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FOREWORD 

W
ITH THIS PUBLICATION the New World 
Archaeological Foundation initiates a 

new series of archeological reports, intended 
to present the scientific results of its excava
tions and other researches. Since two small 
reports have already been issued by the Foun
dation in 1956 and 1957-Publication No. 1, 
and Publication No. 2, "Summary Notes (No. 
l)"-the present number is subtitled "Publi
cation No. 3." The larger format is adopted 
in order to permit of larger plates, plans, and 
maps. Other papers will follow as the reports 
are completed. 

The New World Archaeological Founda
tion was formed in 1951 by Thomas Stuart 
Ferguson, of Orinda, California, with the co
operation of Dr. Alfred V. Kidder, Dr. Gor
don R. Willey, Dr. Milton R. Hunter, and Mr. 
Scott H. Dunham; it was incorporated in 
California October 20, 1952. Its Mexican re
searches have been conducted under the aus
pices of the Mexican Instituto de Antropo
logia e Historia which granted permission for 
such work in Chiapas and Tabasco for a term 
of five years from January 1, 1953; this was 
later extended for another five years from 
1958. 

Beginning its field investigations in 1953, 
the work of the first year was financed by 
funds secured by President Ferguson from a 
number of private contributors; for lack of 
such support no work was done in 1954. The 
same year a generous grant for five years 
of work was made by the First Presidency of 
the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 
Saints. The world is much indebted to this 
Church for its outstanding contribution to 
the advancement of archeological research 
and the increase of scientific knowledge. 

For over a century the Mormon Church has 
had a strong interest in the native civilizations 
of America. The Book of Mormon, believed 
by the Church to be scripture translated from 
an ancient record, contains an account of 
three separate migrations from the Near East 
to the New World. The first of these is de
scribed as a movement from Mesopotamia 
about 3000-2800 B.C. The other two migra
tions were of small multiple-family groups 
fleeing from the capture of Israel by Nebu-

chadnezzar, the Babylonian king, about 600 
B.C. No statement respecting the landing
places of these groups or the identification of
any of the lands settled and cities established
by them has ever been officially made by the
Church. Nevertheless, some individual Mor
mons have made speculative deductions at
tempting to identify ethnic groups, archeo
logical ruins, and geographical features of
the New World with those described in the
Book of Mormon. None of these interpreta
tions to date has received either ecclesiastical
or scientific approval.

As advocates of advanced education, Mor
mons always pride themselves for maintain
ing the doctrine that ignorance should be 
replaced by knowledge gained through intel
ligent research and study. Observing the lack 
of unanimity in professional opinions re
specting the development of the early high 
civilizations in America as well as the dearth 
of scientific data, many Mormons hope that 
archeological research may be effective in fill
ing this void in our knowledge. Support of the 
present New World Archaeological Founda
tion investigations is a demonstration of that 
attitude. The stated purpose of this Founda
tion is not to seek corroboration of the Book 
of Mormon account, but to help to resolve the 
problem of whether civilization in Middle 
America developed autochthonously or as a 
result of diffused or migrated influence from 
some area of the Old World, and to shed light 
on the culture and way of life of the ancients 
during the formative period. 

There should be no underestimation of the 
difficulty of this assignment to reconstruct 
through archeology the lost history of the 
once great early Mesoamerican civilizations. 
The task is tremendous. 

111 

The explorations and excavations of the 
Foundation so far have been limited to the 
states of Chiapas, Tabasco, and the isthmian 
region of Oaxaca, more especially to the upper 
Grijalva River Valley in Chiapas. The latter 
area was selected for intensive study because 
of the slight previous knowledge of the arche
ology of this region and the large number of 
Preclassic sites that our preliminary survey 



showed to be there. This period, at present 
estimated at about 1500 B.C. to A.D. 400, is 
of the greatest importance in the solution of 
the problem of the origins of the high civili
zations of Mesoamerica. 

Several extensive reconnaissances have been 
made, and a number of sites partially exca
vated, but the principal excavations since 
1956 have been centered on a group of 
mounds at the town of Chiapa de Corzo near 

IV 

Tuxtla Gutierrez, the capital of the state of 
Chiapas, where the Foundation maintains 
field headquarters. The long sequence of cul
tural development derived from the Chiapa 
site is proving to be of prime importance in 
Preclassic studies. It is hoped that continued 
financial support will permit the Foundation 
to make the desired and necessary extension 
of its researches further in Chiapas and in 
other regions of Mesoamerica. 

July, 1959 J. ALDEN MAsoN
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PREFACE 

I
N THE INTRODUCTION to Publication No. 1 

(Ferguson, 1956), the background of the 
New World Archaeological Foundation is dis
cussed and its purpose stated to be the inves
tigation of the origins of the high civilizations 
in Mesoamerica, with the drainage basin of 
the Grijalva River in southern Mexico se
lected as the point of immediate exploration. 
In the same publication, a brief introduction 
is given separately by three authors (Soren
son, Shook, Lowe, 1956) to the geographic 
portion of the Grijalva basin finally selected 
as having the most promise for intensive in
vestigation, viz., the area of the upper Grijalva 
drainage known as the Central Depression of 
Chiapas. 

Following the preliminary surveys which 
located Preclassic archeological sites through
out the Central Depression, a more intensive 
reconnaissance and excavation program was 
begun in 1956 and has continued up to date. 
This paper is a brief progress report sum
marizing the activities of Foundation person
nel during these years. More technical papers 
will appear as individual phases of the work 
are completed. 

