. With the exception of 

Burial 23, all the individuals encountered in Stratum E2s1 were oriented northwest.  In 

several cases, just before skeletons were encountered, there were heavy deposits of dark 

ashy loam (substratum E2s7) with heavy deposits of small broken shells (see Figure 5.7 

and 5.8). I believe these deposits to have been intentional and associated with some sort 

of ritual practice reserved for the more high status individuals. 

 Stratum E1s1 was the uppermost layer encountered in the cemetery and was 

extremely disturbed. E1s1 consists of a hard, compact loam with very few shell or rock 

inclusions. Stratum E1s1 contained substratum E1s2 in Operation D—a highly disturbed, 

deflated occupation debris containing very few artifacts.  Ceramics from all cultural 

phases were screened out of this sediment, suggesting that in antiquity, E1s1 and E1s2 

were not the final cap to the cemetery area, and were in fact post-Coyuche fill. Modern 

practices and natural processes such as rainfall likely resulted in the eroding away and 

deflation of the later cultural fill layers.  Stratum E1s1 was approximately 20-30 cm in 

depth. Three disturbed burials were encountered in E1s1—Burials 25, 27 and 39.  These 

burials were documented approximately 20-30 cm below the surface (Figure 5.9).  

 Burial 25 held the remains of a young child (I25, 3-4 years) accompanied by a 

single Coyuche phase vessel. Burial 25 also contained an additional parietal from a 

skeletally mature adult (B25-AI1). Burial 27 was of an adult, undetermined sex, and 

highly disturbed. Burial 27 contained the partial remains of a young child (I27, 2-3 

years). Burial 39 was not identified in situ but recovered from the screened sediments. 

This burial contained the remains of two individuals (infant, B39-AI1; child, B39-AI2). 
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Figure 5.7: Operation C, showing location of Burial 20 and associated shell 
concentration  
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Figure 5.8: Operation C, showing a concentration of shell associated with B19 
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 Eighteen burials14 were encountered in operations C and D in strata E3s1. E2s1, 

and E1s1 Most burials were individual internments, though two burials (B20 and B32) 

contained two primary individuals. Five other burials (B19, B22, B25, B27 and B39) held 

primary interments and secondary individuals. In total, 27 individuals were completely or 

partially excavated from the Coyuche phase burial area. An abundance of Coyuche 

vessels were emplaced as offerings in most burials, thus an Early Classic date was given 

to these burials and the strata (except for E3) in which they were interred. For burials not 

containing ceramic offerings, dating was based on diagnostic ceramics recovered in fill 

associated with those burials as well as stratigraphic relationships to other dated burials. 

Chapter 6 provides more specific information regarding the burial population. 

 The Coyuche cemetery represents the most extensive collection of Early Classic 

burials documented in the region. While architectural features related to the cemetery 

have not yet been found, the evidence does suggest that this is in fact a communal 

cemetery similar to those excavated in sites dating to the Late/Terminal Formative (see 

Barber 2005; Barber et al. 2013; Joyce 1991a). Its location atop a prominent structure 

indicates that this cemetery was publically visible to people in the immediate vicinity.  

The presence of multiple burials emplaced in different stratigraphic levels and with 

varying orientations and positions parallels the unsystematic configuration of earlier 

cemeteries in the lower Río Verde Valley (see Chapter 6).  However, burials were 

discrete as compared to the disturbed burials documented in Formative period cemeteries, 

and biodistance analyses suggest that burial in the cemetery may have been in part based 

                                                
14 Four additional burials were encountered in Op E, and are discussed briefly below, as they could not be 
clearly associated with cemetery.  
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on familial relationships (see Chapter 6 for a more detailed discussion of the cemetery 

and burial data).  Nonetheless, as discussed below, excavation of an Early Classic midden 

associated with the cemetery presented ample evidence for communal activities such as 

feasting and caching related to mortuary rituals.  

 

Operation E  

 Operation E began as a 15 x 1 m trench placed east-west over the apex of the 

mounded area in order to encounter architectural features. The eastern edge of Op. E 

abuts the western edge of Op. C (Figure 5.2—Unit Map).  The total area excavated in OP 

E consisted of 17m2 and used Datum 5 (21m above sea level).  Operation E exposed an 

Early Classic midden (Feature 2) and more burials. Stratigraphic descriptions are 

provided in Table 5.2. Feature 2 was located approximately 6 meters west of the western 

boundary of the cemetery.  The Coyuche midden measured approximately 10.5 m2 and 

70 cm deep (at its deepest point). It was encountered in units 10B, 11A-11C, 12A-12C, 

13B-13C and 14B (Figure 5.10). Several burials were also encountered adjacent the 

midden (Burials 35, 36, 37, and 38—See Chapter 6). The Coyuche midden (Figure 5.11 

Profiles) contained large amounts of obsidian, ceramic sherds, whole and miniature 

vessels, ceramic figurines and whistles, earspool fragments, faunal material, ash, 

estuarine shell, and groundstone. Beneath the Coyuche midden, evidence of a probably 

redeposited Minizundo midden (Feature 3) was encountered, but excavations terminated 

before this could be fully explored (see Figures 5.11b).  
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Figure 5.10: Plan of the Feature 2 Early Classic Midden. 
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Table 5.2: Description of Operation E strata.  

Stratum  
Number 

OP Munsell and 
Sediment 
Descriptions 

Probable  
Date 

Formation  
Process 

Comments 

E1s1 C, D, E 2.5YR 4/4, 
Hard and 
compact, silty 
loam 

Coyuche, post-
Coyuche 

Deflated, 
Occupational  
Debris 

Highly disturbed by 
bioturbation and 
modern activity. 
Very few shell or 
rock inclusions, 
Ceramics from 
many phases. 
Encountered in all 
three operations  

E1s2 E 2.5YR 4/4 
Loose silt 

Coyuche Cultural Fill Heavily disturbed, 
lots of ceramics, 
burned earth, shell 

E2s1 C, D, E Mottled 
10YR 4/4 and 
2.5YR 5/6 
slightly 
compact, 
sandy silt, 
with pockets 
of sand.  

Coyuche Cultural fill Moderate 
disturbance, some 
shell, ceramics, and 
faunal. Some adobe 
and burned earth 
inclusions. Burials 
encountered in this 
stratum, with many 
burials capped by 
dark, ashy loam 
with lots of shell. 
Encountered in all 
Ops.  

E2s2 E 10YR 4/4 
Sandy, ashy, 
silt 

Coyuche Cultural Fill lots of ceramics, 
burned earth, shell 

E2s3 E 2.5YR 4/4 
Slightly 
compact, 
sandy silt 

Coyuche Cultural Fill Mottled with some 
small rocks 

E2s4 E 2.5Y 5/6 
Clayey silt 

Coyuche Cultural fill Similar to E2s2 
mixed with 
redeposited 
Minizundo midden 
matrix 

E2s5 E 5Y 4/3 highly 
compact, 
clayey silt 

Coyuche Cultural fill Mottled, some shell 
and small rock 
inclusions. Post 
hole in unit 10B 
indicates 
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disturbance. 
E2s6 E Dense lense 

of Shell 
Coyuche Burial Fill associated with 

Burial36 
E2s7 E Lense of 

burned earth 
Coyuche Cultural Fill Found in several 

units, possibly a 
dump of burned 
earth, or burned in 
situ during the 
deposition of E2s1 

E2s8 E Pocket of 
sand, shell, 
and rock 

Coyuche Cultural Fill  

F2s1 E 2.5Y 5/4 
Sandy silt, 
slightly 
compact 

Coyuche Cultural 
fill/Coyuche 
midden 
matrix 

The matrix of this 
stratum consists of 
heavy shell, 
ceramic, faunal 
bones, burned 
earth, and obsidian.  
This stratum is just 
above the densest 
deposits of the 
Coyuche midden, 
materials of which 
were mixed in with 
this matrix as a 
result of 
taphonomic 
processes.  

F2s2 E 10YR 3/6 Coyuche Feature 2 
Coyuche 
midden 
matrix  

This stratum 
consists of midden 
matrix. Lots of 
shell, ceramic 
(sherds, vessels, 
figurines, etc.), 
faunal bone, ash, 
burnt earth, 
obsidian, 
groundstone, adobe 
(fabric impressed) 

F2s3 E 2.5Y 4/4 Coyuche Feature 2 
Coyuche 
Midden 

This stratum 
consists of midden 
matrix. Lots of 
shell, ceramic 
(sherds, vessels, 
figurines, etc.), 
faunal bone, ash, 
burnt earth, 
obsidian, 
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groundstone, adobe  
F2s4 Dense 

deposit 
of shell 
and ash 

 Coyuche Feature 2 
Coyuche 
Midden  

Small lense 

F2s5 E Concentration 
of shell and 
rock 

Coyuche Feature 2 
Coyuche 
Midden 

Small lense 

E3s1 C, D, E 10YR 4/6 
very soft, 
fine, sandy 
loam 

Coyuche/Minizundo Cultural Fill This stratum was 
likely laid down 
during the 
Minizundo Phase 
and subsequently 
modified during the 
Coyuche Phase. 

E7s1 C, D, E 10YR 5/6 
Fine grained, 
soft, sandy 
silt mottled 
with clay 

Minizundo Construction  
Fill 

Very soft, some 
shell inclusions, 
burned earth, and 
ash 

F3s1 E 10YR 3/6 
Clayey silt 

Minizundo  Feature 3 
Midden 
matrix 

Heavy shell and 
large ceramic 

F3s2 E 10YR 4/6 
Clayey silt 

Minizundo Feature 3 
Midden 
matrix 

Heavy Shell and 
large ceramic 

F3s3 E 10YR 4/6 
Sandy Clayey 
silt 

Minizundo Feature 3 
Midden 
matrix 

Heavy Shell and 
large ceramic 

F3s4 E Concentration 
of shell, 
ceramics  

Minizundo Feature 3 
Midden 
Matrix 

Small Lense 

  

 The substrata that contained Feature 2 midden deposits are labeled F2s1, F2s2, 

F2s3, F2s4, and F2s5, with F2s2 having the densest deposits (see Figure 5.11 Profiles—

Feature 3 is also shown). The Feature 2 midden began with the deposition of F2s1, 

cutting a pit into and removing substratum E2s1. Denser deposit of midden matrix 

resulted in classification of substrata within F2s1. It is possible that F2s2 was a pit that 

was created to redeposit midden material. In Fs1 and F2s2 were recovered large amounts 
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of obsidian, a suspected imported vessel (see below), and caches of miniature vessels.  

F2s3 was deposited shortly after the creation of F2s1.   In general, the Coyuche midden 

strata consisted of heavy shell, ash, sand, faunal materials, large ceramics and other 

artifacts.  Based on the artifact analyses discussed below, Feature 2 was determined to be 

the result of several episodes of feasting and ritual presumably related to mortuary 

practices given its close location to the cemetery. The density of the midden suggests 

long-term use by multiple members of the community, similar to what has been 

documented at Late Formative Cerro de la Cruz and Terminal Formative Yugüe (Barber 

2005; Barber et al. 2013; Joyce 1991a; 1994).  In the following section, I discuss the 

artifact assemblage recovered from the midden.  
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Figure 5.11a: West Wall of Feature 2 
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Figure 5.11b: North wall showing Feature 2 and Feature 3 
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Figure 5.11c: Northern limits of Op E excavations and Feature 2 
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Figure 5.11d: Southern and Eastern limits of Op E Excavations and Feature 2. 
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Figure 5.11e: Southern limits of Op. E excavations 
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Figure 5.11f: Northern limits of Op. E excavations 
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Analysis of Artifacts Recovered from Coyuche Phase Midden  

The Ceramic Sample  

 There were two phases of ceramic analysis for CR2011. The first phase included a 

raw count and weight of all sherds recovered from excavation. During the first phase, 

sherds were separated by paste color (e.g. gray, orange, or coarse brown), based upon 

paste categories previously identified by Joyce (1991a; Joyce et al. 1999). All sherds 

were then counted and weighed by paste category. The second phase of ceramic analyses 

was a more detailed study of ceramics recovered from primary contexts, such as the 

Coyuche Feature 2 midden and burial offerings from the Coyuche cemetery. This phase 

included the documentation of a variety of characteristics of those ceramics. In this 

section, I report on the analysis of the midden deposits.  

 

Ceramic Data Collection Methods 

 The midden analysis entailed the collection of detailed data on rim sherds, 

diagnostic body sherds, and whole or partial vessels. A total of 734 pieces were analyzed.  

Attributes and attribute states were recorded in an Excel database for later statistical 

studies. Phase 2 data collection began with removing the ceramics from storage and 

laying them out on several laboratory tables. Sherds had been previously marked with 

their Field Specimen numbers. Several days were spent attempting to refit pieces in order 

to get the best sherd profile and to reduce the possibility that the same vessel was counted 

twice in the analysis. Once all refit possibilities had been exhausted, each sherd was 

examined and its attributes states were recorded. Selected sherds and vessels were drawn. 
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At the request of INAH, undiagnostic body sherds that could not be refitted to a rim were 

discarded. This reduced the storage space occupied by CR 2011 collections.  

 

Coyuche Phase Midden Results 

 The identification of this context as a primary midden deposit is supported by the 

average sherd weight (Table 5.3) and overall quality of the ceramics and other artifacts 

recovered (Barber 2005; Levine 2002; Orton et al. 1992; Rice 2005). The midden context 

produced large, well-preserved ceramics. Of the 175 kg of sherds removed from the 

midden, nearly 50 kg consisted of diagnostic sherds and whole or partially 

reconstructable vessels. It is important to note, however, that counts and weights can bias 

the quantification of the different ceramics pastes (Orton et al. 1992). For example, the 

average weight for Coarse Brownware sherds is much higher than either the gray or 

orange wares as coarse brownware vessels typically have much thicker walls and are 

larger vessels than those of other paste types. More fragile pottery, such as the grayware 

and orangeware, will have a higher level of “brokenness” which may lead to over-

representation in the sample (Orton et al. 1992). Orton and colleagues have argued that 

using weight is a better measure when making comparison between ceramic assemblages. 

I use weights for comparison to other assemblages when weights are reported, and when 

not, I use the counts (see below).  

 Of the 734 diagnostic sherd samples studied from the midden, three wares 

predominated—grayware (66% by count, 51% by weight), coarse brownware (25% by 

count, 41% by weight), and orangeware (9% by count, 8% by weight).  Orangeware was  



 129 

Table 5.3: Average Diagnostic Sherd Weight for the Coyuche Midden 

Paste Total Count Total Weight (g) % Total  
Weight Avg Weight (g) 

Grayware 486 24838 51 51.1 
Orangeware 64 3825 8 59.8 

Coarse Brownware 184 19791 41 107.6 
TOTAL 734 48454 100  

 
Table 5.4: Count of Diagnostic Sherds by Paste 

Paste Total Count Percentage 
Grayware 486 66% 

Orangeware 64 9% 
Coarse Brownware 184 25% 

Total 734 100% 
*Reconstructed whole, partially reconstructable, and miniature vessels were given a value of “1”; count 
does not include imported ceramics    
  

a new paste introduced at the onset of the Early Classic Coyuche phase.  Table 5.4 

summarizes the proportions of paste types by count from the Coyuche midden context.  

 While the majority of diagnostic sherds were rim sherds, there were some body 

sherds that were large enough to identify form and/or contained diagnostic Coyuche 

decoration and these were included in the analysis. Through crossfitting, many of the 

“sherds” could be refitted into complete (>70% complete, n=4) or partially 

reconstructable (50%-70% complete n=46) vessels. Figures 5.12 shows two of the types 

of whole vessels recovered from the midden. There were also a total of 43 miniature 

vessels recovered, the majority of which were coarse brownware (n=39) and 4 grayware 

miniature vessels. Only one probable imported vessel was identified though the vessel’s 

origin has not been definitively determined (see Figure 5.13). This vessel is believed to 

be an import given its nonlocal fine brown paste with white inclusions, imagery, and 
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resist technique (Sarah Barber, Personal Communication 2011)15.  The trade in pottery 

seems to have been limited during the Early Classic as very few imports have been 

identified from Charco Redondo and other Early Classic sites (Workinger 2002). 

 

Figure 5.12: Complete vessels from Feature 2; semispherical orangeware (A) and 
conical grayware (B). 

 A       B 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
15 The probable import cylindrical vessel is not included in any of the calculations regarding the 
assemblage. 
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Figure 5.13: Cylindrical tripod probable import with slab feet, Feature 2 

 

 

Table 5.5 Vessel Form Proportions by Count 
Form Count Percent Weight (g) Percent 
Bowl 538 73 28376 59 
Comal 24 3 3115 6 

Jar 129 18 14107 29 
Miniature 43 6 2856 6 
TOTAL 734 100 48454 100 

 

Table 5.6 Vessel Form Proportions by Paste and Weight 
Paste Bowl % Jar % Comal % Miniature % Other % TOTAL 
Grayware 23708 84 950 7 0 0 180 6 41 13 24879 
Orangeware 3825 13 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 3825 
CBW 843 3 12893 93 3115 100 2676 94 264 87 19791 
TOTAL 28376 100 13843 100 3115 100 2856 100 305 100 48495 
 

 Paste color does appear to influence vessel form. The predominance of grayware 

in the assemblage is an indication of how many bowls were represented in the Feature 2 

sample. Bowls account for 59 % of the sample in weight (73% by count), of which 84% 

(87% by count) were grayware (Tables 5.5 and 5.6). Jars were the next most ubiquitous 
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vessel form, accounting for 29% (weight; 18% count) of the sample and were mostly 

made of coarse brownware paste, though about 7% (weight) of these were grayware. 

While coarse brownware comales only account for 6% of the sample weight, the 

relatively high number of comales (n=24) is suggestive of food preparation for many 

people (see comparative discussion below). The Feature 2 orangeware sample was 

comprised entirely of bowls. The miniature vessels account for 6% of the assemblage and 

are discussed in more detail below.  

 
Bowls 
 In Feature 2, bowls were overwhelmingly represented. Bowls were documented 

from each of the three paste categories. Bowls can be divided into several different shape 

specific forms (Table 5.7). The majority of bowls were conical, with semispherical and 

composite silhouette forms comprising the second and third most frequent shapes. The 

large sample size of Feature 2 resulted in a wide range of bowls size as measured by rim 

diameter.  Figure 5.14 shows the mean rim diameter for all forms.  

 The majority of rim diameters were between 20cm or less (N=211) although there 

was a large number of bowls between 20cm and 30cm (N=142). The distinction in rim 

diameter among the various bowl forms indicates different functions. Smaller rim 

diameters suggest individual servings, whereas the larger diameters (>30cm, N=49) 

suggest serving vessels (cf. Barber 2005:427; LeCount 2001).  
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Table 5.7: Bowl Forms by Paste 
 

Bowl Form Grayware Orangeware Coarse Brownware 
Count % Count % Count % 

Conical 325 69 48 75 5 83 
Semispherical 81 18 10 16 0 0 

Composite 
Silhouette 20 4 2 3 0 0 

Incurving 2 0.5 0 0 0 0 
Cylindrical 5 1 4 6 1 17 

Not Identified 29 6 0 0 0 0 
Plate 1 0.5 0 0 0 0 

Undetermined 
Unrestricted 5 1 0 0 0 0 

TOTAL 468 100 64 100 6 100 
*These counts include sherds that could be identified as bowls, but their specific shape was undetermined.  
 
 
 
 

Figure 5.14 Histogram of Mean Bowl Rim Diameters 
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Table 5.8: Mean Rim Diameters by Paste for all Bowl Forms (N=402) 
 Grayware Orangeware Coarse Brownware 
Bowl Form Mean 

(cm) 
Variance Count Mean 

(cm) 
Variance Count Mean 

(cm) 
Variance Count 

Conical 23.14 67.91 254 20.03 25.58 37 30.75 64.92 4 
Semispherical 18.72 41.33 65 16.71 13.24 7 NA NA 0 
Undetermined 
Unrestricted 

18.4 91.3 5 NA NA 0 NA NA 0 

Cylindrical 21.25 20.92 4 23.75 104.25 4 22 NA 1 
Composite 
Silhouette 

19 24.88 17 16.5 0.5 2 NA NA 0 

Incurving 27.5 84.5 2 NA NA 0 NA NA 0 
TOTAL   347   50   5 
*The count does not include bowls that did not contain enough of their rim to be measured. While 538 
bowls could be identified, only 402 had a measurable rim diameter.  
 
 Conical bowls were varied in size. The Variance presented in Table 5.8 is a 

marker for how closely the rim sizes oscillated around the mean. A higher variance 

suggests more variation in rim diameter for conical bowls.  Figure 5.11 shows the 

frequency of conical bowl rim diameters. Conical bowls with a rim diameter of less than 

20cm comprised 48% (n=139). Bowls with a rim diameter between 20cm-30cm 

constituted 38% (n=113) of the sample, with only 15% being larger than 30cm (N=43).  

Decoration was recorded for 46% of grayware conical bowls, with 35% (n=53) of those 

having combed interior bases. The rest of the decorated vessels (65% n=91), had some 

sort of plastic decoration on the rim and/or body. Only 48% of the grayware conical 

bowls with a rim diameter over 30cm were decorated, while 61% of the bowls with rim 

diameter of 30cm or less were decorated.  

 Conical orangeware bowls had a much lower variance, as the majority of these 

bowls were either between 10-20cm or 20-30cm in diameter (Figure 5.15). Incising on 

the rim or interior base combing was recorded for 27% of the orangeware conical bowls. 