For permission to carry out investigations 
in Mexico the Foundation is indebted to the 
Secretaria de Educaci6n Publica and the 
Instituto Nacional de Antropologia e His
toria. Drs. Ignacio Marquina, Eduardo No
guera, Eusebio Davalos, Ignacio Bernal, and 
other officials of the Instituto have courteous
ly cooperated in every way possible. I wish 
especially to thank Dr. Bernal for his constant 
and enthusiastic support of our program. 

The Foundation owes its deepest debt of 
gratitude to the officers and membership of 
the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 
Saints. For the interest of this group in scien
tific research, manifest in their financial sup
port of the present Chiapas project, we are 
most grateful. 

Grateful acknowledgments are due to many 
other parties. The encouragement and good 
counsel of its officers and advisers have been 
all-important factors contributing to the prog
ress of the Foundation program. For his care-

Ill 

ful zeal in overseeing the preparation of man
uscripts for publication, Dr. J. Alden Mason 
especially deserves our thanks. Capping a 
long career in anthropology, Dr. Mason's 
present service as Editor and Advisor is par
ticularly fortunate for us. 

The success of the Chiapas project is at
tributable to the participation of numerous 
professional and student archeologists. The 
most sincere appreciation is therefore ex
tended to all those personnel whose names 
appear throughout this report. I wish, how
ever, to express my particular gratitude to 
Eduardo Martinez Espinosa, whose constant 
assistance and companionship both in the 
field and in the office will never be forgotten. 
Similarly, the able leadership of Dr. Heinrich 
Berlin during the early work at Chiapa de 
Corzo and at Acala is keenly appreciated and 
his departure in April of 1956 is much re
gretted. 

Within the state of Chiapas, thanks are ex
pressed to government officials who assured us 
of their full cooperation, and especially to 
the Instituto's Chiapas representative, Prof. 
Armando Duvalier, Director of the Museo 
Regional in Tuxtla. The assistance of Sr. 
Duvalier has been invaluable. Sr. Jose Ga
briel Camacho, tourist director for Chiapas, 
also has been most helpful whenever con
sulted. Visits with Frans Blom in San Cris
t6bal de Las Casas have been both profitable 
and enjoyable. Though lacking in personal 
knowledge of our area of study, Don Pancho 
graciously made available to us the library 
materials in his Biblioteca Fray Bartolome 
de Las Casas, a perhaps unrivaled research 
center for Chiapas. 

Finally, the personnel of the Foundation 
are most appreciative for the privilege they 
have had of working among the people of 
Chiapas. Despite the inevitable problems, the 
friendly cooperation of innumerable Chia
paneco officials, associates and laborers has 
made our stay in Mexico a pleasant experi-
ence. 

Tuxtla Gutierrez, Chiapas 
1959 

G. W. L. 
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THE CHIAP AS PROJECT, 1955 -1958 

Report of the Field Director 

INTRODUCTION 

A
RCHEOLOGY intent upon the recovery of the 

fl. lost history of bygone Middle American 
civilizations is faced with a difficult pursuit. 
With his sources confined to those artifacts 
and features of stone, pottery, bone, shell, clay, 
or plaster which resist the wear of time, the 
history-minded archeologist can expect meager 
returns for his labor. This is especially true 
when working in areas of time and space 
where the ancients did not inscribe their 
learning upon non-perishable media. The 
Preclassic Maya, pre-Christian era, with a 
few exceptions, was such a time, and the 
Grijalva Valley of Chiapas now appears to 
have been such a place throughout all time. 

Why, then, was the Central Depression of 
Chiapas, with its lack of the hieroglyphic-en
graved monuments thought to indicate else
where the presence of literate cultures, 
selected for investigation by an institution in
terested in the origins of the highest civiliza
tions in the New World? The Central Chiapas 
region was plainly selected for investigation 
by the Foundation because some thought it 
the homeland mentioned in various leg
endary sources, and because of its central lo
cation between the more famed of the ancient 
American civilizations. 

The map in Figure 1 shows the location of 
the Upper or Alto Grijalva River in rela
tionship to the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, and 
locates all of the archeological sites of the 
Isthmus area known to have had a Preclassic 
occupation. The key indicates the reporting 
institution. It may be generally concluded 
that the map indicates the populated centers 
of the district at the beginning of the Chris
tian era. However, it should be remembered 
that much of the Isthmus region is imper
fectly known and poorly reported, and one 
may assume that additional Preclassic sites 
are located in the regions less thoroughly sur
veyed than is that of the Upper Grijalva. 

Despite distinctive developments in the geo
graphic subdivisions of the area under dis
cussion, sufficient resemblance exists in the 
discovered remnants of their material cultures 

I 

to prove that there was at least occasional 
contact between them, and in some cases these 
cultural ties appear so close as to indicate 
actual migration or spread of closely related 
groups of people. 

Topographically, the central area on the 
�ast of the Isthmus proper (western Chiapas) 
1s extremely mountainous and broken, and 
the Gulf Coast plain on the north (southern 
Veracruz and Tabasco) is quite swampy and 
undoubtedly was more so 2000 years ago. 
Thus it is thought that trade parties or mi
grating groups moving north or south an
ciently passed through the restricted area to 
the south of these natural barriers, either 
staying along the Pacific Coast all the way to 
?r from present-day Guatemala or, passing 
mland, crossed the Central Depression and the 
Comitan plateau or Cuchumatanes range to 
the Usumacinta basin and Peten region in 
northern Guatemala. If these ancient cul
tural movements actually took place on a 
Preclassic time level, archeological vestiges 
should remain to reveal the fact. Knowledge 
of the archeology both of the coast and of 
the central region of Chiapas should, in this 
e_vent, considerably aid historical interpreta
t10n of an early Mesoamerican cultural devel
opment at present very poorly understood. 