Coarse brownware conical bowls accounted for only 1% of the conical bowl sample and 
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tended to be larger in size and were undecorated. The smaller conical bowls suggests 

individual servings, whereas larger bowls may have been used as communal serving 

vessels.  

 Conical bowls were likely not used for cooking. Most plastic decoration was 

incised, though placement and motif differed.  Footed vessels, conical bases, and hollow 

supports were identified for several vessels. The frequency of decoration, the presence of 

base support, and size suggests they were used for serving or for individual portions. 

Larger conical bowls could have been used as serving platters for a variety of foodstuffs. 

However, despite rim diameter size, conical bowls were not suited to holding liquids as 

the majority of wall forms were outleaning or outcurving.  

 

Figure 5.15: Frequency of Conical Bowl Rim Diameters 
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 Semispherical bowls were the second most abundant bowl form category (N=91).  

These bowls had a relatively small rim diameter.  Of the bowls with measurable rims 

(n=72), the majority were between 10cm and 30cm (Figure 5.16), again suggesting these 

bowls were used for individual servings. The only complete orangeware semispherical 

bowl was quite large considering it had a height of 15cm, a rim diameter of 18cm, and an 

estimated volume of 7 liters16.  Of the orangeware semispherical bowls, 60% (n=6) were 

incised on the rim or just below the rim. Decoration was recorded for 64% of grayware 

                                                
16 Estimated volume was based on the equation for cylindrical volumes (π x r2 x h) 



 137 

semispherical bowls. Incising on the rim and body was recorded only for the complete 

vessel mentioned above.    

 Incurving wall bowls were very rare in the Feature 2 assemblage, with only two 

graywares present. Incurving bowls were more prevalent in Terminal Formative 

assemblages (Barber 2005: Appendix G).  Both Coyuche phase incurving wall bowls 

were elaborately decorated and had small rim diameters (Figure 5.17). Composite 

silhouette bowls (N=22) also had small rim diameters (Figure 5.18) with 91% being 

grayware and the other 10% orangeware. A partially reconstructable composite silhouette 

miniature vessel is shown in Figure 5.19. Twenty-one or 95% of the composite silhouette 

bowls were decorated on the exterior body, most often at the break in the wall. Again, the 

small rim diameter and frequency of decoration suggests that incurving wall bowls and 

composite silhouette bowls were used as single serving vessels rather than for cooking.  

 

Figure 5.16: Frequency of Semispherical Rim Diameters (Gray and Orange pastes) 
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 Figure 5.17: Incurving grayware bowl from Feature 2 

 

 

 Figure 5.18: Frequency of Composite Silhouette rim diameters 
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Figure 5:19: Composite silhouette grayware vessel, Feature 2 

 A total of ten cylindrical vessels were also documented in Feature 2. This bowl 

form was documented for all three paste categories. Of the grayware cylindrical vessels 

(N=5), four had an everted rim and were undecorated, and one had an outcurving rim, 

and was elaborately decorated. Unfortunately, not enough of this rim was recovered 

therefore rim diameter could not be measured. All four orangeware cylindrical vessels 

had everted rims and were undecorated. The single coarse brownware cylindrical had a 

direct rim and was undecorated. Most rim diameters were between 20-30 cm (Figure 

5.20). As discussed below, Sarah Barber has argued that cylindrical vessels with everted 

were specialized serving vessels used in ritual contexts (Barber 2005:Appendix G). 
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Figure 5.20: Frequency of Cylindrical Rim Diameters, Feature 2 

 

Jars and Comales 

 Jars are typically assigned a cooking, storage, or serving function, whereas 

comales were used primarily for cooking. In the Feature 2 assemblage, 79% of the coarse 

brownware assemblage was comprised of jars (n=115) and 17% comales (n=24). Of the 

total jar sample (n=129), the remaining 11% (n=14) were grayware. Grayware jars had a 

much smaller rim diameter and 50% of them had some form of decoration (Table 5.9). 

The smaller jars may have been used for serving special liquids. However, as none of the 

vessels were complete enough to get height or volume information, it is not possible to do 

more than speculate on the various uses. There is only one type of comal known for the 

Coyuche phase, and the comales recovered from Feature 2 are in keeping with that type. 

Below are histograms for the rim diameters of the jars (Figure 5.21) and comales (Figure 

5.22). 
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Figure 5.9 Mean Rim Diameters of Jars and Comales 
 Coarse Brownware Grayware 
Bowl Form Mean 

(cm) 
Variance Count* Mean 

(cm) 
Variance Count 

Jar 23.84 50.81 101 14.2 68.62 10 
Comal 38.47 35.51 17 NA NA 0 
*Count includes only vessels with a measurable rim diameter. 
 

 

Figure 5.21: Frequency of Jar Rim Diameters 

 

 

Figure 5.22: Frequency of Comal Rim Diameters 
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 Ceramics recovered from Feature 2 provide extensive insight into this Early 

Classic midden Coyuche assemblage. Grayware serving vessels predominate the sample, 

particularly conical bowls. Semispherical and composite silhouette vessels appear to have 

been mostly used for individual portions. Cylindrical bowls, while a very small portion of 

the sample, were most likely used to serve liquids. Table 5.10 provides a breakdown of 

the quantity and function of the various types of vessels. The majority of cooking vessels 

were coarse brownware, which is in keeping with other middens excavated in the region 

(Barber 2005; 2009; Joyce 1991a; Levine 2002).  

Table 5.10 Summary of Vessel Function 
Vessel Size/Function Count  Percent 
Individual portion 
(<20cm in rim diameter) 

192 32 

Liquid serving (Cylindrical) 10 2 
Mid-large serving  
(20cm-30m rim diameter) 

191 32 

Large solid serving 
(rim diameter >30cm) 

52 9 

Cooking (comal) 24 4 
Cooking/Serving (jars) 129 21 
TOTAL 598 100 

     *calculations for bowls only included bowls with measureable rim diameter.  
                    All jars and comales were included. 
 

Comparisons 

 In this section, I compare the Coyuche phase ceramic assemblage recovered from 

Feature 2 to the only other Coyuche midden documented in the region and to a late 

Terminal Formative Chacahua phase midden excavated at the site of Yugüe. The 

comparison aids in identifying the Feature 2 midden as the result of ritual activity and 

large food consumption events.  
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Comparison with the Coyuche Phase Midden 

 A domestic midden was excavated during the 2000 RVEP field season at the site 

of Cerro del Chivo. All data for this midden was taken from Barber  (2009b). The midden 

was documented in Operation C, which consisted of 2m x 1m unit, located to the south of 

the largest mound at the site, Mound 1. Barber notes a few peculiarities with this midden, 

primarily that while the majority of the assemblage consisted of coarse brownware 

sherds, only 13.9% of sample were diagnostic. As stated previously, the majority of 

cooking and storage vessels were made from coarse brownware paste (Joyce 1991a; 

Barber 2005; Levine 2002). Barber suggests this discrepancy is a result of low-fired 

nature of coarse brownware and that rims and decorated body sherds simply did not 

survive as well as other pastes (Barber 2009b:474).  

 A total of 696 sherds were studied from the Cerro del Chivo midden assemblage, 

and all three paste types were represented. The majority of vessels were grayware 

(67.53% n=470)17.  Orangeware vessels made up 18.53% of the sample (n=129), and 

coarse brownware 13.94% (n=97). It is important to note that while grayware vessels 

accounted for a majority of the rim and decorated body sherds, coarse brownware sherds 

(diagnostic and non-diagnostic) accounted for 60.62% of the total assemblage (Barber 

2009b:477). This is a similar percentage to the overall coarse brown sherd count from 

Feature 2.  Diagnostic and non-diagnostic coarse brownware represented 62% of the total 

sherds from Feature 2, but only 25% of the sample of diagnostic sherds. The Cerro del 

Chivo sample was also dominated by grayware bowls (81%), followed by orangeware 

                                                
17 Unfortunately, no weights are reported for Cerro del Chivo midden assemblage, therefore, I compare 
counts and percentages only. 
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bowls (15%), and coarse brownware bowls (4%). The majority of jars (n=44) and all the 

comales (n=15) were coarse brownware. There were six grayware jars and one 

orangeware jar. Table 5.11 summarizes the percentages from both contexts. 

 
 
Table 5.11: Summary of Vessel Form Proportions from Early Classic Contexts 

 Charco Redondo Cerro del Chivo (domestic midden) 

Vessel 
Form 

Grayware Orangeware Coarse 
Brownware 

Grayware Orangeware Coarse 
Brownware 

 Count % Count % Count % Count % Count % Count % 

Bowl 468 87 64 12 6 1 202 81 37 15 10 4 

Jar 14 12 0 0 115 88 6 12 1 2 44 86 

Comal 0 0 0 0 24 100 0 0 0 0 15 100 

*Counts do not include miniature vessels from Charco Redondo 

 

The overall percentages are similar between the two Coyuche Phase middens.  This 

suggests to me that the kinds of vessel forms used in cooking and serving were stable 

across contexts, although there is a slightly higher percentage of comales in Feature 2. 

The breakdown in bowl form also presents a slightly different picture. Table 5.12 

summarizes bowl form counts and percentages for both middens.  
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Table 5.12: Bowl Form Comparisons 

 Charco Redondo 
Feature 2 

Cerro del Chivo 
Domestic Midden 

Bowl Form Grayware Orangeware Coarse  
Brownware 

Grayware Orangeware Coarse 
Brownware 

# % # % # % # % # % # % 
Conical 325 69 48 75 5 83 83 45.6 9 30 2 20 

Semispherical 81 18 10 16 0 0 31 17.03 8 26.67 0 0 
Composite  
Silhouette 20 4 2 3 0 0 38 20 3 10 0 0 

Incurving 2 0.5 0 0 0 0 3 1.65 0 0 0 0 
Cylindrical 5 1 4 6 1 17 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Not Identified 29 6 0 0 0 0 27 14.83 10 33.33 8 80 
Plate 1 0.5 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Undetermined 
Unrestricted 5 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

TOTAL 468 100 64 100 6 100 182 100 30 100 10 100 
 

There was a much higher percentage of conical bowls in the Feature 2 sample. 

Unfortunately, rim diameters were not provided for the Cerro del Chivo sample so it is 

not possible to compare conical bowl sizes. Another significant difference is the absence 

of cylindrical vessels in Cerro del Chivo sample, which makes sense, as cylindrical 

vessels were more of a ritual form, at least in the Formative. No imports were reported 

for the Cerro del Chivo assemblage. Further, in domestic middens, one expects a degree 

of weathering and disturbance from domestic animals such as turkey and dogs, or 

disturbance from being mined for use as construction fill (Barber 2005; Levine 2002), but 

the pottery recovered from Charco Redondo’s Feature 2 did not present appreciable 

weathering and many of the objects were nearly intact or partially reconstructable, and 

had not been significantly disturbed since discard. I suggest a more pertinent comparison 

is with Feature 42 of from the site of Yugüe. 
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Comparison to Feature 42, Yugüe  

 In comparison to the late Terminal Formative Feature 42 midden documented in a 

ritual context at Yugüe, the Coyuche Feature 2 midden is similar. One major difference to 

be noted at the outset is that Barber believes the Feature 42 midden was a sheet midden 

(12m2 in area x 30cm in depth) and laid down over the course of very few feasting events. 

Barber (2005) reports that the midden was dominated by bowls (66.1% in weight), with 

the next highest category of the sample being comprised of jars (22.9% in weight), with 

9.4% of the weight comprised of comales (Barber 2005:420).  At Charco Redondo, the 

Coyuche midden included 59% bowls, 29% jars, and 6% comales (see Table 5.5). 

Perhaps because orangewares had not yet entered the archaeological record in the late 

Terminal Formative, the bowls of Feature 42 at Yugüe included a higher percentage of 

coarse brownware (15% count) as compared to Feature 2 at Charco Redondo (1% count). 

 Barber argues that the high percentage of comales in Feature 42 is suggestive of 

cooking for a large number of people. Comales were used for cooking maize tortillas, and 

a large number of comales and other cooking vessels in a midden context suggest food 

consumption events for a large number of people (Barber 2005; Clark 2001). While the 

percentage in weight of comales from Feature 42 is high (9.4%) compared to the 6% 

from Feature 2, there were still more comales in Feature 2 than from Cerro del Chivo or 

other domestic middens documented from the Formative period (Barber 2005; 2009b; 

Levine 2002). The difference in percentages between Feature 42 and Feature 2 indicates 

food preparation took place elsewhere at Structure 5-Mound 2 and mostly serving was 

undertaken in this area. If this were the case, then it is suggestive of multi-household 
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cooperation in food preparation and consumption—an indicator of communal feasting. 

 There are other important comparisons to be made between the two features. Most 

obvious, is the association with communal cemeteries. Additionally, the presence of 

cylindrical vessels, which Barber has argued were ceremonial serving vessels. Domestic 

middens tended to have a very low occurrence, if any, of this type of vessel (Barber 2005; 

Levine 2002).  

 The size of Feature 2 also suggests its creation was a result of feasting and other 

ritual activity.  From the midden, measuring 10m2 x 70cm in depth, more than 175 

kilograms of sherds (2.07 kg/m3) were excavated from Feature 2, as compared to 94 

kilograms from Feature 42.  This is likely the result of the nature of each midden—

Feature 42 was 12m2 in area but only 30cm deep (2.17 kg/m3) suggesting relatively few 

feasting events but with greater numbers of participants.  Feature 2 was probably formed 

over as a result of many events with fewer participants. This makes sense given that the 

communal cemetery associated with Feature 2 was also used for several generations (see 

Chapter 6). Both Features contained a wide variety of objects such as lenses of ash, 

estuarine shell, obsidian prismatic blades, figurines, earspools, carbonized organic 

materials, and animal bones.  The section below discusses the other artifacts recovered 

from Feature 2 that further support the designation of Feature 2 as a ritual context.  

 

Other Feature 2 Artifacts 

 Other ceramic artifacts recovered from the Feature 2 midden include figurines and 

aerophones (ocarinas and silbatos).  A qualitative study of the figurines has yet to take 
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place, therefore they will not be comprehensively discussed. The instruments were 

analyzed by Gonzalo Sánchez Santiago of Centro INAH Oaxaca. Nine musical 

aerophones were recovered from Feature 2. All were made from orange paste and 

contained remnants of red pigment. The majority of the instruments were handmolded 

and zoomorphic or transformational in which human and nonhuman traits were combined 

(Hepp and Joyce 2013). One ocarina was likely produced from a mold and is 

anthropomorphic in design (Figure 5.23). In general, techniques used in creating the 

silbatos and ocarinas recovered from Charco Redondo are similar to other musical 

instruments found in the lower Río Verde Valley (Barber and Hepp 2012; Hepp and 

Joyce 2013; Hepp et al. 2014). 

 Hepp and colleagues suggest that, “the complex anthropomorphic and 

zoomorphic iconography of the instruments, indicates that music was symbolically rich. 

In particular, canid, anthropomorph and especially bird imagery…implies the use of 

instruments in contacting otherworldly entities such as ancestors” (Hepp et al. 2014:394).  

The presence of musical instruments in Feature 2 is suggestive of their use in mortuary 

ritual, perhaps to communicate with people, ancestors, deities, and other forces (cf. 

Barber and Hepp 2012; Faust and Halperin 2009; Hepp et al. 2014; Houston and Taube 

2000; Houston et al. 2006; King and Sanchez Santiago 2011; Lesure 2011). A total of 43 

miniature vessels (Figure 5.24) were found in the midden, most of them were intact, 

about half of them found in two separate caches. Bordering the midden were at least 4 

interred individuals, including both adults and infants (see Chapter 6). Schaafsma and 

Taube (2006) have argued that the association of musical instruments, miniature vessels, 
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and children speaks to the performance of rituals related to rain, fertility, and renewal, 

further supporting that this is a location for public ritual and not for household use. 

Miniatures have been noted in several burial contexts through Mesoamerica (e.g. Clayton 

2009; Rattray 2001; Séjourné 1966). 

 

 
 

 

 

Figure 5.23: Ocarinas and silbatos recovered from the Early Classic midden. 
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Figure 5.24: Miniature vessels recovered from the Early Classic midden. 

Operation E strata contained copious amounts of obsidian, including green and 

grey/black obsidian. Of the 151 pieces of obsidian recovered from just the Coyuche 

midden, 92% were visually identified as being from the Pachuca source. This is the 

highest percentage of this type of obsidian found anywhere outside the Valley of Mexico 

(Clark 1989; Joyce et al. 1995; Santley 1989). While the majority of the green obsidian 

artifacts were prismatic blades (Figure 5.25), a dozen of them were small perforated 

discs, or sequins (Figures 5.26), which were presumably made in Teotihuacan workshops 

and distributed from there (Alejandro Pastrana, Personal Communication 2017; Spence 

1996; Phil Wilke, personal communication 2012).  The presence of Pachuca sequins may 

be indicative of gifts exchanged between elites as sequins are considered to be prestige 

items and are generally rare in archaeological assemblages (Aoyama 2014; Spence 1996; 
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Levine 2014; Phillip Wilke, Personal Communication, 2012). These sequins were found 

in association with the concentrations of cached miniature vessels. Their recovery in a 

midden associated with ritual practice speaks to the fulfillment of obligations to the 

divine.  

High percentages of Pachuca obsidian have also been documented in Early 

Classic contexts at the site of San Francisco de Arriba—another of the large Early Classic 

sites in the region (Workinger 2002). Of the 285 obsidian artifacts recovered from an 

Early Classic redeposited midden at this site, 85% were made from green obsidian 

(Workinger 2002). The percentage of Pachuca obsidian in the Coyuche midden at Charco 

Redondo speaks to potential interaction with Teotihuacan, which is discussed in Chapter 

7.  Obsidian recovered outside of the midden was found in fill contexts and therefore not 

included in the percentages reported in this chapter.  

INAA and other chemical studies, as well as visual analysis, conducted in other 

regions of Mesoamerica demonstrate that very low percentages of importedPachuca 

obsidian (Carballo et al. 2007; Joyce et al. 1995; Knight and Glascock 2009; Stark et al. 

1992). For example, in contemporaneous deposits from the site of Matacapán in southern 

Veracruz, only 6% of the obsidian is Pachuca, even though Robert Santley believes the 

site to be a Teotihuacan enclave (Santley 1989). The high frequencies of Pachuca in the 

lower Río Verde suggest an almost “exclusive” exchange relationship with Teotihuacan, 

at least involving obsidian artifacts.  Though, sourcing studies in the lower Río Verde 

Valley have also identified obsidian coming from Otumba, which was also probably 

under Teotihuacan control, as well as from Zaragoza and Tulancingo (Joyce et al. 1995). 
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Figure 5.25: Sample of the green obsidian blades recovered from Feature 2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 5.26: Green obsidian sequins recovered from Feature 2. 
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Social Implications of Early Classic Activities on Mound 2-Structure 5  

 The operations at Structure 5-Mound 2 provided considerable information 

regarding mortuary practices during the Early Classic Period. The construction sequence 

of the Coyuche cemetery revealed a long history of burial. While no architectural features 

dating to the Early Classic were found, several lines of evidence suggest this was an area 

used communally as a ceremonial space. The earliest burials likely date to the structure’s 

first Early Classic occupation. The height of the structure above the platform mound 

(approximately 3 meters) suggests this area was publically visible.  While the cemetery 

itself was located a few meters west of the apex of the structure, the mortuary rituals that 

occurred there were also visible.  Furthermore, the presence of multiple levels of burials 

further supports the suggestion that this area was a special place for at least several 

generations. While the presence of discrete burials and an abundance of individual 

offerings differentiate this cemetery from those of the Formative, the communal nature of 

the burial ritual is still evident. Osteological analyses and distribution of offerings suggest 

that many different groups, including juveniles and non-elites, participated in the rituals 

taking place on this structure (see Chapter 6).  

 The context and contents of Feature 2 establish the midden as the result of 

feasting during mortuary ritual. The presence of ritual-related artifacts such as musical 

instruments, miniature vessels, obsidian sequins and prismatic blades supports the 

indication that this was an area in which ceremonial activities were carried out. 

Furthermore, the volume and quality of materials recovered the midden demonstrates that 

it was not created by everyday consumption and activities. When compared with other 
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middens from the region, the large size of Coyuche midden is clear (Barber 2009; 2005; 

Levine 2002; Joyce and Levine 2009; Workinger 2002). A large group of people would 

have had to participate in many feasting events to produce a midden this size. It is likely 

that food preparation occurred elsewhere, suggesting supra-domestic cooperation. In the 

following chapter I discuss in detail the burials and offerings, which further supports the 

argument for the communal and ritual character of this space.  
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CHAPTER 6 

Early Classic Burials Practices at Charco Redondo 

 

 Mortuary practices represent a substantial resource for studying many aspects of 

sociopolitical life in the past. Mortuary practices are often indicative of larger social 

structures not always accessible through the study of material culture alone. Along with 

information garnered from the bodies themselves, the location of internments, grave 

architecture, offerings, and other elements, all speak to past understandings of the how 

social worlds were organized. 

 Archaeology has a long history of equating the wealth of burials, or lack thereof, 

with social status and the role of the individuals contained within those burials (Binford 

1971; Saxe 1971). However, scholars have challenged these basic assumptions, and 

argued that burial practices represent far more than the complexity of the society under 

study or of a person’s role within that society (Charles and Buikstra 2002; Giddens 1984; 

Joyce 2001; Knudson and Stojanowski 2009; Lozada et al. 2013; Meskell 2001; Parker 

Pearson 1982). Of particular importance here is what other aspects of identity can be 

gleaned from burials and the practices that created them. While examining skeletal 

remains can result in particular assessments such as biological sex and age, what is not so 

straightforward is how the individual or the group to which they belonged embodied 

those traits.  There is increasing recognition that individuals and groups embraced any 

number of coexisting social identities, identities that may have changed over time 

(Yaeger and Canuto 2000; Diaz-Andreu et al. 2005; Joyce 2000b; Meskell 2001; 
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Pauketat 2001; Schortman and Urban 2014). Identities are constructed within social 

discourse, situated as historically and culturally specific.  