The Central Depression of Chiapas has not 
proved unproductive of evidence for histor
ically important cultural developments, some 
of them indicative of ethnic movements. But 
the basis for such historical inferences to date 
comes_ not from messages contained in any
glyph1c or other type of script. It is from 
changing fashions in household and cere
monial pottery, in dwelling types, in temple 
forms, in art styles, in traded goods, in popu
lation density and settlement patterns that we 
must find our data for cultural change and 
associated events which make up the only 
outline of history ordinarily to be hoped for. 

The first step in erecting this archeological 
history-skeleton is to determine the sequence 
of cultural phases lying buried in the human 
refuse of long-occupied settlement sites. An 
archeological phase being "a cultural complex 
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possessing traits sufficiently characteristic to 
distinguish it, for purposes of preliminary 
archaeological classification, from earlier and 
later manifestations of the cultural develop
ment of which it formed a part, and from 
other contemporaneous complexes" (Kidder, 
Jennings, and Shook 1946:9), it is delimited 
by artistic or functional changes in human 
artifacts and is a useful tool for detecting in
ternal material development or diffusion from 
without-the elements which compose cul
ture history. The artifact most commonly 
used for determining phases is pottery, the 
ancient article at once most abundant, dur
able, portable, and susceptible to change as 
a result of its plasticity. Another frequent 
phase determinant, less adequate for surface 
observation at ancient sites, is architecture 
and distribution of buildings. In 1955 neither 
the ceramic nor the architectural phase se
quence for Central Chiapas were known. 

Seeking the cultural sequence of an arche
ological region is an assignment of wide 
scope, but, being the first step toward his
torical reconstruction, it is a necessary one. 
After a preliminary investigation of the Gri

jalva area, Shook (1956: 34) made the fol
lowing observation: 

The work so far accomplished in the region 
of Central Chiapas demonstrates the need of a 
systematic reconnaissance of the Grijalva River 
and its tributary streams from the border of 
Guatemala to Chiapa de Corzo. The survey 
should obtain a descriptive record, maps, and 
photographs of the sites, and surface pottery 
collections. The more promising sites should be 
tested for ceramic chronology, one of the pur
poses being to establish as complete as possible 
a ceramic sequence for the area. 

... the choice of locations for extended re
search requires a careful study from the point 
of view of research objectives of the New World 
Archaeological Foundation. 
Following the above recommendation of 

Shook, the reconnaissance of the Grijalva 
and adjacent zones has now been completed 
and the report of the results for the Grijalva 
section is printed in another Paper in this 
series (Lowe, 1959). A general sequence of 
pottery and architectural styles has been de
termined for the estimated 3000 years of 
sedentary human occupation in the Central 
Depression. Detailed sequences for the earlier 
2000 years of this period are being worked 
out on the basis of materials recovered from 

excavations at several Preclassic sites selected 
in keeping with the research objectives of 
the Foundation. A descriptive account of these 
investigations fills the following pages. 

1955-1956 

Chiapa de Corzo 

Coupling a program of test excavations 
with a surface survey, the N.vV.A.F. field 
party (Fig. 3, b) began work in the Chiapas 
Central Depression in November, 1955 (for 
map of region, see Lowe, 1959, Fig. 64). Field 
Director Heinrich Berlin conducted six weeks 
of investigations at the site on the eastern 
outskirts of Chiapa de Corzo (Shook, 1956: 
24-25; Lowe, 1956) with the specific aim of
determining the type of architecture within
the mounds and the nature of the ceramic
sequence. Students Lorenzo Allen, Dick
Madison, and Bruce Warren excavated four
teen test pits in strategic parts of the site
in search of stratigraphy. Several Preclassic
burials with ceramic offerings were encoun
tered in these pits, and a basic sequence of
ceramic change was noted by Berlin.

Test trenches into mounds to determine 
the nature of constructions (Fig. 4, d) were 
made by myself. A significant sequence of 
structures was discovered, ranging from sim
ple stone room-foundations through multi
terraced clay-surfaced adobe platforms to 
more sophisticated structures faced with cut 
stone. Apparently, all of these building types 
dated within the Preclassic. 

The basic plan of the Chiapa de Corzo site 
was mapped out by Eduardo Martinez during 
this brief season. 

Allen excavated a single pit at the site of 
Cupia, across the Grijalva River from Chiapa. 
He cut through a prolific sherd dump, recov
ering a large lot of material dating entirely 
to the Late Classic period. A second pit be
gun at Paredon had to be abandoned when 
landowners protested the nearness of the ex
cavation to the high, eroding river bank, but 
materials recovered were almost exclusively 
Preclassic. Ceramics from these two pits are 
in storage at the Brigham Young University, 
Provo, Utah. 

Acala 

The work at Acala, carried out in January 
and February of 1956, was again tailored to 
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the recommendations made by Shook. Berlin 
assigned Warren to test the thick Preclassic 
deposits on either extreme of the town proper, 
and himself directed investigation of the occu
pation area near the river pass (Fig. 4, b) of 
Puerto Mexico on the opposite shore. A pit 
dug by myself in the center of town indicates 
that the occupation extends clear across town 
and suggests that Acala is one of the major 
Preclassic sites on the Grijalva. 

Test pits dug by Allen in the vicinity of 
the buried "midden" strata at Puerto Mexico 
discovered by Shook (1956: 27-30) revealed 
that the deposit was not extensive. Apparently 
the incredibly rewarding level tapped by 
Shook represented a dump in an arroyo on 
the edge of a once extensive occupation zone 
since destroyed by river erosion. 