 Mortuary practices are generated by and generative of identity, for both the living 

and the dead. Mortuary ritual in particular provided people with opportunities to renew 

their understandings of how their world is organized, and their actions within their world 

(Brumfiel 2004). These are occasions for shaping the meanings and the values people 

attribute to the everyday and the sacred, and can also be a space for regenerating common 

identities and stability during uncertain times (Ashmore 2009; Barber 2005; Bell 1992; 

Bell 1997; Bray 2003; Yaeger and Canuto 2000; Chesson 2001b; Connerton 1989; 

Dietler and Hayden 2001; Geller 2004; Janusek 2002; Joyce 2010; Pauketat 2000; Rakita 

et al. 2005; Rappaport 1999; Schortman 1989). 

 Ritual in general is an important part of legitimating authority, and in the lower 

Río Verde Valley, the most politically potent rituals were the ones that brought the 

community together, and momentarily diminished real-world inequalities. The repetitive 

use of a space, such as a cemetery, anchored people in local histories, meaningful places, 

and grounded communities in a shared past (Connerton 1989). It has been argued that 

rituals that constituted local communities were constrained the trend towards the 

constitution of a regional polity (Joyce and Barber 2015; 2016).  The obligations that 

local communities had to their meaningful places were in tension with, and ultimately 

superseded, regional obligations.  However, Charco Redondo successfully negotiated the 

changing political landscape by maintaining these traditions while incorporating new 

ideas. 



 157 

 In order to address the question of what identities were important in terms of the 

broader regional context, it is important to first address what those contexts were in the 

lower Río Verde Valley. Noting regularities in mortuary ritual is one way of identifying 

how societies were structured throughout history (Giddens 1984; R. Joyce 2001). 

Discontinuities also reflect how that structure changes over time in relation to the 

emergence new sociopolitical constellations.  

 In this chapter, I first reflect on the social implications of the Formative Period 

communal mortuary practices discussed in Chapter 3. I then turn to the osteological and 

artifactual data recovered from the Early Classic cemetery excavated at Charco Redondo. 

I conclude the chapter by drawing out the continuities and discontinuities in mortuary 

practice over time, and examine the social significance of Early Classic mortuary 

practices in reference to those of the Formative Period.  

 

Lower Rio Verde Valley Communal Mortuary Practices 

Previous work in the lower Río Verde Valley has demonstrated that during the 

Late and Terminal Formative periods, the majority of internments were emplaced in 

communal cemeteries (Barber 2005; Barber et al. 2013; Butler 2011; Joyce 1991a; 1994; 

2010).  Communal cemeteries are rare in Mesoamerica, with the more typical pattern 

being household burials which may contain several people, but all likely from the same 

household/family (Gillespie 2001; Hammond 1999; R. Joyce 1999; McAnany 1995; 

McAnany et al. 1999; Uruñuela and Plunket 2005). This tends to be the case for nobles 

and non-nobles alike, with the exception of royal personages that may be buried in 
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funerary temples or caves. Burial, whether communal or domestic, was a way of creating 

ancestry, and in many cases, assurance of property rights (Gillespie 2001; McAnany 

1995; McAnany et al. 1999; Houston and McAnany 2003). It has been suggested that 

communal burial in the lower Río Verde Valley aided in generating communal history, 

group continuity, and may have even served to define land tenure at the level of the 

community or of multihousehold factions within the community (Barber et al. 2013:122).  

 Formative Period burial practices consisted of supradomestic collective burial in 

spaces that allowed the living and the dead to generate and reaffirm communal identities.  

Overtime, burial in communal cemeteries became more inclusive.  At the Late Formative 

cemetery at Cerro de la Cruz, burial in the cemetery appears to be age-restricted, but no 

other social distinctions were present within the cemetery.  Individuals marked with high 

status, and burials of children and adolescents were more commonly found associated 

within households. At Charco Redondo, the Miniyua phase cemetery does appear to be 

age restricted, but some individuals were differentiated through offerings or elaboration 

of burial architecture. By the Chacahua phase, collective burial was essentially all-

inclusive, as suggested by the burial data from Yugüe. All age groups were represented.  

While certain individuals with special social status were distinguished within the Yugüe 

cemetery, these individuals were still interred within the same communal space as 

individuals of apparent common status.  

Communal cemeteries in the lower Río Verde Valley are defined in part by their 

association with public architecture and public spaces as opposed to burial in domestic or 

more restricted contexts such as those documented at Late Formative Cerro de la Cruz 
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(Chapter 3) and Early Classic Río Viejo (see below). Penetrating excavations at various 

sites in the valley have been undertaken beyond the limits of earthen platform mounds 

and have not exposed any burials despite having uncovered the remains of middens, 

hearths, and occupational surfaces (Barber et al. 2013). Association with a specific 

location was more relevant than the physical integrity of bodies as the majority of 

Formative Period internments in cemeteries were disturbed by later internments.  The 

communal nature of the cemeteries also indicate that while in life inequality was often a 

lived experience, in death, people were returned to the corporate body without 

distinction—few burials contained individual offerings (Barber 2005; Barber et al. 2013). 

Communal burial areas are often found in association with other ritual contexts such as 

feasting middens or caches.  

 The presence of individuals with special status interred in communal facilities at 

Yugüe also suggests that the public display of social inequalities was firmly entrenched 

by the end of the Formative period. Joyce (2010; Joyce and Barber 2015; 2016) has 

argued that tensions among elites at Río Viejo and local communities (including both 

elites and commoners) were one factor that eventually led to the breakdown of the 

regional polity. By the Early Classic period, the valley had undergone a major political 

reorganization. Río Viejo lost the majority of its population, and the Terminal Formative 

regional authority had collapsed. In the absence of a ruling capital center, several 

secondary centers became more prominent, including Charco Redondo (Joyce 2010).  

Based on the limited evidence available at the time, it had once been hypothesized that 

the tradition of collective burial was abandoned in favor of household burial, indicating a 
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restructuring of social relationships within local communities. However, as discussed 

below, collective burial was carried out at Charco Redondo, though not in the same 

manner as documented for the Formative period.   

 

Early Classic Coyuche Phase Mortuary Practices 

 Prior to 2011, very little was know about Early Classic burial practices as the only 

burials dating to this time were documented at Río Viejo and Barra Quebrada during 

Grove and Gillespie’s 1986 RVAP and PRV 2012 investigations; more Early Classic 

burials were excavated at the site of Loma Don Genaro during the 2013 season of the 

Proyecto Rio Verde (Barber and Joyce 2012; Grove 1988; Joyce 1991a; Joyce and Barber 

2015b; Winter and Joyce 1987). These burials included eight securely dated to the Early 

Classic along with 11 probable Early Classic burials. Sixteen burials excavated at Loma 

Don Genaro were dated to the transition between the Early Classic and the Late Classic 

periods. The eight securely dated Coyuche phase burials included two probable high-

status internments of one adult male and one adult female, two single primary interments 

of an adult male and adult female, and one double burial including an adult female and 

one fragmentary adult (Joyce 1991a). The two high status burials contained a range of 

grave offerings. The definite and probable Coyuche phase burials were excavated from 

different areas associated with mounded architecture at Río Viejo (see Joyce 1991a: 

Appendix 1), and were primary internments except for two possible secondary burials. 

The probable Early Classic burials recovered from the 1988 and 2012 investigations 

included both children and adults. These burials led to the hypothesis that communal 
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burial had been abandoned in the lower Río Verde Valley (see Barber et al. 2013). 

However, my investigations at Charco Redondo have provided new data to suggest 

otherwise.  

 To date, the majority of the Early Classic burial sample comes from the Charco 

Redondo Coyuche Phase cemetery. Unlike the Formative Period cemeteries, this 

cemetery contained primarily discrete burials and a range of offerings. A total of 17 

primary burials with 19 individuals and partial remains from 8 secondary single 

internments were documented in the cemetery (Operations C and D), with evidence of 

more burials continuing in all directions. An additional 4 individuals were interred in the 

Coyuche Phase midden associated with the cemetery (Operation E), bringing the MNI to 

31.  The 8 secondary internments were encountered in five primary burials (Burials 19, 

22, 25, 27, and 39), and are interpreted as having been either re-interred with a household 

head or more prominent family member, or as offerings for the primary individual 

contained within the burial. Cemetery burials were found in one of three strata, E1, E2, 

and E3 (see Chapter 5 for discussion of strata).  Of the individuals that could be sexed 

(n=14, 45%), 6 (19%) were female or probable female and 8 (26%) were male or 

probable male (Table 6.1).   

Table 6.1: Sex by Age for all Ops (C,D,E) (n=31)  
Sex/Age Infant Child Adolescent Adult Old Adult n % 
Female - - - 3 - 3 9.5 
Male - - - 3 1 4 13 

Prob. Female - - 1 1 1 3 9.5 
Prob. Male - 1 - 3 - 4 13 
Undeter. 4 4 1 8 - 17 55 

Total 4 5 2 18 2 31 100 
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All age ranges were present in the cemetery (Table 6.2), with adults dominating (n=18, 

58%).  Children were the next most frequent age category with a total of 5 (16%). Three 

infants (13%) were also documented, as well as two adolescents  (6.5%) and 2 older 

adults (6.5%).  

 

 

 

  

 Burial position was varied, and does not seem to be related to age or sex (Table 

6.3). Adults documented in primary burials varied the most, exhibiting supine (n=4—

Figure 6.1), prone extended (n=2—Figure 6.2), extended right side (n=2—Figure 6.3), 

flexed right side (n=1—Figure 6.4), and upright flexed (n=3—Figures 6.5a and 6.5b).  

Orientation also varied with burials oriented both east and west of north, and crania to the 

northwest, southwest and southeast (see Figure 6.6 for a layout of burial orientations).   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Age group N % 
Fetal (<40 wks in utero) - - 

Infant (birth-1 yr) 4 13 
Child (2-10 yrs) 5 16 

Adolescent (11-20 yrs) 2 6.5 
Adult (20-45yrs) 18 58 

Old Adult (>45 yrs) 2 6.5 
Total 31 100 

Table 6.2: Age of 
Total Coyuche 
Sample from Charco 
Redondo including 
burials documented 
near the Feature 2 
Coyuche midden. 
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Table 6.3: Burial Position by Age for all Ops  
(n=31—including the secondary burials) 

Position Infant Child Adolescent Adult Old 
Adult n % 

Supine  1  4  5 16 
Prone 

Extended   1 2  3 10 

Extended 
Right    2 1 3 10 

Flexed Right    1  1 3 
Flexed Left   1   1 3 

Upright 
Flexed    2 1 3 10 

Undeter. 4 4  7  15 48 
Total 4 5 2 18 2 31 100 

 

 

Figure 6.1: Burial 32 Example of Supine position 
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Figure 6.2: Burial 19 Example of prone extended position 
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Figure 6.3: Burial 22 Example of Extended right side position 
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Figure 6.4: Burial 28 Example of Flexed right side position 
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Figure 6.5a: Burial 31 Upright and Flexed position.  
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Figure 6.5b: Burial 30 Upright and Flexed position 
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Figure 6.6: Early Classic burials from Charco Redondo, showing orientation and 

stratigraphic location. 
 

 A range of offerings was included with a number of individuals (n=14). The 

majority of burials contained ceramic vessels (Table 6.4). All burial vessels were bowls, 

and were dominated by gray and orange wares (Table 6.5).  This is a similar pattern noted 

for the two Early Classic burials that contained offerings recovered from Río Viejo 

(Joyce 1991). Burial 19 was a primary burial of individual 19 (adult male) and included 

23 vessels, 1 basalt handaxe, and two additional secondary burials (Figure 6.7). A 

determination as to these secondary individuals being family members of offerings for 

Individual 19 could not be made. Excavations also exposed 6 large granite stones that 

were upright but leaning over the burial.  Whether these stones were meant to cap the 

burial or were emplaced upright and subsequently moved as a result of taphonomic  
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Table 6.4: Number of Vessels contained in each Burial. All Vessels were bowls. 
 

Burial 
Number OP Age/Sex Grayware Orangeware Coarse 

Brownware 
Probable 
Import 

Total 
Vessels 

18 C Child/PM 3 - - - 3 
19 C Adult/PM 9 14 -  23 

20 C Adult/M 
Adult/F 5 2 - - 7 

21 C Adult/PF 4 - - - 4 
22 C Adult/M 11 6 1 1* 19 
23 C Adult/Undet. 1 - - - 1 
25 C Child/Undet. - 1 - - 1 
26 C Adult/F 1 2 - 1* 4 
29 C Adult/Undet. 2 1 - - 3 

32 C Adult/M 
Old Adult/PF 2 - - - 2 

37 E Adolesc./Undet. 1 - - - 1 
38 E Infant/Undet. 1 - - - 1 

TOTAL   40 26 1 2 69 
*Both imports were Fine Brown Paste and origin has not been determined, though visual 
identification suggests a tentative origin as Jalapa/Isthmus of Tehuantepec.  
 

Table 6.5: Bowl Form by Paste Category 
 

Bowl Form Conical Semispherical Cylindrical Composite 
Silhouette Plate Undet Total 

Grayware 24 7 4 3 2 0 40 
Orangeware 14 6 5 1 0 0 26 

Coarse 
Brownware 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 

Fine 
Brownware 

Import 
0 0 2 0 0 0 2 

Total 38 13 11 4 2 1 69 
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processes could not be determined.  However, the emplacement of stone slabs over the 

burial does indicate that greater effort was made in preparing the burial location (Barber 

et al. 2013; Joyce 1991a; Marcus and Flannery 1996). Burial 22 was also a primary burial 

of an adult male and contained 18 vessels including 1 Fine Brownware probable import 

(see Figure 6.8), ground stone, one large stone slab overlying the cranium, and 3 

additional secondary individuals. Burial 20, which included individuals 20 (adult male) 

and 24 (adult probable female) contained 7 vessels and a perforated greenstone bead in 

the mouth of I20 (Figure 6.9).   Burial 21 was a primary burial of an adolescent probable 

female and contained 4 vessels. Burial 26 was of an adult female and contained 3 vessels, 

including 1 fine brownware probable import (Figure 6.10). Burial 25 was a primary 

individual of a child and contained 1 vessel offering and the partial remains of an infant. 

Based on the sample, there does not appear to be a distinction in terms of age, sex, or 

position with regards to burial offerings (Table 6.6).  

 
Table 6.6: Burials that included offerings by Age and Position for all Operations 
 

Age Extended 
Prone 

Extended 
Right Flexed Right Flexed Left Supine Undeter. N 

Adolescent 1  1    2 
Adult 2 1  1 3 1 8 
Child     1 1 2 

Old Adult  1     1 
Total 3 2 1 1 4 2 13 
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Figure 6.7: Rocks and Vessels associated with Burial 19 
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Figure 6.8: Fine Brown probable import recovered from Burial 22. 
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Figure 6.9: Burial 20 and burial vessels 
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Figure 6.10: Burial 26 and burial vessels 
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 In terms of decoration, the burial vessels were very typical of the Coyuche Phase 

(Figures 6.11 and 6.12).  Combed interiors, triangle punctations, incised stacked “U”s, 

vertical lines framed by zig-zags, and incised animal bases are among the commonly 

recognized Early Classic decorations in the Coyuche Phase. Many of the burial vessels 

had similarities with Teotihuacan diagnostics such as orange paste, pedestal bases, and 

locally made cylindrical tripods with slab feet.  However, given that these diagnostics 

were ubiquitous in other areas of Early Classic Mesoamerica, these vessels are not 

meaningful evidence of interaction with Teotihuacan. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.11 Burial 20  
Grayware cylindrical vessel  

with pedestal base 
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Figure 6.12: Burial 22 Gray ware conical bowl with interior incising and combing 
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 However, Burials 30, 31 and 34 exhibited similarities to Teotihuacan burial 

practices. These three individuals were bundled and buried upright and flexed (see 

Figures 6.5a, 6.5b, and 6.13) and were encountered in the southwestern limits of the 

cemetery excavations in Operation D. They did not have accompanying offerings. These 

individuals represent the only known examples of this burial position in the valley, but it 

is common at Teotihuacan, suggesting that they may have had some ties to the highland 

Mexican city (cf. Manzanilla and Serrano 1999; Rattray 1997).  Strontium (87/86sr) 

analysis did not identify these individuals as non-locals (see discussion of isotope 

analysis below). However, the results of an intracemetery biodistance analysis do suggest 

that these three burials are phenotypically and spatially similar to each other and distinct 

from the other burials in the cemetery (Paul et al. 2013). As discussed in the next section, 

this analysis also demonstrated that at least some of the burials spatially clustered 

together were likely to be related.  

 

Figure 6.13: Burial 30I30 from the Coyuche Phase cemetery 
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Biodistance and Isotopic Analyses of Early Classic Samples 

 The biodistance analysis conducted by Kathleen Paul (Paul et al. 2013) involved 

the combining of cluster analysis of mortuary data with phenotype data to reconstruct 

how the cemetery was organized with respect to biological relationships. The cluster 

analysis used three different variables including spatial location, body positioning, and 

the number of types of grave goods. The cluster analysis resulted in the identification of 

three groupings of burials: 1) Context 1-cluster 1A (extended/flexed, shallow, many 

grave goods central cluster: B18I18, B19I19, B20I20, B20I24, B21I21, B22I22); 2) 

Context 1-cluster 1B (extended/flexed, limited grave goods, northern cluster: B26I26, 

B28I28, B32I32); 3) Context 2-cluster 2 (upright-flexed, no grave goods, western-most 

cluster: B30I30, B31I31, and B34I34) (Figure 6.14). The phenotypic analysis used dental 

data to assess patterns of biological affinity among the individuals. Using both Euclidean 

distance and Gower similarity coefficients, the biodistance analysis showed that Context 

2-cluster 2 burials were internally homogenous and distinctive from the other two 

clusters. Context 1-Cluster 1B also demonstrated a high degree of internal homogeneity. 

For Context 1-Cluster 1A internal homogeneity was not supported by the phenotypic 

data. Both clusters in Context 1 were clearly distinct from Context 2, however, there was 

no data to support a distinction between the clusters of Context 1.  

 That Context 2-cluster 2 burials clustered together both spatially and 

phenotypically is not all that surprising given their unusual burial position (upright and 

flexed).  Context 1-cluster 1B also suggests that burial positioning and location in the 

cemetery may have been at least partially determined by kinship relations. They were all  
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Figure 6.14: Results of Intracemetery Biodistance Analysis showing three clusters of 
burials with phenotypic similarities. (Reproduced from Paul et al. 2013). 

 

buried in a row at the northern end of the cemetery, with relatively unelaborated graves. 

However, as previously mentioned, Burial 32 did contain three vessels, one that is a 

probable import.  That the burials from Context 1-cluster 1A do not group together in 

terms of phenology is not particularly surprising given what we know about their burial 

contexts. First, Burial 20 was a double burial including Individuals 20 and 24, an adult 

male and adult female. If the male and female were a marital pair, it would not be going 
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out on a limb to suggest that they were not related to each other. There had been some 

questioning whether or not Individual 21 was also part of the Burial 20, perhaps a child 

of I20 and I24, but this analysis does not demonstrate a significant biological relationship 

between the I21 and either I20 or I24, supporting our initial designation of Burial 21 as 

distinct. Secondly, the burials in cluster 1A are spatially grouped on a horizontal plane, 

but vertically, they were found in two stratigraphic levels, indicating at time gap between 

internments. Perhaps, however, the center of the cemetery was reserved for the most high 

status individuals, regardless of kin relationships.  

 Isotopic analyses were also carried on a number of the human remains recovered 

from Charco Redondo. Isotopes have been used widely in Mesoamerica and analyses 

have resulted in important results (Price et al. 2007; Price et al. 2008; Price et al. 2010; 

Price et al. 2014; Spence et al. 2013; Spence and White 2009; White and Spence 1998; 

White et al. 2000; White et al. 2004). The use of isotopic markers allows for the 

provenience of ancient humans. In general, isotopic studies are conducted on tooth 

enamel and bone. Tooth enamel forms during infancy and its chemistry reflects the 

nutrients consumed through early childhood. Tooth enamel does not chemically change 

during life, thus allowing scientists to identify place of birth (Price et al. 2014). Bone 

composition, on the other hand, is the product of nutrients consumed later in life, and is 

typically more reflective of where a person was living at the time of death (Price et al. 

2014). 
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Figure 6.15: Graph showing the 87/86sr values for individuals recovered from the 
Early Classic cemetery at Charco Redondo. Three individuals were identified as 

isotopic outliers:  B27I27, B36I36, B28I28. 
 

 Strontium (87/76sr) isotope analysis was conducted on the second or third molars 

of 17 individuals from Charco Redondo. Two of the individuals, I27 (recovered from the 

cemetery) and I36 (recovered from Operation E, Feature 2 midden context) have been 

identified as clear outliers, and I28 as a possible outlier (see figure 6.15). Individual 27, 

an adult male, was not included in the biodistance analysis because the remains lacked 

many of the measureable dentition variables, but spatially, it was located in Context 1-

cluster 1A. Individual 27 was severely disturbed given its location 25cm below the 

surface and near lime tree roots; therefore, orientation or body positioning could not be 

discerned. Individual 28, an adult male, was grouped in the Context 1-cluster 1B, along 
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with B26I26 and B32I32. Individual 28 was the only individual to be documented in a 

tightly flexed position. Further, another burial in this cluster, Burial 26, contained a 

probable import.  While the strontium data are not overwhelming in regards to I28 being 

non-local, in combination with the biodistance data and a probable import, a possible 

interpretation is that at least some of the individuals in the northern portion (Context 1-

cluster 1B) of the cemetery had an ancestry that originated outside of the region. 

Unfortunately, we have not been able to definitively determine from where the outliers 

may have migrated. There is very little in the way of baseline data from coastal Oaxaca 

for comparison. However, comparison with strontium values map of Mesoamerica (see 

Price et al. 2008; Price et al. 2014) leaves open a number of possibilities including the 

western coast of Guerrero, Valley of Mexico, and the Northern Maya region. 

 Stable carbon and stable nitrogen isotope analysis was also carried out on teeth 

and bone from 1618 of the individuals from Charco Redondo 19. The stable carbon 

(13C/12C) and nitrogen (15N/14N) isotope composition of collagen and apatite from teeth 

and bone has the potential to characterize an individual’s longer-term diet (Joyce et al. 

2017; Lee-Throrp et al. 1997). Stable carbon isotopes (δ13C ) can be used to assess the 

importance of maize in human diets because maize, unlike most seed-crop staples, is a 

C4-pathway plant.  The results indicate an increase in Early Classic consumption C4 

plants, most certainly maize, as compared to the Early and Late Formative periods. There 

was no significant difference in overall consumption compared to the Terminal 
                                                
18 The entire sample included 96 individuals form the lower Río Verde Valley, spanning from the Early 
Formative through the Postclassic (Joyce et al. 2017). I report on data only for the samples from Charco 
Redondo as Arthur Joyce provided the funding for all samples. 
19 Fifteen of the 16 individuals on whom the stable carbon (13C/12C) and nitrogen (15N/14N) isotope 
analysis was carried out were also submitted to the Sr analysis.  
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Formative (Joyce et al. 2017). While the sample size is admittedly small, it is interesting 

to note that the four females included in this sample were consuming much less maize as 

compared to the male samples, however, one male, Individual 20, also consumed 

significantly less maize (Figure 6.16). Only further investigation can flesh out whether or 

not these data are significant in regards to gender or status. 

 

 

Figure 6.16: Stable Carbon isotope values for females, males, and unidentified 
individuals from Early Classic Charco Redondo20  

  

                                                
20 Values are given in negative numbers because the common reference for δ13C, the Vienne Pee Dee 
Belemnite (VDPB), is assigned a delta value of zero for convenience, giving all other naturally occurring 
samples a negative value.  
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 Until the 2011 investigations at Charco Redondo, only a handful of Early Classic 

contexts were known in the region, and based on those it had been hypothesized that the 

practice of communal burial had been abandoned in favor of domestic burial, indicating a 

shift in the way that ancestry and other social relationships were structured.  While it is 

possible that the Coyuche cemetery is in fact a household or an extended household 

burial area, I do not believe so for myriad reasons. The horizontal extent of the cemetery 

is presently unknown, but a total of at least 31 individuals were excavated in the 30 

square meters of the operations, with evidence indicating that more burials continue in all 

cardinal directions—the same could be said for all supradomestic cemeteries excavated in 

the region.  All sex and age groups were represented.  Though results of the 

intracemetery biodistance analysis suggest a degree of kin structuring throughout the 

cemetery, the individuals most likely related to each other are spatially clustered, and 

distinct from other individuals in other spatial clusters (Paul et al. 2013).  

 We also encountered several different burial positions, including supine, on the 

right or left side, tightly flexed, and prone, with orientation dependent on the stratigraphic 

location and positioning of the burial. The burials were found in three contiguous 

stratigraphic layers, indicating that this space was used for a long period of time, perhaps 

for several generations. This kind of unsystematic positioning is found in the other 

cemeteries at Cerro de la Cruz and Yugüe, while household burials are more uniform 

(Barber et al. 2013; King 2003; Joyce 1991b). 

Additionally, a midden was documented a few meters west of the cemetery, and 

analysis indicates that it was the result of long-term deposits related to feasting and ritual 
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activities, with very little evidence of domestic refuse. For example, in addition to fancy 

serving vessels and faunal remains, a total of 43 miniature vessels were cached in the 

midden, along with figurines, musical instruments, shell pendants, imported vessels, and 

over 200 obsidian blade fragments and other obsidian artifacts. Abutting the midden were 

at least 4 individuals, including both adults and infants. Schaafsma and Taube (2006) 

have argued that the association of miniature vessels and children speaks to the 

performance of rituals related to rain, fertility, and renewal, further supporting that this is 

a location for public ritual activity and not for household use. Feasting and mortuary 

rituals in particular are occasions for shaping the meanings and values people attribute to 

the everyday and the sacred, and can also be a space for regenerating common identities 

and stability during uncertain times. 

 

Social Implications of Mortuary Practices in Early Classic Times 

 The discovery of Early Classic communal mortuary practices at Charco suggests 

that its inhabitants were still adhering to Formative Period traditions despite their 

apparent decline at other sites such as Río Viejo.   Though clearly distinct in many 

aspects from the Formative period cemeteries in the region, what does appear to be 

analogous is the desire to bury the dead in the same mortuary space. Communal burial at 

Cerro de la Cruz and Yugüe rendered the individual mute, with what seems to have been 

the purpose of returning individuals to the community (Barber et al. 2013). While 

individuals of both sexes were represented at Cerro de la Cruz, of the 49 burials 

excavated, all but seven were adults.  In the Miniyua phase cemetery at Charco Redondo, 
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all documented individuals were adult. At Yugüe, all age and sex groups were 

represented; suggesting that membership in the corporate group became more inclusive 

over time.  Some status distinctions were present at those three cemeteries, but the 

majority of individuals were not discrete internments.  

 Within the Coyuche cemetery, the continuum in regards to offerings and burial 

position did not render status clearly discernable based on kinds of offerings, age, or 

gender, but the marking of decedents as individuals through the inclusion of offerings and 

distinct burials supports a redefinition of identities during the Early Classic while at the 

same time maintaining the tradition of communal burial. What this suggests is that there 

were more complex factors at play with regard to how the dead were memorialized by the 

Early Classic inhabitants at Charco Redondo, and perhaps elsewhere in the valley, which 

I discuss in the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER 7 

Transformations in Identity and Political Authority at  
Early Classic Charco Redondo 

 

 This dissertation addresses questions of communal identity in the Early Classic by 

focusing on the ways that the inhabitants of Charco Redondo were maintaining and 

changing traditional forms of identity. In the preceding chapters I have summarized the 

results of the 2011 excavations at Charco Redondo and comparable data from other sites 

in the lower Río Verde Valley. I have also sought to lay out coherently the theoretical 

basis from which I interpret those data. In this chapter, I expand my discussion in respect 

to temporal and spatial scales in an effort to examine mortuary practices as they related to 

processes of identity formation. By comparing the mortuary rituals diachronically, I am 

able to address the first and second research questions I posed at the beginning of this 

thesis. By expanding the spatial scale, I am able to speculate on the third of my research 

questions.  These questions are restated here: 

 

 1) After the collapse of Río Viejo, was there any change in mortuary ritual from 
 Formative practice?  
 2) Is communal identity still as relevant in the Early Classic as it was for the 
 Formative? If so, what can be concluded regarding the significance of Early 
 Classic communal identity for affecting and maintaining political authority?  
 3) Is there evidence for interregional interaction, and if so, how were these 
 networks materialized and what impact did they have for Early Classic authority 
 and communal identity at Charco Redondo?  
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Change and Continuity in Mortuary Ritual 

 I begin by addressing the first and second questions. The data laid out in Chapters 

5 and 6 have shown that indeed there were significant changes, as well as continuities, in 

mortuary ritual during the Early Classic as compared to the Late and Terminal Formative 

periods. Excavations on Mound 2-Structure 5 revealed practices that have previously 

been identified as pertaining to processes of identity formation and maintenance in the 

region, but with significant new characteristics. Chapter 5 described the Early Classic 

contexts encountered, which revealed a communal burial area and an associated midden 

with the remnants of ritual activities, caching of miniature vessels, and large food 

consumption events. The practices that created both of these contexts were integral in the 

creation and maintenance of social relationships in the Early Classic just as they were in 

the Formative. 

 As stated previously, the Lower Río Verde Valley is understood to have been a 

loosely integrated polity during the Terminal Formative with local communities 

maintaining a high degree of autonomy. However, similarities in valley-wide ritual 

practices have been documented. For example, supradomestic burial of community 

members in the same cemetery have been documented at the sites of Late Formative 

Cerro de la Cruz, early Terminal Formative Charco Redondo, and late Terminal 

Formative Yugüe.  Ritual feasting associated with internment and animating caches 

offered to buildings with which cemeteries are associated have also been documented at 

various sites in the region.  Importantly, for this thesis, identity, status, and authority were 

in part negotiated through these communal mortuary rituals (Barber 2005; Joyce and 
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Barber 2015; Barber et al. 2013; Joyce 1991a; 1994; 2010; Barber et al. 2014). Formative 

period practices at both the local and regional level involved the continued 

materialization of social and political relations as corporate in nature, and anchored in 

meaningful places.  Practices related to mortuary ritual in particular were significant in 

renewing collective identities and restraining the expression of social hierarchy. It has 

previously been argued that burials and caches assembled in public buildings were a form 

of sacrifice, a feeding or ensoulment, that created and maintained the animacy of 

buildings, and served as fulfillment of the inhabitants’ obligations to their communities 

and to divinities (Joyce and Barber 2015; 2016). Each subsequent burial or caching was 

connected with past burials and offerings, renewing community and cosmos. 

 Political authority and power likewise derived from the relationships inhabitants 

formed with public buildings and shared communal ritual during the Terminal Formative 

period. Regional leaders engaged in a politicization (see Pauketat 2000) of this communal 

symbolism through the construction of the Río Viejo acropolis, the hosting of large 

public feasts and presumably other public rituals. The Terminal Formative polity, 

however, was ultimately unsuccessful, and fragmented by the beginning of the Early 

Classic. Joyce and Barber (2015; 2016) have posited that the obligations of local 

communities to their public buildings and rituals constrained the degree to which Río 

Viejo’s rulers were able to extend their authority over the region.  

 It would be sensible to assume that many of the ontological and some of the 

ideological articulations that held significance in the Terminal Formative continued to be 

important in the Early Classic. While dramatic sociopolitical changes were taking place 
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at the onset of the Early Classic, people were continuing to engage in the traditions that 

were essential to communal cohesion.  Evidence from Charco Redondo clearly indicates 

that mortuary rituals conserved a high degree of tradition. The burial of decedents in 

cemeteries has been practiced since at least the Late Formative period, and probably as 

early as the Early Formative (cf. Hepp 2015). This practice was continued at Early 

Classic Charco Redondo.  

 As with Formative Period cemeteries, the Early Classic cemetery was located on a 

prominent, publicly viewable structure.  The horizontal extent of the cemetery is 

presently unknown, but a total of 20 burials and 31 individuals was excavated in the 30 

square meters of the operation, with evidence indicating that more burials continue in all 

directions. The burials were found in three consecutive stratigraphic layers totaling a little 

over 1 meter in depth, suggesting the continued modification and use of the burial area 

over several generations.  

At sites like Cerro de la Cruz and Yugüe, burials and caches were interred 

following the same orientation of their associated architectural features over generations 

and new iterations of construction (Barber 2005; Joyce 1991a; Workinger 2002). The 

adherence to orientation references centuries of practice in the same place. While only no 

foundations were identified to provide a clearer understanding of architectural 

orientation, burial orientation was discernable in the Early Classic cemetery, which 

varied from phase to phase (see Figure 6.6)—the earliest burials are mostly oriented with 

their heads to the southwest, while in the second phase of burials were oriented with their 
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heads to the northwest. The third phase of internments located in stratum E1s1, 

orientation was less clear.   

 The examination of mortuary practices can aid in the understanding of how 

difference was emphasized or minimized (Lohse 2007).  Throughout the Formative, 

status was becoming increasingly evident, but evidence strongly suggests that some 

social differences such as status or familial relationships were muted in the Formative 

Period cemeteries (with some exceptions). Early Classic contexts in the lower Río Verde 

Valley, however, demonstrate that people were allowing for more explicit distinctions in 

regard to the marking of individual and familiar identity in death, while still maintaining 

traditional forms of communal mortuary ritual, indicating a restructuring in mortuary 

ritual as compared to the Formative period practices. Not a single internment within the 

Coyuche cemetery was disturbed by a subsequent internment, as was generally the 

pattern within Formative Period cemeteries. Of the 18 Early Classic burials documented 

in the cemetery 55% contained offerings as compared to 12% of burials with offerings 

from the Terminal Formative throughout the region. Taking into account all Early Classic 

interments from the region, the frequency of offerings is reduced to 42% (Barber et al. 

2017; Joyce 1991a; Winter and Joyce 1987). Two of the Charco Redondo internments 

also contained probable imported vessels, despite data that suggest that the import of 

Early Classic ceramics was extremely rare (Workinger 2002). Only one other possible 

import has been identified in a burial from the region, and this burial dated to the Late 

Formative Minizundo Phase (Joyce 1991a: 753-754). 
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Further, osteological and chemical analyses demonstrate that in the Early Classic 

overall more adults lived to an older age (35%) than any other preceding time period (e.g. 

10% from the Terminal Formative Period) (Barber et al. 2017). This could be the result 

of sampling bias as there is also a higher percentage of dental enamel defects, caries, and 

enamel hypoplasias than in the Formative Period (Mayes and Barber 2008; Mayes and 

Joyce 2017). In fact, it was most likely the bad health of Burial 18 Individual 18 from the 

Early Classic Charco Redondo cemetery that led to his early death somewhere between 

the ages of 10 and 12.  However, what the data lead me to infer is that not only were 

individual and familial identities becoming more prominent in mortuary settings, but that 

these distinctions were a reflection of the transformation in communal identity. For the 

first time, clear distinctions among individuals were the norm rather than the exception.  

Ideological beliefs that obliged the suppression of status and individual identity in death 

were no longer adhered to. After the disintegration of the Terminal Formative polity, 

coastal elites were perhaps less concerned with legitimating their power and authority 

through previously recognized practices.  What those practices may have been is not well 

understood, but there is evidence of domestic burials of higher status individuals in the 

Late Formative and likely in the Terminal Formative as well (Brzezinski et al. 2017; 

Joyce 1991a; Joyce et al. 2016). Nonetheless, Early Classic decedents, regardless of age, 

sex, or status, were being interred in a communal burial area as opposed to households or 

more intimate and private locations, indicating an adherence to ontological principles that 

placed communal obligations at the fore. The artifact remains recovered from the Feature 
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2 midden also bolsters the inference that while ideologically the expression of identity 

was transforming, communal contracts remained significant.  

 As also described in Chapter 5, analysis of the Feature 2 midden associated with 

the Early Classic cemetery at Charco Redondo indicates that it was the result of long-

term deposits related to feasting and ritual activities associated with burial. The ritual 

aspect of feasting, and the special places in which it took place, as opposed to everyday 

meals, gives “them their peculiar power in articulating social relations and actions” 

(Dietler and Hayden 2001:3). The Feature 2 midden is quite similar in terms of vessel 

proportions and frequencies to the probable domestic Coyuche Phase midden 

documented at Cerro del Chivo, as well as to the Feature 42 feasting midden from 

Terminal Formative Yugüe, indicating that the vessels ancient inhabitants used for 

preparation and serving food did not vary much across time and across contexts. 

However, what Feature 2 and Feature 42 have that the domestic midden lacks, is the 

presence of special serving vessels, as well as higher percentages of comales. 

 Four internments were also associated with the Feature 2 midden at Charco 

Redondo—two adults, an adolescent, and the only primary burial of an infant yet 

recorded for the Early Classic (the other infants documented in the Coyuche phase 

cemetery were either secondary internments or offerings for a primary burial). Only the 

adolescent contained an offering, which consisted of a single Coyuche Phase vessel. 

These internments were adjacent to the midden, and all located within the second phase 

of internments in stratum E2s1 of the cemetery. Finding internments near to or intruding 

into middens is not unusual in the region (e.g. Barber 2005:385, Joyce 1991a:783), and 
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these burials were also associated with middens that were created as the result of feasting 

and ritual activities.  

 Of particular note is the obsidian from Feature 2. As stated in Chapter 5, of the 

151 pieces of obsidian recovered, 92 percent were visually identified as being from the 

Pachuca source. Pachuca obsidian has not yet been documented in domestic contexts or 

at smaller Early Classic sites in the region, leading me to speculate that it was used 

primarily in public rituals taking place in the largest communities.   

While the majority of the green obsidian artifacts from Charco Redondo were 

prismatic blades, a dozen of them were sequins.  The presence of Pachuca sequins may 

be indicative of gifts exchanged between elites as sequins are considered to be prestige 

items (Aoyama 2014, Alejandro Pastrana, Personal Communication 2017; Spence 1996). 

A great deal of skill would have been needed to manufacture these sequins and they may 

have been sewn onto clothing as ornaments (Spence 1996). Imported materials 

demonstrate the power and the reach of those who could obtain such objects (Ashmore 

2014; Helms 1988;1992). Their recovery in a midden associated with ritual practice 

speaks to the fulfillment of obligations to the divine. Individual prestige items obtained 

by elites, once cached, became communal resources, echoing Formative period practices 

and entanglements relating to mortuary ritual (e.g. Joyce and Barber 2015; 2016). 

Many have argued that the green color of Pachuca obsidian had cosmological 

significance (Aoyama 2014; Levine 2014; Miller and Taube 1993; Spence 1996; Stark 

1990) and the percentages of recovered Pachuca obsidian suggest a dependency on the 

material for ritual purposes. As communities entered more prominently into systems of 
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trade and exchange, local leaders would have been presented with opportunities to 

enhance their position and authority within the community and the region by maintaining 

that dependency and the benefits it produced (see Hodder and Mol 2015).  

 

Mortuary Ritual, Teotihuacan, and the Social Implications for Authority 

The social implications of Early Classic data on political authority are various. 

While the data do not make it possible to declare Charco Redondo a center of political 

authority in the region, the data do allow for the examination of some of the many 

political strategies engaged in during the Early Classic period after the disintegration of 

the Río Viejo polity. As discussed in Chapter 2, authority rests on two relational 

processes: the power to constitute interests and define (and redefine) their significance; 

and to have those interests and meanings legitimized through the allegiance of others 

(Baines and Yoffee 1998; A. Smith 2003). In practice-based considerations of political 

relationships, authority can be constituted through the reproduction of the previously 

established practices and relationships that created authority in the first place (A. Smith 

2003). 

The lower Río Verde Valley, during both the Terminal Formative and Early 

Classic periods, can be viewed as a palimpsest of authoritative relationships on multiple 

scales: domestic, communal, and regional. As Joyce and Barber (2015) have argued, the 

Terminal Formative communal authority and broader community affiliations were 

ultimately more powerful in sustaining inhabitants’ allegiance. This was in part due to the 

definition of meaningful places and practices.  Post-collapse, Early Classic inhabitants 



 197 

continued to define meaningful places, and obligations to them, through similar mortuary 

practices. Therefore, it can be inferred that the carrying out of these same practices also 

constituted authority that was at least partially anchored in community 

The incorporation of Pachuca obsidian into ritual, I suggest, was one way in 

which inhabitants were redefining mortuary practices. This leads me to discussion of my 

third research question.  The political upheaval that took place during the transition 

between the Terminal Formative and the Early Classic transformed the landscape.  As 

noted previously, evidence for disruption of settlement and social reorganization includes 

the decrease in area of the urban center of Río Viejo from 200 ha to 75 in the Early 

Classic, and the abandonment or decline in size of many other floodplain sites in the 

region (Joyce et al. 1999). Data indicate that the major settlement shifts and sociopolitical 

reorganization may have been related to the rise of Teotihuacan over 400 km away (Joyce 

2003).  Given the evidence to date, however, it is not possible to do more than speculate 

about the possibility of a militaristic threat, or any sort of hegemonic control of the region 

on the part of Teotihuacan. Nevertheless, as Teotihuacan sought exotic resources such as 

cotton, cacao, and ornamental shell from coastal areas such as the Lower Verde (cf. Joyce 

2003; Muller 1977), local elites and the communities that they represented gained access 

to materials and ideas from Teotihuacan. Although the Río Verde is by no means the 

closest or easiest region to get to in terms of acquiring coastal goods (cf. Kolb 1987), 

there must have been something that attracted Teotihuacan traders and elites to the 

region. Only further study has the potential to clarify what that attraction was, but what is 

clear is that there was intensive exchange.  
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Emergent trade with Teotihuacan presented inhabitants with new possibilities and 

opportunities during the Early Classic fragmentation. The incorporation and subsequent 

dependence on green Pachuca obsidian for religious purposes demanded the maintenance 

of exchange relationships with the Valley of Mexico, enabling some to boost their social 

positions within the community and the region (cf. Helms 1988; Helms 1992). Materials 

and ideas acquired through exchange became valuable resources, altering relational fields 

and engendering new constellations of social and political identities. While Early Classic 

inhabitants continued to reference preexisting social understandings of the world through 

communal burial and offerings of social valuables in public spaces, the documented shift 

in mortuary practice may reflect a gradual reorganization surrounding land rights and 

lineage in which the household was replacing the local community as one’s primary 

collective identity group. The intracemetery biodistance analysis also supports the idea 

that individuals were being interred in “familial” plots within the communal burial space.  