Following the earlier suggestions of Shook, 
Berlin had much of the vegetation cleared off 
the nearby Ruiz site. With the assistance of 
Allen and Madison, several trenches were dug 
into the earthen mounds. A careful plan of 
the small complex of ceremonial structures 
was made by Martinez. 

Sherd collections saved from the Acala ex
cavations are in storage at the Brigham Young 
University. For preliminary results of the 
excavations see Lowe, 1959. 

Grijalva Survey, 1956 

In an attempt to locate the archeological 
zone on the Grijalva apt to be most reward
ing to Preclassic research in a planned third 
and final test dig for the season, I was occu
pied during January and February with a 
surface survey. Examination of the river re
gion from Acala to the Angostura Canyon did 
not suggest the presence of any outstanding 
zone of Preclassic occupation. The low, fer
tile, alluvial terraces relied upon by these 
early occupants are quite restricted in size 
along this section of the river and apparently 
did not sustain a large population. 

Accordingly, therefore, reconnaissance was 
shifted upriver, well above the unfavorable 
hill lands of the Angostura Canyon district, 
to where level river plains had again encour
aged an intensive occupation by the early 
Chiapas agriculturists. Here, in the section 
of the river extending from Chapatengo to 
Chejel, was unexpectedly found what appears 
to be one of the larger aggregations of small 

Preclassic communities so far known in Meso
america (Note Figs. l; 4, c; 7, c, e; also map 
in Lowe, 1959, Fig. 64). 

Laguna Dolores 

In order to sample the Chapatengo-Chejel 
Preclassic occupation zone, several test pits 
were dug by the N.W.A.F. staff at the small 
site of Tres Cerritos during March, 1956. 
Located in the pasture lands of the Laguna 
Dolores ranch, a few kilometers south of 
Chejel (Fig. 4, c), and near the river pass of 
the same finca (Fig. 3, f), this site produced 
evidence of a heavy Late Preclassic occupa
tion. The ceramics from this site are stored 
at the Brigham Young University. 

Due to the difficult camp conditions experi
enced at Laguna Dolores and to the unfavor
able effects of the extended field season, a 
break in operations was taken during April. 
Dr. Berlin and Martinez returned to Mexico 
City and the remainder of the group to the 
United States. Following staff reorganization, 
a group of students consisting, as before, of 
Allen, Madison, and Warren, with the addi
tion of James Gillings as topographer, and 
with myself as field director, returned to 
Chiapas in May, 1956. 

Santa Rosa 

During May, exploratory excavations were 
made at the mound site of Finca Santa Rosa 
(Fig. 4, f) in an effort to learn the precise 
chronological period and cultural connections 
of this largest of the early sites in this zone. 
Ceramic cross-ties with Chiapa de Corzo con
firmed the beginning of Santa Rosa's occupa
tion in the Early Preclassic, but the bulk of 
the pottery demonstrated marked regional 
differences on the Late Preclassic level. Study 
of the materials recovered from these brief 
excavations will be included in the report of 
the 1958 Santa Rosa season (see below). 

Summer Season at Chiapa de Corzo 

In the summer of 1956 a decision was made 
to renew investigations at Chiapa de Corzo 
as a result of the convenient location of this 
site with its excellent early architecture and 
long Preclassic occupation. Allen and War
ren, under my direction, continued the dig
ging of stratigraphic pits and began the ex
cavation of Mound 1. 
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With the intent of uncovering and con
solidating only a portion of the stone-faced 
pyramidal p 1 at  form discovered earlier in 
Mound 1, work commenced on the western 
end of the mound and proceeded eastward. 
Dr. Keith Dixon and Pierre Agrinier, arriv
ing toward the end of the summer, also as
sisted in this portion of the Mound 1 excava
tion. By the end of the 1956 season the com
plete western end of the mound had been 
excavated, with the exposed structures con
solidated for public view (Fig. 4, a). 

Numerous dumps of ceremonially buried 
pottery began to be discovered in the surface 
levels of Mound 1 in this year. The ceramic 
complex appearing repeatedly in these offer
ings or dumps formed the basis for the for
mation of an early Protoclassic phase for 
Chiapa. At the same time, the discovery of 
numerous burials with their pottery offerings 
(Fig. 4, e) gave further clues to a reliable 
ceramic sequence. Combining these ceramic 
complexes with those detected in ancient 
refuse dumps found in test pits, Warren and 
myself were able to distinguish a consistent 
cultural sequence of five phases before the 
end of 1956. This sequence was in obvious 
need of refinement, and by year-end Dixon 
was well involved with the ceramic portion 
of this problem. 

Summer Reconnaissance 

Despite the rainy season, a number of re
connaissance trips were made during the sum
mer of 1956, the results of which are described 
in Lowe, 1959. Allen and myself made the 
initial trip to the important Preclassic site 
of La Libertad on the Guatemalan frontier 
(Figs. 3, a; 7, a). On another trip into the 
adjacent Comalapa zone I was accompanied 
by Martinez (Fig. 7, b) who also was my com
panion on the Motozintla-Chicomuselo sur
vey (Figs. 3, c; 6, a, b, e). On neither of the 
latter trips into the mountainous region were 
we successful in locating early sites. 

In August, 1956, I was accompanied by 
Dixon and Martinez on a trip to Guatemala 
for the purpose of becoming acquainted with 
the archeology of that nation. In addition 
to viewing the important ruins and scenic 
beauties of this picturesque and intriguing 
country, we were privileged to spend several 
profitable days in the admirably arranged 

storerooms of the National Museum of 
Archaeology and History. The hospitable 
cooperation of Carlos Samayoa C., Director 
of the Institute of Anthropology and History, 
and of Antonio Tejeda, Director of the Mu
seum, on this and subsequent occasions is 
here gratefully acknowledged. 

Bruce Warren was able to spend twenty 
days studying in the Guatemalan Museum 
during Christmas vacation of the same year, 
at which time he made a comprehensive sur
vey of the Preclassic materials catalogued 
there. 

1957 

Winter Season 
The excavation of Mound I at Chiapa de 

Corzo continued through January to May of 
1957 with the assistance of Warren, Agrinier, 
and Martinez (Fig. 8, c.) By June I the fron
tal stairway of its principal buried structure 
had been uncovered (Fig. 8, e). Incidental 
to the clearing of the rear section of this 
structure was the discovery by Agrinier in 
March of Tomb 1 intruded into the fill of 
the earliest stone pyramid. From this tomb, 
constructed of large adobe bricks and roofed 
with stone slabs, came a number of interest
ing pottery vessels (Fig. 9, b) and the remark
able carved bones which subsequently have 
been described by Dixon (1958, 1959a) and 
Agrinier (in press). 

Simultaneous with the mound excavation 
a number of new stratigraphic pits were dug, 
both in its immediate vicinity and in other 
parts of the site. Notable among these were 
Pits 38 and 50. These pits produced the first 
abundant artifact collections from the earliest 
Chiapa occupations (Dixon, 1959b). Analysis 
of the radiocarbon content in charcoal recov
ered in these contexts has dated them to 
before 1000 B.C. 

A number of brief survey trips were under
taken in March and April. With Arq. Rafael 
Orellana of the Instituto Nacional de Antro
pologia e Historia as guest, Dixon and myself 
paid a quick visit to the upper-river site of 
Laguna Francesa. Inspection of the many 
mounds at this impressive site resulted in the 
discovery of a small pottery offering on the 
summit of the tall mound seen at the left 
of Fig. 7, f (cf. Lowe, 1959). 

Later in the month of March I was accom
panied by Martinez on a flight to Agua Azul, 
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on the Usumacinta River (Fig. 2, g). From 
here a quick boat trip (Fig. 2, b) took us 
downstream to the huge Maya site of Yax
chilan (Fig. 2, a, c, d, e). Leaving Yaxchilan 
the boatmen were kind enough to take us 
downstream by dugout as far as El Desem
pefio. A portage at the rapids of El Chile 
and El Anaite (Fig. 2, f) had to be made, 
but otherwise the trip down this storied river 
was rapid and full of interest. A brief inspec
tion of El Cayo confirmed the fact of the 
Preclassic occupation of this otherwise Classic 
Maya site. Landing on the Guatemalan side 
of the river, we then followed a newly bull
dozed timber trail to the airfield and lumber 
camp at Lake Texcoco. From this point a 
two-day hike through the forest brought us 
back to our point of departure at Tenosique. 

Summer Season at Chiapa de Corzo 
The highlights of the 1957 summer season 

have already been told (Lowe, 1957). With 
a summer field staff consisting of Dr. Joseph 
A. Hester, Dr. Charles Rozaire, Bernard
Golden, Fred Hicks, G. Ellis Burcaw, Jerome
Handler, Pierre Agrinier, and Patricia Raab,
a great wealth of architectural and ceramic
detail was recovered. The study and publica
tion of this important lot of data are still
under way. Repair of the hundreds of vessels
from the Mound 5 offerings alone took count
less hours of labor (Fig. 5, b), finally being
concluded in the spring of 1958. Topographer
Martinez continues to work on drafting prob
lems remaining from this summer activity.

The summer project and a follow-up cam
paign at a slower pace in the fall saw the 
complete clearing of the front and surface 
of Structure C, Mound 1 (Fig. 9, a) by Agri
nier and Burcaw. The excavation of Mound 
5, begun by Hester and Handler (Fig. 8, a) 
was terminated by Handler in December 
(Figs. 8, b; 9, e). The Mound 12 project, 
begun by Golden, has been completed by 
Mason (see below) and the report, including 
a study of the two Classic period tombs, is 
in preparation. 

The work of Hicks and Rozaire in Mound 
13, one of the largest at Chiapa, revealed a 
series of eight superimposed structures, the 
earliest of which are terraced adobe platforms 
of Preclassic date. The Mound 13 report is 
now nearing completion. 

Terminating his exhaustive study of the 

two early sherd lots noted above, Dixon re
turned to the United States late in 1957, 
where the final manuscript for his report 
(1959b) was prepared by the following spring. 
The arduous task of analyzing and describing 
the vast Chiapa pottery collections has since 
become the responsibility of Warren (see 
below). 

1958 
New members of the Foundation field staff 

for 1958, in addition to old hands Martinez, 
Agrinier, and Warren, were Fredrick Peter
son, Agustin Delgado, Carlos Navarrete, and 
Donald and Lolita Brockington. Dr. J. Alden 
Mason joined the staff as Editor and Advisor, 
spending four months with the group on 
the dig. 

Santa Rosa 

One of the major projects completed dur
ing the year was the stratigraphic and archi
tectural investigation of Santa Rosa noted 
earlier. Delgado and Brockington are nearing 
the final stages in their study of this site which 
appears to be representative of a regional 
upper Grijalva culture which reached its apex 
at the end of the Preclassic era. 