Many studies in Mesoamerica have demonstrated how access to prestige goods 

and control over public activities were markers of social identity (Blackmore 2008; 2011; 

Lohse and Valdez 2004; Robin 2000; Yaeger 2000). Given its intrinsic properties, green 

obsidian likely had multiple meanings for those who interacted with it. Some of those 

meanings may have been imparted directly by the people associated with Teotihuacan 

that were trading the material.  These meanings were then introduced and perhaps 

redefined in the context of Charco Redondo’s specific history.  The quantities of green 

obsidian recovered from Feature 2 suggest that this incorporation was successful, and 
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those who made it so were garnering authority through the effective redefinition of what 

constituted appropriate ritual objects.  

The fact that the green obsidian was almost exclusively recovered from the 

Feature 2 midden may be indicative of control over how the obsidian was used. Green 

obsidian was not generally used as an offering in burial. Only two small pieces of green 

obsidian were associated with two separate burials, and 22 pieces found in fill layers 

within the cemetery. Prismatic blades made up approximately 90% of the green obsidian 

assemblage from Feature 2. Given the location of the midden near to the cemetery and 

other artifacts recovered from the midden, it does not appear that this midden was simply 

the discard location for hazardous materials. My interpretation is that the green obsidian 

was used in ritual and once no longer suitable, it was then emplaced in the Feature 2 

midden. The obsidian was “buried” in the same place as other ritual materials and in 

association with a communal burial area.  These items were prestige items, particularly 

the sequins (Braswell, ed, 2003; Braswell 2003; Cowgill 2003; Iglesias Ponce de León 

2003; Joyce 2003; Joyce et al. 1995; Levine 2014). Their owners were engaging in 

similar practices that honored their obligations to the divine and to the community by 

using and displaying these objects in public ritual and then subsequently burying the 

objects in a communal space.  But their access to these materials in the first place would 

have been a potent reminder of their power. They were using the public space to reinforce 

their social status and identity, an identity that was in part, informed by their access to 

valuables from Teotihuacan.  
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Conclusions 

This dissertation explores the relationships between the people, objects and 

practices that created an Early Classic communal mortuary space at the site of Charco 

Redondo in the lower Río Verde Valley of Oaxaca. I draw on theories of practice to 

suggest that the entanglements between people and things form the basis for a shift in 

mortuary practice during the Early Classic. The kinds of material regularities seen in the 

archaeological record can be viewed as potential arenas for construction, regulation and 

contestation of identity.  A theoretical framework that considers the creation of the 

material record to be the result of meaningful practices and performances of individuals 

can only strengthen our historical narratives, bringing to our attention to instances of 

social and political change that may have been glossed over or invisible within 

frameworks that seek “grand” narratives. 

Practice theory frameworks help us to flesh out and understand complex social 

processes at work. Throughout this thesis, I have discussed three significant occurrences 

that influenced practices of identity and authority at Early Classic Charco Redondo—the 

political fragmentation of the Terminal Formative Río Viejo Polity, the introduction of 

green Pachuca obsidian, and the shift towards discrete burial in communal burial spaces. 

Questions of social identity and authority have been at the fore of investigations 

in the lower Río Verde Valley for more than 30 years. There is clear evidence for 

continuity and change in the practices that constituted identity and authority throughout 

the Formative and the Early Classic periods. What seems to have remained constant was 

the autonomy of communities both during regional centralization and decentralization.  
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The inhabitants of Early Classic Charco Redondo maintained traditional practices for the 

constitution of communal identity, while at the same time redefining the importance of 

familial and individual identities.  The focus on individuals and dynasties is firmly 

established in the region by the Late Classic, a period that is in part defined by a 

rejuvenation of the Río Viejo polity centered on elite rulership. But what were the stimuli 

for such a profound change?  Most certainly the Terminal Formative disintegration of the 

polity and new trade relationships with Teotihuacan were important.   

If we frame the current data from the Río Verde within the larger context of 

evidence for Teotihuacan imperialism, the evidence is equivocal. While the high 

percentages of obsidian indicate intensive interaction, and the disruption of settlement 

and sociopolitical organization is evocative, other important markers of domination have 

not yet been found (cf. Joyce 2003; Workinger 2002; Workinger 2013). Most areas 

outside Central Mexico with evidence of contact with Teotihuacan were not conquered, 

but interacted with the city and its representatives either directly or indirectly via 

exchange, alliance, intermarriage, and exchange of ideas (Braswell 2003; Clayton 2005; 

Cowgill 2003; Garcia-des Lauriers 2012; Iglesias Ponce de León 2003; Rattray 2001; 

Spence 1996; Stoner and Pool 2015; White et al. 2000) .  

While only future research can clarify the nature of the relationship between 

Teotihuacan and the inhabitants of the Río Verde, we can evaluate how the symbols and 

materials of that interaction were integrated into local practices. The incorporation of 

green obsidian and other social valuables acquired through elite networks and reallocated 

in communal ritual may have aided in normalizing new definitions of identity evident in 
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the Early Classic mortuary data. Though individuals were now being marked in public 

action, mortuary practices documented at Charco Redondo continued to reference 

preexisting understandings of the world through burial in a communal cemetery. Thus, 

while it is not yet possible to define Teotihuacan’s role in the Río Verde, the ability of 

local elites at Charco Redondo, and presumably at other sites in the valley, to negotiate 

relations with Teotihuacan provided local communities new material and ideological 

resources with which to generate new constellations of social and political identities 

within the Early Classic Río Verde landscape.  
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APPENDIX A 

Report on the 2009 Investigations at Charco Redondo 

 

Introduction 

 Surface collections and excavations carried out in the 1980s suggest that the site of 

Charco Redondo reached its largest during the Late and Terminal Formative Periods. 

Charco Redondo exists today as a two large mounds rising about 3 m above the 

floodplain, with the site core appearing as a large, irregularly shaped artificial platform, 

Mound 2, covering an area of 35 ha (Joyce 1999). It is estimated that at least 10 

monumental structures sit atop this platform with some rising 4-7 m in height; however, 

long-term erosion and land use has obscured their shape, size and orientation (Grove 

1988). Based on archaeological survey, Charco Redondo’s settlement expanse is 

estimated at 62 ha in the Middle Formative and 70 ha in the Late and Terminal Formative 

periods (Joyce 1999).  

In 2008, Sarah Barber conducted a georadar survey of some areas of Mound 2 

(Barber 2009), focusing in particular on Structures 3 and 4.  The 2009 excavations were 

designed to examine linear anomalies detected with the 2008 GPR and construction 

history of Structure 3 and Structure 4.  The 2009 field season consisted of two horizontal 

block excavations on Mound 2, one each on Structure 3 and Structure 4.  The location of 

Operation A on the southwestern portion of Mound 2-Structure 4 (Figure A.1) was 

chosen to locate an edge to architectural features atop Structure 4, and to better 

understand the construction history of Structure 4 and Mound 2 more generally.  The 
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location of Operation B was also chosen to investigate linear anomalies detected in the 

GPR and document construction history of Mound 2-Structure 3. Excavations began on 

25 May 2009 and continued until 25 June 2009. Excavations on Mound 2-Structure 3 

revealed Late and Terminal Formative construction fill. Excavations on Mound 2-

Structure 4 revealed Minizundo Phase architecture and activities as well as a Miniyua 

Phase cemetery. 

 

 
Figure A.1: Map of the locations tested with Georadar (Barber 2009).  

Methodology 

Operations were aligned with magnetic north.  Block operations were subdivided 

into 1x1 meter units for greater horizontal control during excavation. Units were 

excavated in 10cm levels following natural and cultural changes in the stratigraphy. In 
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cases where more control was desired, excavations proceeded in 5cm levels. All 

excavated artifacts and ecofacts were indexed using a Field Specimen (FS) numbering 

system, beginning with the number 4000.  Burials (Ent) and Individuals (Ind) continue 

the numbering sequence set out by Joyce (1991); this sequence allows for more than one 

individual to be assigned to the same burial event. All burial features, and exposed bones 

were photographed with a digital camera and drawn. All sediments were passed through a  

5mm screen. Flotation analysis on four sediment samples was conducted in order to 

obtain paleozoological and paleobotanical samples for studying subsistence. When 

excavations were terminated, the excavations were backfilled with screened sediments 

and sand.  

 

Mound 2-Structure 4: Operation A 

 Operation A was placed on the southwestern portion Mound 2-Structure 4 (see 

Figure A.1). The operation began as a 4x4 meter block excavation, with 1x1 meter unit 

extensions added as excavations progressed until a total of 15 m2 were excavated (Figure 

A.2).  The modern ground surface was approximately 16 meters above sea level at the 

operation datum (Datum 1). The deepest unit (3A—see Figure A.3) in Operation A was 

excavated to an elevation of approximately 14.70 meters above sea level revealing 

Minizundo Phase architecture and features.  Excavations demonstrate a minimum of two 

episodes of construction, one corresponding to the Minizundo Phase and one 

corresponding to the Miniyua Phase. Later construction episodes were deflated and 

therefore could not be dated to any particular phase.  
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Figure A.2: Operation A on Mound 2 Structure 4, Charco Redondo 
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Depositional History  

 There are three distinct occupational phases present in Operation A. The earliest 

and deepest contexts excavated on Mound 2-Structure 4 date to the Minizundo Phase. 

Dating of this stratigraphy is based on diagnostic ceramics recovered from primary 

contexts and construction fill.  Minizundo Phase occupation consisted of two oven 

features, a burned floor and subsequent Minizundo Phase fill.  Miniyua Phase occupation 

consisted of construction fill and burials. The final occupational phase likely dates to the 

Postclassic given Postclassic features identified on other areas of Structure 4—however, 

this has not been confirmed beyond visual identification of uncollected surface materials.  

 

Minizundo Phase Stratigraphy and Features 

 Only in Unit 3A did excavations penetrate to Minizundo deposits (Figure A.3). 

Minizundo Phase stratigraphy is composed of midden deposits, represented by strata A-

E6s1, A-E6s2, A-E6s3, A-E6s4, A-E6s5 (Oven), A-E6s6 (Oven), A-E6s7, and A-E7 (see 

Table A.1 for strata description).  It is unclear if A-E5 is Minizundo or Miniyua as no 

diagnostic artifacts were recovered from this stratum.  The stratigraphically earliest 

deposit encountered was the top of a burned floor (A-E7). The midden, which consisted 

of several substrata (E6 substrata), was deposited over the floor. E6s7 overlaid the burned 

floor, composed of ashy, burned organics and approximately 3-5 cm in depth; E6s4 was 

approximately 10cm in depth and consisted of hard sandy silt with lenses of burned 

organics and shell; E6s3 was composed of mottled, loose, clayey sand including shell and 

some daub; E6s2 was a loose sandy silt with some ash and lenses of burned organics and  



 239 

 

 

Figure A.3: Profiles of Unit 3A showing Late Formative Minizundo deposits. 
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Table A.1: Charco Redondo: Operation A, Stratigraphic Description 

 
Stratum 
Number  

Sediment and 
Munsell 

Formation Noted 

A-E1 10YR3/4. Loose, 
silty clay loam. 
Small pebbles, 
grass roots, some 
larger roots.  

Occupational 
Debris 

Very disturbed due to modern 
agricultural activity. High 
concentration of artifacts spanning the 
Prehispanic and Hispanic sequence on 
the surface. Some human bone 
recovered in this stratum.  

A-E2-s1 10YR4/4 -
10YR3/4. Loose, 
silty loamy clay, 
with shell 
inclusions, some 
daub, burned earth  

Occupational  
Debris 

Moderate bioturbation, pottery, lithics, 
some burned earth and darker organics, 
and human bone. 

A-E2-s2 10YR4/4. Loose, 
silty loamy clay, 
some daub, burned 
earth  

Occupational 
Debris 

Moderate bioturbation, pottery, lithics, 
some burned earth and darker organics, 
and human bone. This is a substratum 
of E2, distinguishable by its almost 
complete lack of shell inclusions.  Not 
consistent throughout the operation, 
only identified in thick, sporadically 
located lenses.  

A-E2-s3 10YR 4/4. Loose, 
silty loamy No 
inclusions.  

Occupational  
Debris 

Moderate bioturbation. This is a 
substratum of stratum E2, 
distinguishable by the lack of shell or 
daub inclusions. Not consistent 
throughout the operation, only 
identified on the southern profiles. 

A-E2-s4 10YR 4/3. Loose, 
ashy silt  

Occupational 
Debris 

Moderate bioturbation,  ashy, silt 
sediment, with shell inclusions 

A-E3 2.5Y5/4. Compact 
loamy clay 
 

Fill Almost no inclusions, very few 
artifacts recovered in this stratum, very 
little shell, significant amounts of 
human bone.  

A-E4 10YR3/4. Loose, 
silty sand, 
inclusions 
 

Fill This stratum contained the majority of 
the burials. Mottled with daub and 
burned earth. Fill generally contained 
very few artifacts. Very loose and soft 
sediments. A-E4 was consistent 
throughout the operation. 

A-E5 10YR 3/6. Soft, Fill Very little disturbance, inclusions of 
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sandy silt  harder, darker organics, some daub, 
some ash lenses 

A-E6s1 10YR 3/4. Sandy, 
clayey silt  

Midden Fill Very little disturbance. Mottled with 
ash, daub, burned organics.  

A-E6s2 10YR3/6. Loose, 
sandy silt  

Midden Fill Some ash, lenses of burned organics 

A-E6s4 Loose, clayey sand Midden Fill Layers of sand, clay, shell, some daub. 
Very mottled. Lenses of burned 
organics. 
 

A-E6s5 Oven Oven Oven was composed of a small 
rounded pit filled with sand, ash, shell 
and burned ceramics. An outer layer of 
burned earth resulting from fires in the 
oven lined the pits. 

A-E6s6 Oven Oven Oven was composed of a small 
rounded pit filled with sand, ash, shell 
and burned ceramics. An outer layer of 
burned earth resulting from fires in the 
oven lined the pits. 

A-E6s7 Hard sandy silt Midden Fill Mostly composed of lenses of burned 
organics, some shell and pottery 

A-E7 Burned Floor, 
compact silty clay 

Burned 
Floor 

Base of excavations, Features A-E12 
and A-E13 intruded into this floor. 

 

was not consistent throughout the unit, but where it did appear, it was 10-12cm in depth; 

E6s1 was a sandy silt mottled with ash, daub and burned organics and approximately 15-

20cm in depth. 

 Two small ovens were dug into the midden (A-E6s5 and A-E6s6—see Figures 

A.3 Profiles D and A). The base of the ovens intruded into a burned floor (A-E7) (this 

floor was the base of excavations in unit 3A). Large Minizundo phase ceramics were 

removed from the ovens. The ovens were composed of small rounded pits filled with 

sand, ash, shell and burned ceramics. An outer layer of burned earth resulting from fires 

in the ovens lined the pits. Flotation samples were taken from each of the oven features 
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and processed in the field laboratory. These results of the flotation samples will be 

forthcoming.  

Further exploration of the Late Formative architecture and midden will have to be 

conducted in order to fully discern the nature of the burned surface, ovens and midden.  

 

Miniyua Phase Stratigraphy and Features 

Miniyua Phase deposits consist of two deep strata—A-E3 and A-E4.  A-E4 is a 

layer of fill composed of loose, sandy silt with some inclusions of shell and small 

pebbles. This matrix is the fill within which all Miniyua burials intruded. In Unit 3A, E4 

ranged from 60-90 cm in depth. In all other units, excavations did not penetrate deeply 

enough to gauge the depth of this stratum. However, based on the Unit 3A profiles, it is 

likely that E4 increased in depth as the cemetery extends north, west and south. It is 

possible that the eastern boundary of the cemetery was encountered in this unit, but only 

more excavations east of Operation A would confirm this. 

There is approximately 20-40 cm of fill, A-E3, above A-E4. Stratum A-E3 

contained very few cultural materials, with Miniyua Phase ceramics being the most 

prevalent, followed by Minizundo phase ceramics; thus, A-E3 is tentatively dated to the 

Miniyua Phase. The matrix is composed of very compact loamy clay, with few 

inclusions, and significant amounts of human bone. Either the human bone in A-E3 is 

redeposited or present in this fill layer as a result of taphonomic processes. No articulated 

burials were encountered in A-E3, however, this stratum is likely associated with the 

Miniyua Phase cemetery just beneath it.  This stratum could have been placed to cap the 
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cemetery after termination of its use, or laid down to increase the height of Structure 4 or 

both. A-E3 is missing in the units in which B5I5 and B7I7 were encountered, as this 

stratum (A-E3) was cut through in order to deposit the interments into A-E4 fill layer, 

which contained the rest of the burials.  

 

Miniyua Phase Cemetery 

A probable Miniyua Phase cemetery was exposed by Operation A (Figure A.4). 

All burials dating to the Miniyua Phase were recovered within A-E4 (Figure A.5). No 

diagnostic offerings were found in association with any of the burials, therefore 

preliminary dating is based on ceramics recovered in the fill associated with the burials 

and construction fill above the burials. Preliminary excavations uncovered 9-10 Miniyua 

Phase individuals (see Appendix B).  It appears that most represent individual burial 

events.  Only a portion of the cemetery was exposed in Operation A.  All Miniyua Phase 

individuals were adults and appear to have been buried in a prone position; with at least 

two oriented 25 degrees east of north. Two Miniyua Phase individuals (refer Figure 6.3) 

were completely excavated and sexed—one male (B9 I9) and one female (B10 I10). A 

third male individual (B7B7—Figure A.6) was also excavated but it is unclear if this 

burial dates to the Miniyua or Chacahua Phase. B7I7 was located within the top portion 

of fill layer containing the burials (A-E4).  Based on the absence of A-E3 above, and its 

location within 15 cm of the stratigraphic break between A-E4 and A-E2 (see Figure 

A.7), Ent 7 Ind 7 could be a later Miniyua Phase burial that intruded into A-E4 and 

displaced A-E3 or a Chacahua Phase  
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Figure A.4: Miniyua Phase Cemetery, Mound 2-Structure 4, Charco Redondo 
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Figure A.5: Profile drawings showing burials in A-E4. (In the drawings,  
Strata are labeled with an F rather than an E). 



 246 

 
 

 
 

Figure A.6: Burial 7 Individual 7. 
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Figure A.7: Profile of location of Burial 7 Individual 7. 
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burial disturbed in antiquity. A fine gray ware Chacahua phase semispherical vessel was 

recovered in the fill associated with this burial, indicating that this individual may date to 

the Chacahua Phase.   

B9I9 is a fully articulated skeleton, positioned ventrally with legs flexed at the 

patella with the right tibia and fibula crossing over the left tibia and fibula (Figure A.8). 

There is evidence of other cross-legged individuals (B11I11, B8I8) though these have yet 

to be completely excavated and sexed (Figure A.9). The female (B10B10) was buried 

prone and extended (Figure A.10). Preliminary osteological analysis identified possible 

trauma on the posterior superior right parietal (shallow circular depression with irregular 

borders).  The other male burial (B7I7) was disturbed in antiquity and the original burial 

position is not clear, but it is possible he was buried on his right side and in a flexed 

position (refer to Figure A.7). Unexcavated burials were identified and numbered as 

“Individuals” if long bones or a cranium were exposed in the horizontal excavations. The 

decision was made to re-cover those burials in order to preserve them for future 

excavations.  

 Only B9I9 contained associated grave goods. The burial pit around the northern, 

lower portion of the skeleton as well as the cranium were lined with flagstones, and an 

offering of broken coarse brown ware sherds of a large olla was placed along the upper 

left side. Within the lower flagstones, another human pelvis was recovered, though it is 

not clear if this pelvis belongs to another burial or if it was placed in the flagstones as an 

offering. A polished greenstone bead was recovered inside the mouth of Ind9. Other 

offerings include a coarse brown ware cylindrical vessel, and an undiagnostic  
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Figure A.8. Burial 9 Individual 9 
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Figure A.9: Other crossed-legged burials Individual 8 and Individual 11. 
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Figure A.10: Burial 10 Individual 10. 
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miniature gray ware vessel found near the right shoulder.  No other definitive offerings 

were found in association with the other burials. Human femurs and tibias were found in 

association with the bottom half of B10I10 (see Figure A.11), but it is not clear whether 

these were offerings or the result of B10I10 disturbing a previous burial—more 

investigation is needed to rule out the possibility that these femurs did not belong to 

another burial.  

 Excavations first exposed B9I9 and B10I10 in their entirety; however, the 

portions of B8I8 and B11I11 (see Figure A.10) that were later exposed are approximately 

20 cm above B9I9 and B10I10. Only the upper torso and part of the cranium of B12I12 

was exposed. The upper mandible of B12I12 came loose during excavation and was 

collected. The upper two central incisors of B12I12 appear to have been filed and these 

were excavated and catalogued separately.  The rest of B12I12 was reburied. Only the 

cranium of B14I14 was exposed and excavated. Only long bones of B8I8, B11I11, and 

B16I16 were exposed but were subsequently reburied.  The back of both B13I13 and 

B15I15’s crania were exposed during excavation but were also reburied. 

The cemetery at Charco Redondo has both similarities and differences to the two 

other documented cemeteries in the region, Cerro de la Cruz and Yugüe. The cemetery at 

Cerro de la Cruz predates the one at Charco Redondo.  While individuals of both sexes 

were represented at Cerro de la Cruz, all but six of the individuals were adolescent or 

adult (Joyce 1991).  At Yugüe, which postdates the cemetery at Charco Redondo, all age 

and sex groups were represented (Barber 2005). To date, only adults have been identified 
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at this Miniyua Phase cemetery at Charco Redondo—a pattern similar to that found at 

Cerro de la Cruz.   

At both the Cerro de la Cruz and Yugüe cemeteries, most individual burials were 

not distinguished; rather, individuals were often buried one on top of the other, intruding 

into previous burials. At Charco Redondo, sufficient space was left between many of the 

burials to make it possible to easily identify individual internments. Further, the buildings 

with which the cemeteries were associated contained evidence for rituals including 

feasting and ceremonial caching suggesting that these buildings were in fact public 

buildings not belonging to a single household (Barber 2005; Joyce 1991) and it is 

presumed that Structure 4 at Charco Redondo is also a public building given this pattern. 

However, no superstructure was recovered in the 2009 field season.  

 Some status distinctions were present at the Yugüe cemetery. A few higher status 

individuals were buried with valuable goods and their burials were not disturbed by later 

burials unlike those of most other individuals in the cemetery (Barber 2005).  At Charco 

Redondo, only B9I9 had associated grave goods and may also be a higher status 

individual, however, more excavations and analysis are necessary to determine what 

patterns in regards to status are present. 

 

Post-Miniyua Phase Stratigraphy and Features 

 The upper strata (A-E2 and A-E1) were highly disturbed and no clear 

stratigraphic dating could be made. A-E2 and A-E1 consist of occupational debris 

composed of undifferentiated fill with moderate cultural inclusions (ceramics, shell, bone 
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and daub) dating to the Minizundo, Miniyua, Chacahua, Coyuche, Yuta Tiyoo, Yugüe, 

and Yucudzaa Phases.  It is possible that any Classic and Postclassic occupations and 

architecture are now deflated due to time and modern activity and can no longer be 

clearly differentiated.  However, this is only a provisional hypothesis as only a small 

portion of the structure was exposed.  

A-E2s1 is loose, silty clay loam, with significant shell inclusions, daub, and 

burned earth. A-E2s2 is distinguishable by its almost complete lack of shell inclusions.  

This substratum is not consistent throughout the operation, and only identified in thick, 

sporadically located lenses. A-E2s3 is distinguishable by the lack of shell or daub 

inclusions. This matrix is also not consistent throughout the operation, and only identified 

on the southern profiles. A-E2s4 is a deposit of ashy matrix with shell inclusions.  Most 

of the Postclassic pottery was identified in A-E2, along with obsidian blades (some 

Pachuca), obsidian projectile points, green obsidian ear spools, basalt axes, and other 

chipped stone fragments.  

 A-E1 is composed of loose, silty loamy clay with small pebbles and plant roots. 

This stratum is very disturbed due to modern agricultural activity. There is a high 

concentration of artifacts spanning the Prehispanic and Hispanic sequence on the surface. 

Some human bone was recovered in this stratum, along with obsidian, ground stone, and 

a copper bell. In both A-E1 and A-E2 there is evidence of lenses of burned materials, 

possibly a burned occupation surface. Future dating will help to clarify this stratigraphy 

given the lack of diagnostic artifacts. It is possible that these burned surfaces are modern 

as the land is under active cultivation.   
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B5I5 was encountered at the top of A-E2s1 and intruding into A-E3 (Figure 

A.11).  Only some long bone fragments and a fully fused adult metacarpal were 

recovered.  An undiagnostic orange ware semispherical vessel was recovered in 

association with Ent5Ind5.  The presence of the orange ware vessel suggests that 

Ent5Ind5 dates to either the Classic or Postclassic period. A secondary burial (B6I6) was 

encountered very close to the ground surface in A-E2 (Figure A.12).  B66I6 was a 

juvenile under the age of 12 and could not be sexed. The burial fill intruded into the top 

portion of A-E3 and was not associated with any grave goods.  This burial cannot be 

dated without further analysis, but the intrusion into A-E3 suggests that this burial 

postdates the Miniyua Phase. 

 

Figure A.11: Burial 5 Individual 5 
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Figure A.12: Burial 6 Individual 6 

 

 

Mound 2-Structure 3: Operation B 

 Operation B began as a 2x2 meter block excavation located on top of Mound 2-

Structure 3. Structure 3 rises approximately 5-6m above Mound 2.  The modern ground 

surface was measured at approximately 17 meters above sea level at the operation datum 

(Datum 2). However, due to time and weather constraints, only one 1x1 meter unit was 

excavated to an elevation of 1.80 meters below the surface. The goal of the operation was 

to investigate a linear anomaly recorded in Barber’s (2009) georadar survey as well as 
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document the construction history of Structure 3.  Excavations did not confirm any 

subsurface anomaly. The feature that was recorded in the georadar survey was likely the 

result of modern activity. A potable water tank was placed on top of the mound and when 

it overflows, rivulets of water flow over the mound creating entrenched features visible 

on the surface. Therefore, it is possible that the linear anomaly was the result of 

dampened earth due to these rivulets. The excavations encountered very few Classic and 

Postclassic deposits, possibly a result of limited ancient practices on that substructure 

during those phases.  Another possibility explaining the lack of Classic and Postclassic is 

that their deposits were removed as a result of the 1983 bulldozing and reconstruction of 

the town plaza (Figure A.13). The majority of diagnostic ceramics and construction 

matrix throughout the excavation date to the Miniyua Phase, suggesting that the early 

Terminal Formative was a period of significant construction and occupation of Structure 

3.  However, given that the excavations only penetrated 1.8 meters into the 5-6 m high 

substructure, with the deepest stratigraphy dating to the Minizundo Phase, the majority of 

construction of Structure 3 must have occurred prior to the Miniyua Phase (see Table A.2 

for description of Stratigraphy). 

 

Depositional History 

 There are two distinct occupational phases present in Operation B. The earliest and 

deepest contexts excavated on Mound 2-Structure 3 date to the Minizundo Phase.  

Minizundo Phase deposits consist of a potential midden and construction fill.  Miniyua 

Phase deposits consist only of construction fill, and potentially a sherd deposit.  Post  
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Figure A.13: Mound 2-Structure 3, showing road cuts.  
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Miniyua Phase deposits were not distinct, but likely date the Classic and Postclassic 

Phases.  Dating of this stratigraphy is based on diagnostic ceramics recovered from 

primary contexts and construction fill. 

 

Table A.2: Charco Redondo: Operation B, Stratigraphic Descriptions 
 
Stratum 
Number 
 

Sediment and 
Munsell 

Formation Notes 

B-E1 2.5Y4/4. Compact 
silty clay. 
 

Occupational 
Debris 

Significant artifact recovery from 
occupational debris, moderate 
concentration of shell. Significant 
bioturbation. Disturbed from modern 
activity.  

B-E2 10YR2/2. 
Compact, silty clay 
 

Fill  Inclusions of pebbles and rocks, shell. 
Ceramic sherds, lithics, some animal 
bone, daub. 

B-E3s1 10YR3/4. 
Compact, sandy 
silty loam 
 

Fill Very few artifacts, some daub. 
Approximately 90cm thick. 

B-Es2 10YR3/4. 
Compact, sandy 
silty loam 

Sherd 
concentration 

Miniyua sherd concentration 

B-E4s1 Less compact, 
sandy silt  

Fill Lenses of daub mixed with charcoal, 
very sandy. Possible midden area 

B-E4s2 2.5 Y 5/4. 
Compact, sandy 
silt  

Floor Adobe, burned earth, charcoal and sand 

B-E5 10YR3/4. Very 
sandy  

Fill Very sandy, possible midden area, lots 
of charcoal and burned daub, medium 
rocks 
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Minizundo Phase Stratigraphy and Features 

  The deepest contexts excavated at Structure 3 revealed Minizundo Phase deposits, 

consisting of approximately the deepest 40 cm of the excavations (B-E5 and B-E4; see 

Figure A.15). Given the restricted area of excavation, it is unclear if these are midden 

deposits, construction fill, or a midden redeposited in the fill.  The sediments consisted of 

sandy clayey deposits with burned earth, shell and ceramics.   

 The lower-most stratum consisted almost entirely of sand (B-E5). Three medium-

sized rocks were documented in this stratum. Only Minizundo and some redeposited 

Charco Phase ceramics were present in this earliest excavated layer. 

 B-E4s1 is a fill layer of burned earth, adobe, sand, and medium sized rocks. A 

possible burned floor (B-E4s2) was detected in a portion of the operation, identified 

based on the presence of red burned earth, charcoal and ash.  A possible gray ware import 

from either the Valley of Oaxaca or the Isthmus of Tehuantepec was recovered in B-

E4s1, which has been preliminarily dated to the Late Formative based on diagnostic 

Minizundo ceramics recovered from this stratum. 

 

Miniyua Phase Stratigraphy and Features 

Miniyua Phase B-E3s1 construction is approximately 90cm thick, overlying the 

Minizundo Phase deposits, and appears to represent only one episode of construction 

(Figure A.14). Dating is based on the recovery of diagnostic ceramics dating primarily to 

the Miniyua but some also representing redeposited Minizundo and Charco Phase 

pottery.  This construction fill was undifferentiated throughout the operation and  
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Figure A.14: Profile of Operation B Unit 1 
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composed of compact silty clay.  No artifacts were found in primary contexts.  Only 

minimal shell, ceramics, and daub were recovered from this matrix.  One possible gray 

ware import from the Isthmus of Tehuantepec was found with a deposit of well-preserved 

Miniyua ceramics (B-E3s2).  

 

Post-Miniyua Phase Stratigraphy 

The upper sediment matrices were highly disturbed and no clear stratigraphic 

dating could be made (Figure A.15). The upper 50cm of sediment is composed of 

undifferentiated compact silty clay with moderate cultural inclusions (ceramics, shell, 

bone and daub) with sherds dating to the Miniyua, Chacahua, Coyuche, Yuta Tiyoo, 

Yugüe, and Yucudzaa Phases.  The diagnostic artifacts were too few (n=16) to make any 

interpretation as to when this matrix was laid down, but possibly in the Yucudzaa Phase 

or it could represent occupational debris or perhaps a deflated surface. Stratum B-E2 is 

composed of compact, silty clay, approximately 40cm in depth, and overlying B-E3.  

There were inclusions of pebbles and rocks, shell and some ceramics, lithics and bone.  

The uppermost stratum, B-E1(10cm), is also composed of compact, silty clay.  There was 

significant disturbance from modern activity. Artifact recovery included mostly 

undiagnostic ceramics and lithic material. 

 

Discussion 

Excavations at Charco Redondo demonstrate that both Structures 3 and 4 on 

Mound 2 were built in a series of construction phases, from at least the Minizundo 



 263 

through the Yucudzaa Phases. Although the excavations did not reach the earliest 

construction, we have learned that both structures were in use during the Minizundo, 

Miniyua, and Chacahua Phases—important periods for understanding political authority 

in the region.  The Miniyua cemetery is particularly significant, as it will add to the 

diachronic understanding of mortuary practices in the region through comparison to the 

Minizundo Phase cemetery at Cerro de la Cruz (Joyce 1991, 1994, 2010) and the 

Chacahua Phase cemetery at Yugüe (Barber 2005) and other burials at Río Viejo and La 

Consentida (Barber et al. 2013; Hepp 2009).   

 Given the limited excavations on Structure 3, it is not possible to provide a detailed 

construction history of the structure.  However, it would appear that a significant amount 

of the construction occurred during the Minizundo Phase or earlier.  Miniyua Phase 

construction increased the height of the 17-meter high structure by at least 1 meter.  Any 

later construction episodes will likely be difficult to distinguish given that modern 

activity may have resulted in its destruction.  

 Minizundo construction and occupation of Structure 4 was only minimally 

encountered given the limited depth of the excavations; however, the elevations of these 

structures and the vertical location of the Minizundo features suggests that the structure 

was largely built by the Minizundo Phase.  The presence of two small ovens and a 

possible midden are indicative of feasting and domestic activities in this area during the 

Minizundo Phase.  The reuse of this portion of Structure 4 as a cemetery is indicative of a 

communal/public use of this space.  It is not yet clear how extensive (horizontally or 

vertically) the cemetery extends. Preliminarily, this cemetery is communal in nature. To 
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date, only adults are represented in the Miniyua Phase burials. The possible capping of 

the cemetery by A-E3 is suggestive of the termination of use of the cemetery sometime in 

the Miniyua Phase. Future investigation is necessary to say anything more definitive 

about the occupation and construction history of Charco Redondo.  
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APPENDIX B 

 

Charco Redondo Burial Inventory from 2009 and 2011 

 

Introduction 

 This appendix provides basic information on the burials excavated at the site of 

Charco Redondo, beginning with B5-I5. Burials 1-4 were excavated by Susan Gillespie 

in 1986 as part of RVAP (Gillespie 1986). Two bioarchaeologists performed the 

analysis—Hillary Williams, conducted the 2009 osteological analysis, and Kathleen Paul 

(ASU) conducted the 2011 excavations. The following is a summary of their results.  

 Age and sex are reported when available, as are other details regarding 

individuals and burials. The following inventory is organized by burial location, and then 

by burial number. Following established protocol in the region, each interred primary 

individual was given a burial number and an individual number, which is consecutive and 

includes all burials from the site. In cases of co-internments, where there is more than one 

primary individual, each individual receives the same burial number, and a consecutive 

individual number. In some cases, a primary internment was accompanied by the partial 

remains of additional individuals, which were either emplaced as secondary burials or as 

offerings for the primary individual.  These additional individuals receive the same burial 

number as the primary internment, and an “additional individual” (AI) number are 

discussed in the context of the primary internment.  
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Data Collection Methods 

(Kathleen Paul provided the following discussion of data collection methods.) 

 Skeletal inventories and general observations follow standards set forth by Baker 

et al. (2005), Bass (2005), Buikstra and Ubelaker (1994), and White and Folkens (2000). 

Dental inventories, development notes, and related age estimates follow standards 

presented by Buikstra and Ubelaker (1994), Hillson (1996), Moorrees et al. (1963a; 

1963b), Schour and Massler (1941), and Ubelaker (1989).  

Notes on skeletal development, epiphyseal union, and related age estimates are 

based on methods and standards described by Baker et al. (2005), Buikstra and Ubelaker 

(1994), Krogman and Iscan (1986), McKern and Stewert (1957), Ubelaker (1989), and 

White and Folkens (2000). Age estimates based on pubic symphysis morphology follow 

methods presented by Brooks and Suchey (1990), Buikstra and Ubelaker (1994), McKern 

and Stewert (1957), Todd (1921a;1921b), and White and Folkens (2000). Age estimates 

based on auricular surface morphology are aligned with standards described by Buikstra 

and Ubelaker (1994), Lovejoy et al. (1985), Meindl and Lovejoy (1989), Ubelaker (1989) 

White and Folkens (2000:Table 2).  

Cranial suture closure observations and related age estimates are based on 

standards set forth by Buikstra and Ubelaker (1994), Krogman and Iscan (1986), Meindl 

and Lovejoy (1989), and White and Folkens (2000). Dental attrition observations and 

related age estimates are based on methods described by Brothwell (1989), Buikstra and 

Ubelaker (1994) Hillson (1996), Lovejoy (1985), Scott (1979), Smith (1984), and White 

and Folkens (2000). Stature estimates are based on equations and guidelines presented by 
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Bass (2005), Trotter (1970), Trotter and Glesser (1958), and White and Folkens (2000). 

Body mass estimates are based on equations presented by Ruff et al. (1991). 

Sex estimates based on pelvic dimensions and morphology follow methods set 

forth by Bass (2005), Buikstra and Ubelaker (1994), Milner (1992), and White and 

Folkens (2000).  Sex estimates based on os pubis morphology follow guidelines 

presented by Phenice (1969). Sex estimates based on cranial dimensions and morphology 

adhere to standards set forth by Acsádi and Nemerskéri (1970), Bass (2005), Buikstra and 

Ubelaker (1994), and White and Folkens (2000). 

Additional dental observations and metric data collection follow guidelines set 

forth by Buikstra and Ubelaker (1994) and Hillson (1996). Cervical enamel junction 

(CEJ) dimensions were collected according to standards described by Hillson et al. 

(2005). Supernumerary teeth descriptions reflect information presented by Duncan 

(2009). Dental, non-metric data were collected according to standards set forth by 

Buikstra and Ubelaker (1994) and Turner et al. (1991). Dental and skeletal pathology 

descriptions are based on information presented by Aufderheide and Rodriguez-Martin 

(1998), Buikstra and Ubelaker (1994), Hillson (1996), Ubelaker (1989), and White and 

Folkens (2000). Estimates for age corresponding to enamel defect formation are based on 

standards and charts provided by Goodman et al. (1980). Taphonomy notes are based on 

information set forth by Buikstra and Ubelaker (1994), Duday (2006), and White and 

Folkens (2000).  Skeletal and dental modification descriptions are based on guidelines 

and typologies set forth by Buikstra and Ubelaker (1994), Hillson (1996), Neumann 

(1942), and Romero (1958).  
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Burials From Mound 2-Structure 4—Miniyua Phase Cemetery 

 Excavations at the Miniyua cemetery documented 11 burials, most of which 

remain unexcavated due to time and funding constraints during the 2009 pilot season at 

Charco Redondo. In cases where age and/or sex could be determined, all were adults, and 

mostly male, with the exception of one identified female. Other attributes of each 

individual are provided when available. 

 

Burial 5 Individual 5  

1. Location: Operation A, Unit 2B  

2. Context: Indeterminate 

3. Position: Indeterminate 

4. Orientation: Indeterminate 

5. Cranium: Indeterminate 

6. Sex: Indeterminate 

7. Age: 20+ 

8. Stratigraphic Layer: A-E2s1 

9. Phase: Indeterminate, probably Early or Late Classic 

10. Offerings: One orangeware vessel 

11. Preservation: Poorly preserved, fragmented 

12. General Comments: No pathologies detected 
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Burial 6 Individual 6 

1. Location: Op. A—Unit 2A 

2. Context: Secondary burial 

3. Position: Indeterminate 

4. Orientation: Indeterminate 

5. Cranium: Indeterminate 

6. Sex: Indeterminate 

7. Age: Juvenile >12 years 

8. Stratigraphic Layer: A-E2  

9. Phase: Indeterminate 

10. Offerings: None 

11. Preservation: Poorly Preserved 

12. General Comments: No pathology detected 

 

Burial 7 Individual 7 

1. Location: Op. A—Unit 0C 

2. Context: Primary 

3. Position: Flexed on left side 

4. Orientation: 35o East of North  

5. Cranium: Toward the southeast 

6. Sex: Masculine 

7. Age: Adult 28+ 
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8. Stratigraphic Layer: A-E4 

9: Phase: Indeterminate, probably Miniyua or Chacahua 

10. Offerings: One grayware Chacahua Phase Vessel, but association is not clear. 

11. Preservation: Incomplete 

12: General Comments: No pathology detected 

 

 Burial 8 Individual 8 

1. Location: Op. A—Units 2B, 3B, 3C 

2. Context: Primary 

3: Position: Indeterminate, but likely it was positioned prone with legs flexed at t

 he patella with the right tibia and fibula crossing over the left tibia and fibula 

4. Orientation: Indeterminate 

5. Cranium: Indeterminate 

6: Sex: Indeterminate 

7: Age: Adult 

8. Stratigraphic Layer: A-E4 

9. Phase: Miniyua 

10: Offerings: Indeterminate 

11. Preservation: Good 

12. General Comments: No pathology detected. This burial was identified at the 

 horizontal limits of excavation, but in the same stratigraphic layer as the other 
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 Miniyua Phase burials. Only the lower portion of the burial was excavated, 

 exposing the lower legs. 

 

Burial 9 Individual 9 

1. Location: Op. A—Units 2C, 2D 

2. Context: Primary 

3. Position: Positioned prone, with legs flexed at the patella with the right tibia 

 and fibula crossing over the left tibia and fibula 

4. Orientation: 25o/205o 

5: Cranium: Towards the south 

6. Sex: Masculine 

7. Age: Adult, 28+ 

8: Stratigraphic Layer: A-E4 

9. Phase: Miniyua 

10: Offerings: One coarse brownware vessel, one greenstone been recovered from 

 the mouth area, a coarse brownware sherds and flat stones lining the south side of 

 burial. 

11. Preservation: Good 

12. General Comments: No pathology detected 
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Burial 10-Individual 10 

1. Location: Op. A—Units 2D, 2E, 2F, 3E, 3F 

2. Context: Primary 

3. Position: Prone, extended 

4. Orientation: 25º/205º 

5. Cranium: Head toward the south 

6. Sex: Female 

7. Age: Adult, 22-30 

8: Stratigraphic Layer: A-E4 

9: Phase: Miniyua 

10: Offerings: bottom half of the skeleton was possibly lined with human femurs, 

 however, it is not clear if the presence of these femurs was a result of the burial of 

 I10 disturbing a previous burial. No other offerings. 

11. Preservation: Good 

12: General Comments: Possible trauma on posterior superior right parietal. 

 

Burial 11 Individual 11 

1. Location: Op. A—Unit 2B 

2. Context: Primary 

3. Position: Indeterminate, but it is likely it is positioned prone with legs flexed at 

 the patella with the right tibia and fibula crossing over the left tibia and fibula. 