Rio La Venta Survey 

Fredrick Peterson was assigned the awe
some task of making a survey of the many 
caves and archeological sites reported for the 
Ocozocoautla-Cintalapa subregion, in the Rio 
La Venta drainage. A great quantity of 
ceramic material, including numerous nearly 
whole vessels (Fig. 5, d) was recovered from 
the fifty or more caves visited. Unfortunately, 
a majority of the caves are wet, and not one 
suitable for preservation of organic goods was 
located. Typical limestone caverns, the caves 
are often extremely difficult of entry, with 
offering vessels deposited in the innermost 
chambers. Devoted to ceremonial worship, 
the caves knew little, if any, domestic occu
pation. The Early Classic seems to have been 
their major period of service. 

In addition to the cave investigation and 
an extensive surface survey, Peterson made a 
number of test pits at an earthen mound site 
near Vicente Guerrero, Municipio of Jiqui
pilas. Called "Mirador" after its tall central 
mound, this site has yielded astounding quan
tities of another regional pottery related to 
the Chiapa de Corzo Late Preclassic. Particu-
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larly striking is the abundance of figurine 
fragments in the zone, especially a unique 
human type which appears only in trace 
amounts at Chiapa. Further investigation was 
planned for this site, which seems to be the 
dominant Preclassic center along the Rio La 
Venta. 

Chiapa de Corzo 
At Chiapa de Corzo, Agrinier completed 

the removal of the superior structures from 
Mound 1 and, together with myself, removed 
a portion of the interior of the Structure C 
platform (Fig. 10, a) to expose an earlier, 
much lower platform, also sustained by cut 
stone walls. In this exposing process Agrinier 
encountered Tombs 4, 5, and 6 (Fig. 10, f). 
Within the inner platform was discovered the 
richest tomb so far known at Chiapa, Tomb 7 
(Fig. 10, e). This tomb is of unusual inter
est for the fact that most of its 33 offering 
vessels appear to be trade pieces from as far 
afield as El Salvador, Guatemala, Veracruz, 
and Oaxaca. 

Navarrete, in excavating large sections of 
former occupation zones surrounding Mound 
I (Fig. 10, b), recovered large numbers of 
Preclassic artifacts, including flat, stemmed 
stamps, cylinder seals, human or animal figu
rines, and numerous pottery vessels associated 
with burials. In addition, Navarrete con
tinued excavation and reconstruction of the 
east end of Mound 1 structures, with the 
exposure of a completely separate pyramid 
complex (Fig. 11, at left). 

Basing his statistical analysis upon the more 
than 500,000 rim sherds recovered from a 
great cross-plaza trench in front of Mound 1 
at Chiapa de Corzo, Warren now has the 
ceramic sequence defined in eight complexes. 
He states the possibility, however, that com
pletion of the statistical treatment may re
quire some further refinement of the sequence. 

The Chiapa ceramic publication is expected 
to be a major opus, for comprehensiveness 
approaching or surpassing the U axactun or 
Yucatan reports. But unlike the latter two 
the Chiapa study will deal predominantly 
with pottery of the Preclassic periods. Need
less to say, such a project cannot be completed 
at once. It is expected that at least another 
year will be needed to finish the laboratory 
work alone. 

The importance of the Chiapa de Corzo 

pottery study lies in the fact that we have 
here one of the few, if not the only instance 
where an adequate sample has been gathered 
from a long Preclassic occupation. Full ad
vantage is being taken of the extensive 
ceramic collections recovered from the many 
early occupation zones, trash dumps, burial 
offerings, and construction fills encountered 
during the digging of close to a hundred test 
or stratigraphic pits and mound trenches in 
various parts of the Chiapa site. Corollary 
data are being provided from the independ
ent ceramic sequences established in neighbor
ing parts of the Central Depression. 

Every effort is being exerted to make the 
organization and presentation of the ceramic 
report the most useful possible in the belief 
that it will serve as a standard reference work 
for Preclassic research. Analysis of this here
tofore unequalled inventory of Preclassic 
ceramics is already demonstrating several early 
pottery traditions which will be of wide use 
in undertaking historical interpretations of 
Mesoamerican archeology. 

Dr. Mason devoted a good portion of his 
field time to further exploration of the archi
tectural features of Mound 12 at Chiapa de 
Corzo. Although this long 'T'-shaped struc
ture in its final phases underwent successive 
stone-faced, Classic period, reconstructions, it 
has a hearting of earlier ruins dating back to 
the early part of the Late Preclassic. Mason 
also investigated the northern platform of 
Mound 13 and began the excavation of 
Mound 67. His report on the Mound 13 
terrace has been prepared as an appendix to 
the Hicks and Rozaire publication. The ter
race apparently has a long history, paralleling 
that of its accompanying pyramid. As noted 
earlier, a report on the Mound 12 explora
tion is also in preparation. 

Apart from the study of his own excava
tions, Mason was occupied with direction of 
the Foundation publication program. 

Tonala 

In addition to his work at Chiapa de Corzo, 
Navarrete made a brief survey in the Tonala 
district on the Pacific coast (1959b). An im
portant result of the survey was the finding 
here of white-rimmed black ware, an impor
tant Central Chiapas and Gulf Coast type, in 
addition to Early Preclassic wares. 
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San Agustin 

Navarrete also assumed the urgent respon
sibility of salvaging some sound data from a 
most interesting plaster pyramid at San 
Agustin near Juan Crispin just west of Tuxtla 
Gutierrez (1959a). Exposed some years ago 
by a private party, the imposing structure has 
undergone steady deterioration with the con
stant danger of its further destruction by local 
farmers. It is one of the more striking arche
ological monuments in the Tuxtla zone and 
it is regrettable that there seems little hope 
for its conservation. 

Santa Cruz 

The Foundation was pleased to have Dr. 
William Sanders join its staff for the summer. 
Sanders spent two rainy months at Santa Cruz 
on the Grijalva River a few miles upstream 
from Acala where the swollen condition of 
the river during the rainy season permitted 
use of the Foundation motorboat for com
munication (Fig. 10, c). 