4. Orientation: Indeterminate 
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5. Cranium: Indeterminate 

6. Sex: Indeterminate 

7. Age: Indeterminate 

8. Stratigraphic Layer: A-E4 

9: Phase: Miniyua 

10: Offerings: Indeterminate 

11: Preservation: Good 

12. General Comments: this burial was only partially excavated 

 

Burial 12 Individual 12 

1. Location: Op. A—Unit 2F 

2. Context: Primary 

3. Position: Indeterminate 

4. Orientation: Indeterminate 

5. Cranium: Toward the north 

6. Sex: Indeterminate 

7: Age: Indeterminate 

8. Stratigraphic Layer: A-E4 

9: Phase: Miniyua 

10: Offerings: Indeterminate 

11: Preservation: Good 
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12: General Comments: Dental modification to the incisors. No other pathologies 

 detected. Burial was only partially excavated. 

 

Burial 13 Individual 13 

1. Location: Op. A—Unit 0A 

2. Context: Indeterminate 

3. Position: Indeterminate 

4. Orientation: Indeterminate 

5. Cranium: Indeterminate 

6. Sex: Indeterminate 

7. Age: Indeterminate 

8. Stratigraphic Layer: A-E4 

9: Phase: Miniyua 

10: Offerings: Indeterminate 

11: Preservation: Indeterminate 

12. General Comments: Only cranium was exposed, burial was not excavated. 

 

Burial 14 Individual 14 

1. Location: Op. A—Unit 0C 

2. Context: Indeterminate 

3. Position: Indeterminate 

4. Orientation: Indeterminate 
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5. Cranium: Indeterminate 

6. Sex: Indeterminate 

7. Age: Indeterminate 

8. Stratigraphic Layer: A-E4 

9: Phase: Miniyua 

10: Offerings: Indeterminate 

11. Preservation: Indeterminate 

12: General Comments: Only cranium was exposed and excavated.  

 

Burial 15 Individual 15 

1. Location: Op. A—Unit 2C 

2. Context: Indeterminate 

3. Position: Indeterminate 

4. Orientation: Indeterminate 

5. Cranium: Indeterminate 

6. Sex: Indeterminate 

7. Age: Indeterminate 

8. Stratigraphic Layer: A-E4 

9: Phase: Miniyua 

10: Offerings: Indeterminate 

11. Preservation: Indeterminate 
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12: General Comments: This burial was identified by the presence of the cranium 

 immediately below B9I9. Only the top of the cranium was exposed but was 

 reburied. 

 

Burial 16 Individual 16 

1. Location: Op. A—Unit 1C, 2C 

2. Context: Indeterminate 

3. Position: Indeterminate 

4. Orientation: Indeterminate 

5. Cranium: Indeterminate 

6. Sex: Indeterminate 

7. Age: Indeterminate 

8. Stratigraphic Layer: A-E4 

9: Phase: Miniyua 

10: Offerings: Indeterminate 

11. Preservation: Indeterminate 

12: General Comments: this burial was identified but not excavated 
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Burials from Mound 2-Structure 5: Coyuche Phase Cemetery 

Excavations uncovered 23 primary burials.  Several additional individuals initially 

documented in the field as bone scatters were also found within the cemetery, resulting in 

a minimum individual count of 31 (MNI=31). The majority of these burials were 

documented in an Early Classic Coyuche phase cemetery, located in Operations C and D, 

with Operation E revealing several more Coyuche phase burials associated with a 

Coyuche phase midden. The cemetery included primary single interments, primary co-

interments, and secondary interments. Body position and offerings varied between 

burials. Both males and females, and all age ranges, from infant to old adult, were 

represented in the Coyuche phase sample. 

 

Burial 17, Individual 17 

 1. Location: Op. C—Unit 4AA  

 2. Context: Indeterminate 

 3. Position: Indeterminate 

 4. Orientation: Indeterminate 

 5. Cranium: East wall 

 6. Sex: Indeterminate  

 7. Age: Young Adult (indeterminate range) 

 8. Stratigraphic Layer: E2, 29 cm below surface 

 9. Phase: Coyuche 

 10. Offerings: None 
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 11. Preservation: Poorly preserved.  All elements present were fragmentary. 

12. General Comments: No pathologies present.  

 

Burial 18, Individual 18 

 1. Location: Op. C—Units 5AA, 5A, 6A  

 2. Context: Primary  

 3. Position: Extended, supine 

 4. Orientation: 40˚/ 220˚ east of north 

 5. Cranium: Toward the west 

 6. Sex: Indeterminate (possible Male) 

 7. Age: Child, 10-12 years 

 8. Stratigraphic Layer: E1, 15-32 cm below surface 

 9. Phase: Coyuche 

10. Offerings: 3 vessels surrounding cranium—3 greyware vessels with two of 

those vessels having three slabfoot supports.  

11. Preservation: Poorly preserved.  All elements present were fragmentary.  

12. General Comments: Ind18 had 1 eumorphic, supernumerary tooth in the right, 

 mandibular, molar row. The right tibia possessed a bony lesion and woven bone 

 that may indicate trauma or injury near the time of death. Ind18 experienced poor 

 health during early childhood, as evidenced by extreme enamel hypoplasia. 

 Referencing Goodman et al. (1980), the earliest age of onset for the enamel 

 defects was 0-.5 years. However, based on all recorded hypoplasias and defects, 
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 Ind18 likely suffered high, metabolic stress or illness until 3.5 years of age. A 

 brief period of stress may have occurred when Ind18 was 5-5.5 years of age. 

  Though I18 was physically capable of surviving illness or nutritional deficiency 

 during youth, the individual’s susceptibility to systemic stresses may have 

 continued into older childhood, perhaps contributing to Ind18’s early death. No os 

 coxae were recovered for Ind18, and the cranial elements are too fragmentary to 

 observe all diagnostic indicators of biological sex, though those that were 

 observable were intermediate-masculine. 

 

Burial 19, Individual 19 

 1. Location: Op. C— Units 4A, 5A, 5B  

 2. Context: Primary (MNI =3) 

 3. Position: Extended, prone  

 4. Orientation: 50˚/230˚ east of north  

 5. Cranium: Toward the west 

 6. Sex: Indeterminate (Probable Male based on cranial traits) 

 7. Age: Middle adult, 40-49 years 

 8. Stratigraphic Layer: E3, 69-87 cm below surface 

 9. Phase: Coyuche 

10. Offerings: 23 burial vessels—9 greyware conical bowls, 1 greyware 

cylindrical bowl, 11 orangeware conical bowls, and 2 orangeware semispherical 

bowls. 6 large stones; 1 basalt hand axe positioned in Ind19’s left hand. 
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 11. Preservation: Well preserved, except for the facial aspect of the cranium and 

 portions of the pelvis.  

12. General Comments: Ind19 exhibited no major skeletal pathology. The 

 dentition exhibited several occlusal caries, probable antemortem tooth loss, light 

 calculus, hypercementosis, and enamel hypoplasias. Referencing Goodman et al. 

 (1980), the earliest onset of enamel defects occurred when Ind19 was 2.5-3 years 

 old. This was associated with a period of metabolic stress or illness experienced in  

 early childhood. Secondarily interred bone scatter including 2 individuals (B19-

 AI1- Adult and B19-AI2- infant) lining Ind19’s body. 

 

Burial 19-Additional Individual 1 

 1. Location: Op. C— Units 4A, 5A, 5B  

 2. Context: Secondary 

 3. Position: Indeterminate 

 4. Orientation: Indeterminate  

 5. Cranium: Indeterminate 

 6. Sex: Indeterminate 

 7. Age: Adult 

 8. Stratigraphic Layer: E3, 69-87 cm below surface 

 9. Phase: Coyuche 

10. Offerings: none 

 11. Preservation: Poor 
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 12. General Comments: No major pathologies observed. The incomplete remains 

 of an additional individual were identified based on context, overlapping 

 elements, and differential stages of development from the other individuals in 

 B19. The elements present for this individual include the following: frontal 

 fragments; the proximal portion of the left, femoral shaft; fragments of the right, 

 femoral shaft; one unsided rib fragment; one unsided fibula shaft fragment. In 

 addition to these elements, seven left, hand phalanges and four unsided 

 metacarpal fragments were located between the os coxae of I19. Three additional 

 carpals, fragments of three metacarpals, and eight unsided, hand phalanges were 

 associated with this individual, but not found near I19’s pelvis. This additional 

 individual appears to have been a secondary interment, intentionally positioned to 

 line the remains of I19. The individual is of indeterminate sex and age, due to the 

 incompleteness of the skeletal remains. However, the skeletal elements present 

 indicate a greater age than the infant remains (B19-AI2) that also lined the 

 remains of I19.  

Burial 19-Additional Individual 2 

 1. Location: Op. C— Units 4A, 5A, 5B  

 2. Context: Secondary 

 3. Position: Indeterminate 

 4. Orientation: Indeterminate  

 5. Cranium: Indeterminate 

 6. Sex: Indeterminate 
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 7. Age: Infant—6 months +/- 3 months 

 8. Stratigraphic Layer: E3, 69-87 cm below surface 

 9. Phase: Coyuche 

10. Offerings: none 

 11. Preservation: Poor 

 12. General Comments: The incomplete remains were identified based on context 

 and differential stages of development from the other individuals included in B19. 

 The skeletal elements present for this individual include the following: frontal 

 fragments; a petrous pyramid fragment from the right temporal; sphenoid 

 fragments; ectocranial fragments; mandible fragments; unfused portions of the C2 

 neural arch; the left side of an unfused, thoracic neural arch; the right radial shaft. 

 The surfaces of the frontal fragments are porous; the individual exhibits barely 

 discernible porosity (1), possibly associated with porotic hyperostosis. The 

 individual possibly experienced nutritional deficiency or infectious disease during 

 infancy. Four deciduous teeth are present for this individual including the 

 following: rdi1, rdm2, ldm1, and ldm2. The present dentition is in various 

 developmental stages. The rdi1 was scored 8  (initial root cleft formation), while 

 the rdm2 was scored 5 (crown completed). The ldm1 was scored 6 (crown 

 completed), and the ldm2 was scored 4 (crown completed). The present dentition 

 is discolored; the enamel is a purple to brown color. The rdi1 also has a notch or 

 chip in the incisal surface of the tooth. This  additional individual appears to have 

 been a secondary interment, intentionally positioned to line the remains of I19. 
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 Based on fusion stages of present elements and dental development, the estimated 

 age of this individual is 6 months +/- 3 months.  

Burial 20, Individual 20/ Individual 24 

 1. Location:Ind20—Op. C— Units 6B and 7A  

          Ind24—Op C—Units 6B and 7B 

 2. Context: Primary co-interment 

 3. Position: Ind20—extended, supine and adjacent to I24.  

                Ind24—slightly flexed, on the right side with the ventral aspect of the 

          body and the facial aspect of the cranium facing the southwest   

 4. Orientation: 130˚/320˚ east of north for Ind20 and Ind24  

 5. Crania: Toward the northwest 

 6. Sex: I20—Male  

  I24—Female 

 7. Age: I20—Middle adult, 40-49 years 

  124—Middle adult, 36-45 years 

 8. Stratigraphic Layer: E2, 59-67 cm below surface  

 9. Phase: Coyuche 

10. Offerings: 7 burials vessels—3 greyware conical bowls, 1 greyware 

semispherical bowl, 1 greyware cylindrical vessel with annular base, 1 

orangeware semispherical bowl, and 1 orangeware cylindrical vessel with 3 

slabfoot supports. 1 perforated greenstone bead (I20) 

 11. Preservation: Ind20-Relatively well-preserved, most skeletal elements present 
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Ind24-Poorly preserved, likely due to disturbance and position.      

Another burial (B21-I21) was located directly above the 

cranium of Ind24.  

12. General Comments: Ind20—Osteological pathology included osteophytic 

 activity present on the metatarsals and some vertebral bodies. This may be 

 associated with arthritis. Ind20’s dentition exhibited carious lesions, calculus, and 

 limited alveolar bone loss surrounding the roots of the mandibular dentition 

 possibly associated with periodontal illness or gingival issues. Ind20 also 

 possessed overjet, a slight overbite, and hypoplastic defects on the anterior 

 dentition. Based on Goodman et al. (1980), the earliest age of onset was 3.5-4 

 years; another brief period of metabolic stress was experienced at age 4.5-5 years. 

 Ind20 exhibited cranial modification with sagittal and bregmatic elevation. Ind20 

  possessed dental filing on the maxillary central incisors. 

Ind24—Osteological pathology included a button osteoma on the frontal 

bone. Ind24 exhibited a low occurrence of caries and calculus, but signs of 

abscess formation in both arcades. Ind24’s teeth exhibited marked attrition. 

 

 Burial 21, Individual 21 

 1. Location: Op. C— Units 6B  

 2. Context: Primary 

 3. Position: Flexed, on the left side 

 4. Orientation: 130˚/ 310˚ east of north 
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 5. Cranium: Toward the west, positioned on its left side, with the facial aspect 

 oriented 63˚ east of north 

 6. Sex: Indeterminate (probable Female based on observable cranial traits) 

 7. Age: Adolescent, 12-15 years  

8. Stratigraphic Layer: E2, 47-54 cm below surface 

 9. Phase: Coyuche 

 10. Offerings: 2 greyware conical bowls and 2 greyware semispherical bowls. 

 11. Preservation: Poorly preserved, highly fragmentary 

12. General Comments: Ind21 possessed 1 incisor-form, supernumerary tooth. 

 The right parietal possessed 2 healed fractures or impact wounds, related to a 

 trauma. Ind21’s dentition exhibited 1 carious lesion and many hypoplastic defects. 

 The earliest age of onset for hypoplastic defects was 1-1.5 years. However, most 

 of the linear enamel defects corresponded to 2.5-3 years of age. When Ind21 was 

 4-5.5 years old, the individual appeared to have experienced another bout of 

 illness  or metabolic stress.  

 

Burial 22, Individual 22 

 1. Location: Op. C— Units 3A, 3B, 4A, 4B, 5B  

 2. Context: Primary (MNI =4) 

 3. Position: Extended, on the right side of the body, with the ventral aspect of the 

 skeleton facing southeast 

 4. Orientation: 40˚- 220˚ east of north 
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 5. Cranium: Toward the southwest, with the facial aspect facing southeast 

 6. Sex: Male  

 7. Age: Middle adult, 35-39 years 

8. Stratigraphic Layer: E3, 75-99 cm below surface  

 9. Phase: Coyuche 

10. Offerings: 1 large stone lining the cranial portion of the burial, 18 vessels of 

varying sizes—1 greyware semispherical bowl, 6 greyware conical bowls (two 

with annular bases and one with three conical supports, and three with slabfoot 

supports (3)), 2 greyware composite silhouette bowl, 2 greyware cylindrical bowls 

(one with 3 slabfoot supports), 1 orangeware conical vessel with three mamaform 

supports, 3 orangeware semispherical bowls, 1 orangeware composite silhouette 

bowl, 1 incomplete coarse brownware vessel, and 1 orangeware import from the 

Valle de Jalapa; groundstone. 

 11. Preservation: Variable  

12. General Comments: No skeletal pathology was present for Ind22. The 

 dentition exhibited caries and light to moderate calculus. Most teeth possessed at 

 least one linear hypoplastic defect. Based on the location of defects, from age 2.5-

 3.5 years, Ind22 experienced bouts of metabolic stress or illness. Another period 

 of metabolic stress occurred between 4-4.5 years of age. Ind22 possessed 

 filing/notch-style dental modification on RI1 and LI1. A bone scatter likely  

 involving 3 individuals was also documented within Burial 22 (B22-A1: adult; 

 B22-A2:1 aged perinate-1.5 years; B22-A3: aged 5 years +/- 2 years). 
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 Burial 22-Additional Individual 1 

 1. Location: Op. C— Units 3A, 3B, 4A, 4B, 5B 

 2. Context: Secondary 

 3. Position: Indeterminate 

 4. Orientation: Indeterminate  

 5. Cranium: Indeterminate 

 6. Sex: Indeterminate 

 7. Age: Adult 

 8. Stratigraphic Layer: E3, 75-99 cm below surface  

 9. Phase: Coyuche 

10. Offerings: none 

 11. Preservation: Poor 

 12. General Comments: The fragmentary remains of this additional individual 

 were found in concentration in B22, just beneath the I22’s pelvis. The present 

 elements include: a fragmentary, right patella; an unsided, fibula shaft; unsided, 

 humeral head fragments; the distal epiphysis of a right tibia; an unsided, distal, 

 femoral epiphysis; the distal end of a right, radial shaft and  fragments of 

 unidentifiable, long bone shafts. Also present for this individual are cranial 

 fragments. These include unsided, parietal fragments, occipital fragments and 

 fragments of a right temporal. Ten unsided, hand phalanges and a left lunate are 

 the final elements present. This individual was distinguished from I22 through 

 overlapping, skeletal elements. Additional individual 1 was distinguished from 
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 other individuals present in B22 through its preservation, context and stage of 

 development. This individual was located in a concentration, beneath the os coxae 

 of I22. Additional individual 1 was a skeletally mature individual, while the other 

 additional individuals lining B22 are subadults.  

  Burial 22-Additional Individual 2 

 1. Location: Op. C— Units 3A, 3B, 4A, 4B, 5B 

 2. Context: Secondary 

 3. Position: Indeterminate 

 4. Orientation: Indeterminate  

 5. Cranium: Indeterminate 

 6. Sex: Indeterminate 

 7. Age: Perinate to 1.5 years 

 8. Stratigraphic Layer: E3, 75-99 cm below surface  

 9. Phase: Coyuche 

10. Offerings: none 

 11. Preservation: Poor 

 12. General Comments: The remains of additional individual 2 are fragmentary, 

 and lined B22. The elements present for this individual include: unsided, frontal 

 fragments; a developing, right scapula; and the proximal end of an unfused, left 

 radius. These elements are all immature. This individual was distinguished from 

 the other individuals present in B22 through its stage of skeletal development. 

 The individual is a skeletally immature, juvenile. Additional individual 2 is most 
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 likely an infant. A rough age estimate, solely based on size and fusion stages of 

 elements present, is perinate-1.5 years.  

 Burial 22-Additional Individual 3 

 1. Location: Op. C— Units 3A, 3B, 4A, 4B, 5B 

 2. Context: Secondary 

 3. Position: Indeterminate 

 4. Orientation: Indeterminate  

 5. Cranium: Indeterminate 

 6. Sex: Indeterminate 

 7. Age: Child aged 5 +/- 2 years 

 8. Stratigraphic Layer: E3, 75-99 cm below surface  

 9. Phase: Coyuche 

10. Offerings: none 

 11. Preservation: Poor 

 12. General Comments: The third, additional individual lining B22 is also a 

 juvenile. The elements present for additional individual 3 are the following: an 

 unfused, radius; and an immature, right, ulnar shaft. These elements are both 

 immature. This individual was distinguished from other individuals present in 

 B22 through its stage of skeletal development. The individual is a skeletally 

 immature individual. Additional individual 3 is a child. A rough age estimate, 

 solely based on size and fusion stages of present elements is 5 years +/- 2 years 
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Burial 23, Individual 23 

 1. Location: Op. C— Unit 5AA 

 2. Context: Primary 

 3. Position: Indeterminate 

 4. Orientation: Indeterminate 

 5. Cranium: Indeterminate 

 6. Sex: Indeterminate  

 7. Age: Adult, 23+ (a more precise age range was indeterminate)  

8. Stratigraphic Layer E2, 37- 43 cm below surface 

 9. Phase: Coyuche 

 10. Offerings: 1 greyware semispherical bowl with 3 mammaform supports. 

 11. Preservation: Poorly preserved, highly fragmentary   

12. General Comments: Ind23 was partially excavated, as part of the burial was 

 located beneath a lime tree. Most skeletal elements were not excavated or 

 missing. Ind23 possessed no observable pathology.  

 

Burial 25, Individual 25 

 1. Location: Op. C— Units 5C and 5D 

 2. Context: Indeterminate (MNI=2) 

 3. Position: Indeterminate 

 4. Orientation: Indeterminate 

 5. Cranium: Indeterminate 
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 6. Sex: Indeterminate  

 7. Age: Child, 4.5 years +/- 12 months 

8. Stratigraphic Layer: E1, 5-13 cm below surface 

 9. Phase: Coyuche 

10. Offerings: 1 burial vessel— One orangeware concial bowl with three conical 

supports.  

 11. Preservation: Poorly preserved, highly fragmentary   

12. General Comments: Ind25 possessed no observable skeletal pathology. The 

 present dentition possessed 1 carious lesion.  B25-A1 is bone scatter including 

 a fragmented parietal from an adult individual. 

 

Burial 25, Additional Individual 25 

 1. Location: Op. C— Units 5C and 5D 

 2. Context: Indeterminate  

 3. Position: Indeterminate 

 4. Orientation: Indeterminate 

 5. Cranium: Indeterminate 

 6. Sex: Indeterminate  

 7. Age: Indeterminate 

8. Stratigraphic Layer: E1, 5-13 cm below surface 

 9. Phase: Coyuche 

10. Offerings: none  
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 11. Preservation: Poorly preserved  

 12. General Comments: The only element present for B22AI1 is an additional, 

 mature parietal. This bone is much thicker than the parietals present for I25. The 

 parietal is fragmentary and unsided. This individual is of indeterminate age, sex 

 and stature. 

 

Burial 26, Individual 26 

 1. Location: Op. C— Units 5D, 6C, 5E, 6D 

 2. Context: Primary 

 3. Position: Extended, supine  

 4. Orientation: 142˚/ 322˚ east of north 

 5. Cranium: Toward the northwest, with the facial aspect facing the surface 

 6. Sex: Female 

 7. Age: Middle Adult, 35-40 years 

8. Stratigraphic Layer: E2, 35-39 cm below surface  

 9. Phase: Coyuche 

10. Offerings: 3 vessels—Vessel 1 was a probale imported fine brownware 

cylindrical vessel likely from the Valle de Jalapa, and Vessel 2 was greyware 

conical bowl and Vessel 3 was an orangeware conical vessel with 3 mammaform 

supports. 