Confining his activities essentially to the 
digging of stratigraphic trenches, Sanders 
nevertheless exhumed a number of burials 
with their ceramic offerings and briefly inves
tigated a few domestic dwelling foundations 
met with in his pits. An important result of 
the Santa Cruz dig has been the recovery of 
a ceramic sequence extending through the 
entire Classic period, a circumstance not so 
far encountered elsewhere in the valley where 
there appears to be a general cultural distinc
tion between Early and Late Classic sites. 
Some obvious relationships between the Santa 
Cruz and Palenque ceramic complexes have 
been noted by Sanders and his associate, Rob
ert Rands (personal communication). 

A Preclassic occupation showing the ex
pected parallels with that of Chiapa de Corzo 
was also noted at Santa Cruz. 

Juchitan, Oaxaca 

The Foundation conducted excavations in 
one region outside the limits of Chiapas. With 
permission of the Instituto Nacional de 
Antropologia e Historia, Delgado dug test 
trenches at four sites in the Juchitan zone 
in Oaxaca: Laguna Zope, Baraba'cana, Ladri
llera, and Lidchi Bigu. The latter site is an 
ancient Mixtec settlement near Xadani on 
the lagoons south of Juchitan. Brief excava
tions were undertaken here to salvage burials 

being washed out by the rains and tide. Of 
prime interest, apart from the abundant but 
salt-damaged polychrome and gray-ware tri
pods typical of the Mixtec, were a number 
of copper objects (small "monetary" hatchets, 
bells, fishhooks, needles, spindle whorl, finger 
ring, etc.) and a small nose-flare of beaten 
gold. 

Important for the objectives of the Founda
tion is Laguna Zope, a site of low earthen 
mounds and borrow-pits situated near the 
Pan-American Highway one and one-half 
kilometers west of Juchitan. Although super
ficially unimpressive, the site is fairly exten
sive and appears to be a major Preclassic site 
with a lengthy occupation. Delgado's pits in 
two of the mounds failed to produce good 
stratigraphy, however, as the mounds proved 
to be mainly composed of construction fill 
rather than of naturally accumulated refuse 
as suspected. Superficial examination of the 
sherd collections by myself suggests an occu
pation running from early in the Preclassic 
through the Protoclassic. Preponderantly the 
collections have the feel of Monte Alban I, 
but more widespread relationships are obvi
ously indicated. 

The outstanding abundance of human figu
rine fragments found in the fields and drain
age ditches of Zope and the adjacent area 
called La Lagunita leads to interesting spe
culations as to the historical role of this arche
ological locality. Although the majority of 
the figurine types resemble those of Monte 
Alban I, others of dissimilar style reflect in
fluences or trade from areas as far distant as 
Ecuador. Chiapas and Veracruz types are also 
present. The numerous fragments of per
forated effigy heads, limbs, and trunks, all 
hand modeled, indicate that articulated hu
man figurines were more popular at Zope 
than at any other Preclassic zone so far in
vestigated in Mexico, though the practice 
seems to have had an equal and contemporary 
popularity in El Salvador (Coe, 1955:20). Del
gado is preparing a lengthy report detailing 
the development and function of this inter
esting figurine type, giving its distribution 
through both space and time. 

Trenches at the Barabacana and Ladrillera 
sites near J uchitan produced materials prin
cipally Classic, apparently closely related to 
the Zapotec occupation of Monte Alban. A 
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curious feature of the Ladrillera site is the 
frequency of a peculiar figurine type with 
solid, hand-modeled body but mold-made 
head and face capped with elaborate head
dress. 

Costa Rica Trip 

On an acquaintance tour to Costa Rica 
and El Salvador in August, I noted few sug
gestions of the Preclassic in the former coun
try. On behalf of the National Museum of 
Costa Rica, Dr. Doris Stone and Lie. Carlos 
Melendez offered every facility for investiga
tion and contributed to an enjoyable stay in 
their country. Their statement that no Forma
tive remains or stratified archeological re
mains are known in the central regions of 
Costa Rica seems borne out by my own obser
vations. Unfortunately I was unable to visit 
either the Nicoya Peninsula or the Atlantic 
watershed, the two regions most indicative of 
having had an early occupation. 

El Salvador Investigations 

In El Salvador I was markedly impressed 
by the abundance of archeological objects 
relatable to the Preclassic. Suggestions of such 
richness have appeared in various publica
tions but not in proportion to what it de
serves. Failure to define the Classic and Pre
classic of El Salvador properly has contrib
uted to a lack of greater recognition. Reports 
on most of the controlled excavations made 
in the country remain unprepared or unpub
lished. No detailed stratigraphical sequence 
has been reported that will permit careful 
placement of the archeological regions of 
El Salvador in developmental or chronologi
cal schemes for Mesoamerica. 

Brief examination of collections in San 
Salvador supported earlier opinions that many 
of the apparent trade pieces found in Chiapa 
de Corzo (Fig. 9, b) could be traced to a Sal
vadoran point of origin. Vessels of the ceramic 
ware decorated in the multi-brush resist
painting technique termed Usulutdn, found 
at Chiapa de Corzo during the Late Preclas
sic, had generally been assigned an El Sal
vador source though the ware was also appar
ently made in Guatemala. A few Chiapa 
offering vessels of other wares also were found 
to have close counterparts in the El Salvador 
collections. 