 11. Preservation: Poorly preserved  
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12. General Comments: Ind26 possessed an incisor-form, supernumerary tooth. 

 No major skeletal pathology was present. Ind26’s dentition exhibited some 

 carious lesions, signs of abscess, and moderate-heavy levels of calculus. Ind26 

 possessed several hypoplastic defects. Referencing Goodman et al. (1980), the 

 earliest onset of enamel defects was when Ind26 was 2.5-3 years old. Subsequent 

 hypoplastic defects correspond to 3.5-4 years and 5-5.5 years of age.   

 

Burial 27, Individual 27 

 1. Location: Op. C— Units 3A and 3B 

 2. Context: Indeterminate (MNI=2) 

 3. Position: Indeterminate 

 4. Orientation: Indeterminate 

 5. Cranium: Indeterminate 

 6. Sex: Indeterminate 

 7. Age: Middle Adult, 45 +/- 5 years 

8. Stratigraphic Layer: E1, 21-28 cm below surface  

 9. Phase: Coyuche 

 10. Offerings: None 

 11. Preservation: Poorly preserved  

 12. General Comments: Ind27’s acetabulum exhibited signs of arthritis of the hip. 

 Ind27’s dentition possessed no pathology. A bone scatter including the remains of 

 1 child, B27-AI1 (3.5 years +/- 12 months). 
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Burial 27, Additional Individual 1 

 1. Location: Op. C— Units 3A and 3B 

 2. Context: Indeterminate  

 3. Position: Indeterminate 

 4. Orientation: Indeterminate 

 5. Cranium: Indeterminate 

 6. Sex: Indeterminate 

 7. Age: Child 3.5 years +/- 12 months 

8. Stratigraphic Layer: E1, 21-28 cm below surface  

 9. Phase: Coyuche 

 10. Offerings: None 

 11. Preservation: Poorly preserved  

 12. General Comments: The additional individual interred in B27 is distinguished 

 in its stage of development. The following is present for this individuals: an 

 immature, frontal fragment; the petrous pyramid of a temporal bone; an immature 

 mandible fragment; and three teeth from mixed dentition. These teeth include and 

 unsided dm1, ldm2 and LM1. The deciduous molars are completely developed. 

 The LM1 is scored 7 (initial root formation). There is slight wear and blunting on 

 the cusps of the deciduous molars. Both the ldm2 and LM1 possess strong 

 deflecting wrinkles.  
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Burial 28, Individual 28 

 1. Location: Op. C— Units 5D and 5C 

 2. Context: Primary 

 3. Position: Tightly flexed, on the right side (possibly bundled or contained) 

 4. Orientation: 100˚/ 280˚ east of north 

 5. Cranium: Toward the east 

 6. Sex: Probable male 

 7. Age: Middle Adult, 35 +/ - 9.4 years (likely 35-40 years) 

8. Stratigraphic Layer: E3, 71- 77 cm below surface 

 9. Phase: Coyuche 

10. Offerings: None- the burial pedestal only yielded ceramic sherds and 1 green 

obsidian flake  

 11. Preservation: Poorly preserved, most elements were present but fragmentary 

12. General Comments: No skeletal pathology was present. Ind28’s dentition 

 possessed several caries, signs of at least 2 abscesses, high levels of calculus 

 deposition, and hypoplastic defects. The onset of enamel defects occurred at age 

 2.5-3 years. However, enamel defects also correspond to age 3.5-4 years. 

 

Burial 29, Individual 29 

 1. Location: Op. C— Units 7D, 7E, 8D  

 2. Context: Primary 

 3. Position: Extended, prone  
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4. Orientation: 120˚/ 300˚ east of north 

 5. Cranium: Toward the northwest 

 6. Sex: Indeterminate  

 7. Age: Adult (a precise age range is indeterminate) 

8. Stratigraphic Layer: E2, 18-21 cm below surface  

 9. Phase: Coyuche 

10. Offerings: 3 vessels--1 greyware conical bowl, 1 greyware composite 

silhouette bowl and 1 orangeware cylindrical bowl. 

11. Preservation: Poorly preserved, most elements were missing or fragmentary 

12. General Comments: No skeletal pathology was observed on the present 

 elements. All teeth were absent for Ind29.  

 

Burial 30, Individual 30 

 1. Location: Op. D—Units 1G, 2G, 1H, 2H 

 2. Context: Primary 

 3. Position: Upright, Flexed (Ind30 was likely a bundled burial, with flexed 

 knees,  positioned against the chest and arms crossed underneath the legs) 

4. Orientation: 40˚/ 220˚ east of north 

 5. Cranium: Collapsed in Ind30’s lap 

 6. Sex: Male 

 7. Age: Old Adult, 45 +/- 10.4 years  

8. Stratigraphic Layer: E3, 108-138 cm below surface  
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 9. Phase: Coyuche 

 10. Offerings: None 

11. Preservation: Well-preserved, almost all elements were present and complete  

12. General Comments: No major skeletal pathology was present. The dentition 

 possessed carious lesions, calculus, and hypercementosis. Alveolar bone loss was 

 present on the anterior portion of the mandible, possibly related to periodontal 

 disease.   

 

Burial 31, Individual 31 

 1. Location: Op. D—Unit 2H 

 2. Context: Primary 

 3. Position: Found flexed, on the left side, with the knees positioned against the 

 torso and arms crossed beneath the legs (likely interred in an upright, flexed 

 position, but collapsed onto the left side before decomposition occurred) 

4. Orientation: 100˚/ 280˚ east of north 

 5. Cranium: Toward the west 

 6. Sex: Female 

 7. Age: Young-Middle Adult, 30-40 years 

8. Stratigraphic Layer: E3, 122-128 cm below surface (intrusive to a burn 

 surface/floor feature) 

 9. Phase: Coyuche 

 10. Offerings: None 
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11. Preservation: Well-preserved, almost all elements were present and complete. 

 12. General Comments: The mandible showed signs of alveolar resorption, likely 

 resulting from premortem tooth loss. Ind31’s dentition possessed high occurrence 

 of caries, abscess, and calculus. Ind31 exhibited hypoplastic defects; the defects 

 correspond to an onset age of 3-3.5 years. Periods of childhood, metabolic stress 

 or illness likely lasted until Ind31 was 4.5 years old. 

 

Burial 32, Individual 32/ Individual 33 

 1. Location: Op. C—Unit 6E, 7E, 6F, 7F 

 2. Context: Primary co-interment (MNI=2) 

 3. Position: I32—Extended, supine 

          I33—Extended, on the right side  

4. Orientation: 130˚/310˚ east of north (I32 and I33) 

 5. Cranium: I32—Toward the northwest 

I33—Toward the northwest, with the facial aspect of the cranium  

          facing south 

 6. Sex: I32—Indeterminate (probable Male based on observable cranial traits) 

  I33—Indeterminate (probable Female based on observable cranial traits) 

 7. Age: I32—Middle Adult, 40 +/- 5 years 

   I33—Old Adult, 50+ years 

8. Stratigraphic Layer: E2, 9-33 cm below surface 

 9. Phase: Coyuche 
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10. Offerings: 2 vessels— one greyware conical bowl and 1 greyware 

semispherical bowl. 

11. Preservation: Poorly preserved, Ent32 was highly disturbed by the deflated  

         surface and modern activity 

I32—Poorly preserved; most elements were present but highly       

fragmentary  

I33—Poorly preserved, most elements were missing or highly         

fragmentary  

 12. General Comments: Ind32—The right parietal possessed a divot or fracture, 

  consistent with an impact wound. The parietals possessed expanded diploe, 

 possibly associated with anemia or porotic hyperostosis. Ind32’s dentition 

 exhibited caries, abscesses, and extreme hypoplastic defects. Based on Goodman 

 et al. (1980), the locations of the defects indicated the earliest age of onset as 0-.5 

 years. However, most hypoplastic defects were formed between 1.5 and 4 years of 

 age.    

   

Burial 34, Individual 34 

 1. Location: Op. C—Units 2AA, 2A 

 2. Context: Primary 

 3. Position: Upright, Flexed (bundled burial, legs flexed, with the knees 

 positioned against the individual’s chest) 

4. Orientation: 40˚/220˚ east of north 
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 5. Cranium: Collapsed 

 6. Sex: Male 

 7. Age: Young Adult, 22-30 years 

8. Stratigraphic Layer: E3, 119-135 cm below surface (intrusive to a burn 

 surface/floor feature) 

 9. Phase: Coyuche 

 10. Offerings: None 

11. Preservation: Poorly preserved, almost all elements were present, but most 

 were highly fragmentary   

12. General Comments: The right parietal possessed an antemortem or 

 perimortem fracture, consistent with an impact wound or trauma. Ind34’s 

 dentition exhibited caries, one abscess, and light-moderate calculus deposits on 

 the mandibular elements. Several teeth possessed more than one linear enamel 

 hypoplasia. The earliest onset of enamel defects occurred when Ind34 was 1.5-2 

 years. Defects  formed at regular intervals until Ind34 was approximately 5.5 

 years. 

 

Burial 35, Individual 35 

 1. Location: Op. E—Unit 14B 

 2. Context: Indeterminate 

 3. Position: Indeterminate 

4. Orientation: Indeterminate 
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 5. Cranium: Indeterminate 

 6. Sex: Indeterminate 

 7. Age: Young Adult, 22-30 years 

8. Stratigraphic Layer: E2 

 9. Phase: Coyuche 

 10. Offerings: None (associated with midden) 

11. Preservation: Poorly preserved, most elements were missing or highly  

  fragmentary 

12. General Comments: No pathology was present on observable elements. Most 

teeth possessed multiple or extreme enamel defects on the crown surface. The 

earliest onset of enamel defects occurred at 2-2.5 years of age. Most teeth 

exhibited defects corresponding to ages 3.5-5 years. 

 

Burial 36, Individual 36 

 1. Location: Op. E—Unit 9B, 10B 

 2. Context: Primary 

 3. Position: Extended, supine 

4. Orientation: 320˚/ 140˚ east of north 

 5. Cranium: Toward the southeast 

 6. Sex: Indeterminate (Possible Female) 

 7. Age: Middle Adult, 30-35 years 

8. Stratigraphic Layer: E-E2s4, 17-34 cm below surface 
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 9. Phase: Coyuche 

 10. Offerings: None (associated with midden) 

11. Preservation: Poorly preserved, partially excavated (due to proximity to 

 vegetation), remains were fragmentary 

12. General Comments: The mandible exhibited signs of alveolar resorption 

 associated with premortem tooth loss. Ind36’s dentition exhibited caries, calculus, 

 and many hypoplastic defects. The earliest onset of defects occurred when Ind36 

 was 1.5-2 years of age. However, distribution of linear enamel hypoplasias 

 indicated that metabolic stress or illness occurred at normal intervals until Ind36 

 was 5 years of age. 

 

Burial 37, Individual 37 

 1. Location: Op. E—Unit 14B 

 2. Context: Primary 

 3. Position: Extended, prone 

4. Orientation: 220˚/ 40˚ east of north 

 5. Cranium: Indeterminate (partially excavated) 

 6. Sex: Indeterminate  

 7. Age: Adolescent 15+ years (precise age range indeterminate) 

8. Stratigraphic Layer: E2, 65-66 cm below surface 

 9. Phase: Coyuche 

 10. Offerings: 1 vessel— greyware semispherical bowl 
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11. Preservation: Well preserved   

 12. General Comments: Ent37 was partially excavated due to proximity to

 vegetation. No pathology was present for the observable elements. 

 

Burial 38, Individual 38 

 1. Location: Op. E—Unit 9B (southern margin) 

 2. Context: Indeterminate 

 3. Position: Indeterminate 

4. Orientation: Indeterminate 

 5. Cranium: Indeterminate 

 6. Sex: Indeterminate  

 7. Age: Infant, 12 +/- 4 months 

8. Stratigraphic Layer: E1 and E2, 37-43 cm below surface 

 9. Phase: Coyuche 

 10. Offerings: 1 grayware vessel (associated with Feature 2 midden) 

11. Preservation: Poorly preserved, many elements were missing or highly  

 fragmentary  

12. General Comments: Pathology was absent on the observable, skeletal and 

 dental elements.  
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Burial 39, Individual 39 

 1. Location: Op. C—Units 4A, 4B 

 2. Context: Indeterminate (MNI=2) 

 3. Position: Indeterminate 

4. Orientation: Indeterminate 

 5. Cranium: Indeterminate 

 6. Sex: Indeterminate  

 7. Age: Young Child, 3 years +/- 12 months 

8. Stratigraphic Layer: E1 

 9. Phase: Coyuche 

 10. Offerings: none 

11. Preservation: Poorly preserved, many elements were missing or highly  

 fragmentary  

12. General Comments: Ind39’s developing permanent right maxillary lateral 

incisor  (RI2) was peg-formed. Linear enamel hypoplasias were present on 

Ind39’s observable permanent dentition. The earliest onset of hypoplastic defects 

occurred when Ind39 was before 3 years of age. A bone scatter including an 

additional infant, B39-AI1 (birth-12 months). 

Burial 39, Additional Individual 39 

 1. Location: Op. C—Units 4A, 4B 

 2. Context: Indeterminate  

 3. Position: Indeterminate 
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4. Orientation: Indeterminate 

 5. Cranium: Indeterminate 

 6. Sex: Indeterminate  

 7. Age: Infant: birth 1-12 months 

8. Stratigraphic Layer: E1 

 9. Phase: Coyuche 

 10. Offerings: none 

11. Preservation: Poorly preserved 

 12. General Comments: An additional individual is present, based on the presence 

 of a third dm1, and the immaturity of the skeletal remains. The stages of 

 development indicate that these elements cannot belong to the I39. The additional 

 individual is represented by several elements. The right scapula is present but 

 fragmentary. Four, unsided, developing ribs are present. The ribs are fragmentary. 

 A developing left acetabulum is present. All other os coxae features are absent. 

 All long bones are absent, except for the femora. The developing, distal epiphysis 

 of the left femur is present, but the rest of the long bone is absent. The 

 developing, proximal epiphysis of the right femur is present, but the rest of the 

 long bone is absent. Skeletal union and epiphyseal closure for the present 

 elements indicate that the additional individual is probably an infant, ranging in 

 age from birth-12 months. Due to the immaturity of this individual, and the lack of 

 several essential elements, the biological sex is indeterminate (0). No observable 

 pathology is present.  
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APPENDIX C 

Relevant Forms 
 
 
 
Form 1: 
 
CERAMIC Spreadsheet Codes 
 
Paste  
medium brown  
coarse brown  
fine brown  
gray  
orange  
orange/gray  
gray import  
white-rimmed blackware import  
other import  
  
Vessel Form  
B:  bowl (unrestricted)  
BR: Bowl (Restricted) 
C: comal (restricted)  
J:  jar  
O: other  
  
Shape Specific  
1:  conical bowl  
2:  semispherical bowl  
3:  indeterminate (conical or semispherical  
bowl)  
4:  cylindrical bowl  
5:  composite silhouette bowl  
6:  incurving bowl  
7: comal  
8: brazier  
9: figurine  
10: undetermined  
11: plate  
12: short-necked jar  
 
Wall Form  
1: outleaning  
2: outcurving  
3: incurving divergent  
4: incurving convergent  
5: vertical  

6: composite silhouette  
7: undetermined  
8: inleaning  
9: outleaning or outcurving  
10: outleaning AND outcurving 
  
 Rim Form  
1:  direct  
2:  vertical  
3:  outleaning  
4:  outcurving  
5:  inleaning  
6:  incurving  
7:  everted  
8:  inverted  
9:  other  
10: undetermined  
11: stepped 
  
Base Form  
1: Round  
2: Flat  
3: Ringed  
4: Annular  
5: Undetermined  
6: Grooved  
  
Rim Width  
1: Unthickened  
2: Exterior thickened  
3: Interior thickened  
4: Exterior bolstered  
5: Tapered  
6: Undetermined  
7: Interior bolstered  
8: Thickened interior and exterior  
9: Bolstered  
10. Slightly thickened, exterior 
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Lip Form  
1: Rounded  
2: Beveled exterior  
3: Beveled interior  
4: Beveled interior and exterior  
5: Beveled top  
6: Grooved  
7: Undetermined  
8: Intentionally skipped  
9: Bell-shaped  
10: Lipped  
11: Eccentric  
  
Jar Neck Form 
0:  not applicable 
1:  outcurving  
2:  outleaning  
3:  direct (vertical)  
4:  undetermined  
5: inleaning  
6: outcurving or outleaning  
7: incurving divergent  
8: incurving convergent  
 
Decorative Zones  
1: rim-just below rim  
2: main body of pot  
3: base-just above Base  
4: neck of jar  
5: shoulder of jar  
6: break in composite silhouette  
7: base interior  
8: edge of everted rim  
9: all  
10: NONE 
  
Plastic Decoration  
0: None 
1: incised  
2: excised  
3: engraved  
4: punctuated  
5: impressed  
6: combed  
7: interior step  
8: Pushing 
  
Surface Treatment  
1: unclear  
2: eroded  

3: wiped  
4: burnished  
5: scraped  
6: smoothed  
7: partially burnished  
8: pattern burnished  
9: well burnished  
10: roughened  
11: other  
12: burned  
  
Surface Decoration  
0: None 
1: slip  
2: self-slip  
3: wash  
4: paint  
  
Color of Decoration  
0: None 
1: red  
2:  black  
3:  yellow  
4:  white  
5:  orange  
6: grey 
  
Decorative Motifs  
0: None 
1:  rectilinear  
2:  curvilinear  
3:  punctated  
4:  lazy “z”   
5:  zigzag  
6:  cross-hatch  
7:  diagonal (hatchure)  
8:  finger impression/dimples  
9:  spiral  
10:  zoomorphic  
11:  anthropomorphic  
12:  anthro-zoomorphic  
13:  fetamorphic  
14:  lazy “S”  
15: forked tongue/double spiral  
16: single horizontal framing line** 
17: double line break (vertical)  
18: double line break (horizontal)  
19: single line break (vertical)  
20: waves  
21: steps  
22: scene  
23: step fret  
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24: diagonal lines(s)  
25: vertical rim tics  
26: single line at exterior rim  
27: single line at interior rim 
28. double line at exterior rim 
29. double line at interior rim 
30: diagonal rim ticks  
31: vertical double lines framed by zigzagging 
line on either side (exterior) 
32: vertical double lines framed by zigzagging 
line on either side (interior) 
33: Channels along exterior rim (2) (Channels 
created by pushing then burnishing in between) 
34: Channels (Pushed) along exterior rim and 
burnished in between (1) 
35: combed interior base (center)  
36: Channels on interior rim 
37: Upside down “U”  
38. Crab claw 
39. triangle puncatates design VERSION 1*** 
40: Triangle Punctates design VERSION 2**** 
41: Triangle punctuates  
 
Rim Additions  
0: None 
1: scalloped  
2: tabbed  
3: pushed in  
4: flanged  
5: incised  
6: notched  
7: eccentric  
8: handle  
  
Appliqué  
0: None 
1: supports (3)  
2: supports (4)  
3: anthropomorph  
4: zoomorph  
5: anthropo-zoomorph  
6: fetamorph  
7: handle  
8: nubbin (handle)  
9: nubbin (support)  
10: nubbin (decorative)  
11: wall flange  
12: support (number unclear)  
13: slab foot support (number unclear) 
 
 
 

Portion of Vessel 
1: Rim Sherd 
2: Decorated body sherd 
3: Base 
4: Support 
5: Handle 
6: Neck of jar/shoulder of jar 
7: complete vessel 
8: almost complete (70% or more) 
9: partially complete (give percentage) 
 
Count 
Number of sherds (not provided for complete or 
almost complete vessels) 
Weight 
Weight of sherd/s in g 
 
RIM DIAMETER 
If rim was too eroded, or too small, or not 
present, it is labeled as UNDETERMINED 
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Form 2: Field Specimen Record Log 

Proyecto Charco Redondo 2011
Field Speciman Log

FS# Site Op Unit Lot Date Type # Items Caja(s) Initials
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Form 3: Lot Recording Sheet 
 

Proyecto Charco Redondo 2011 
Lot Recording Sheet 

 

Lot Description and Location: ______________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Sediment Matrix Description: ________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Level of Disturbance (circle one):  None  Low  Med  High 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Physical Relationships: 

This lot underlies lot__________________, and overlies lot________________, and abuts lot_______________ 

Strat#:____________ and description:_____________________________________________________________ 

    Flot:   Soil Sample:     Digital Photo:  

   Plan:           Profile:       

    C14:                BD:  North:   East:   

 

Additional Notes ________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

FOR LAB USE ONLY:  (Ceramic Date in %) 

          EF:            Cr:           Mz:           My:  

        

          Ch:            Cy:             Yt:            Yg:  

        

          Yz:           Col:      

 

                    Initials:  
                 Site:  Unit:      D:              Date Opened:  
                  Op:  Lot:       Date Closed:  
           

      Top (cmbd): SW:  SE:  NE:   NW:  Center:  

           

       Bot (cmbd): SW:  SE:  NE   NW:  Center:  

FS#’s: Ceramic: Lithic: Grdstone: Shell: Bone: Other: Description 

        

        

        

        

         

# Bags: 
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