A most striking connection was noted be-

tween the pottery "mushroom" stands of cen
tral Chiapas (Lowe, 1959: 75, Fig. 29, f) and 
those of El Salvador. The abundance in the 
latter country of these objects of unknown 
purpose, with their apparent absence noted 
in Guatemala and rarity elsewhere, strongly 
suggests that this was the central area from 
which they and their associated function 
(domestic or ceremonial?) must have diffused. 
Intrigued by this so -far-unstudied pottery 
type, I have since found previously unrecog
nized pottery mushroom stands illustrated in 
reports from British Honduras, Tabasco, 
northern Chiapas, and. Veracruz. Fragments 
of mushroom-stand crowns (recognizable by 
the sharp angle of the shoulder, unfinished 
interiors and slightly roughened, usually 
finger-nail-punched upper surface) were noted 
also in the Merida collections of the Carnegie 
Institution, attributed to Quintana Roo 
(Tancah) and Campeche (Xpuhil). A brief 
report describing these observations is 
planned. 

Contemplating the probability that many 
of the influences leading to the development 
of the Chiapa Protoclassic had arrived from 
El Salvador, the lack of an adequate arche
ological sequence for that area was particu
larly distressing. It is impractical to postulate 
directions of migration or diffusion without 
reliable dating. In November, therefore, I 
was accompanied to El Salvador by Agrinier 
and Navarrete in a not very successful attempt 
to secure more exact knowledge of the chro
nology of that area. 

In San Salvador we were graciously re
ceived by Director Tomas Fidias Jimenez of 
the Museo Nacional "David J. Guzman." We 
are grateful to Prof. Fidias for his company 
on a tour of the important ruin of Tazumal 
in the Chalchuapa archeological zone of 
western El Salvador. It was, however, ex
tremely disheartening to see slowly rotting 
away the hundreds of piled bags of pottery 
collected by Stanley Boggs from the immense 
Tazumal pyramid and vicinity. If not sal
vaged immediately, this collection, and the 
vital archeological data obtainable from it, 
will be lost forever. Much of it is even now 
beyond reliable usage. 

A similarly regrettable situation was noted 
in the temporarily constructed warehouse of 
the Museo Nacional in San Salvador where, 
in addition to another great quantity of 
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Boggs' material, there are still stored the 
wooden cases containing the laboriously col
lected sherds of the Museum of Hamburg and 
the Pennsylvania Museum (Coe, 1955). Denied 
exit from El Salvador by the Ministry of Cul
ture, it appears unlikely that these extensive 
and unique collections will ever contribute 
to solution of Salvadoran prehistory unless 
some opportunity can be found for their 
study within the national limits. 

The Foundation group had several profit
able sessions with Dr. Wolfgang Haberland 
of the Ethnological Museum of Hamburg. 
Haberland has spent long periods in El Sal
vador in cooperation with the Instituto Trop
ical de Investigaciones Cientificas of the Uni
versity of El Salvador. He has conducted an 
extensive archeological survey and under
taken a number of excavations with the hope 
of encountering stratigraphy. 

Although Haberland's s trat igraphic re
searches, apparently confined largely to mound 
trenches, had met with little success, he 
nevertheless had been able to construct a 
general cultural sequence for eastern, central, 
and western El Salvador. To be published 
by him in a planned Introduction to the 
Archeology of El Salvador, the Preclassic 
divisions of this chronology are too general 
to provide the fine breakdown needed for our 
own purposes. 

Close examination of numerous Preclassic 
archeological sites both in the Acajutla and 
Chalchuapa zones leads us to the tentative 
conclusion that deep refuse deposits of this 
period are extremely rare in western El Sal
vador. A similar situation seems to exist in 
the eastern part of the country. I suggest that 
the fertile, well-watered, relatively level na
ture of the area, which has led to El Salvador 
having the heaviest modern population den
sity in Central America, permitted a mobility 
of the ancient society which discouraged 
lengthy, dense population of a few select loca
tions. The vulcanism for which El Salvador 
is famous may also have contributed to the 
short life-span of early communities. An ex
ception to the rule appears to be the El Tra
piche-Tazumal site which, perhaps for cere
monial or commercial reasons, had an obvi
ously heavy occupation over a very long 
period of time. The excavations made by 
William Coe (1955) at Trapiche on behalf of 
the Pennsylvania Museum give a suggestion 

of the early importance of the site, but reten
tion of the artifacts by the Salvadoran govern
ment prevents more expansive conclusions. 

A valuable result of the El Salvador trip 
was the opportunity to visit a number of the 
famous private collections of archeological 
objects in that country. The examination and 
photography of much of this material will 
permit us to make more definite comparisons 
with Chiapa de Corzo finds in forthcoming 
publications. 

THE WORK AHEAD 

It is expected that field work during 1959 
will be limited to the termination of investi
gations at Chiapa de Corzo and to brief re
connaissance activities. The major concern 
of all personnel will be the completion of 
laboratory studies and the preparation of field 
reports for publication. 

Information gained from the Chiapas Cen
tral Depression survey and excavation pro
gram will fill a small void in our knowledge 
of the Preclassic civilizations. To give utility 
to the cultural sequence established here, 
similar projects need to be carried out in the 
other problem regions of Mesoamerica. 

The suggestions of widespread material 
culture traditions and historically important 
culture changes noted in central Chiapas re
main relatively meaningless until their limits 
and causal forces can be traced. We as yet 
do not know whether this region was primar
ily a giver or receiver of important cultural 
traits, though we suspect the latter during 
most of its history. We know next to nothing 
of the Preclassic occupations in the neighbor
ing Northern Chiapas Forest, Usumacinta, or 
Pacific Coast regions. Extending the circle 
outward through Mexico and Central America 
there is but little improvement in extent of 
reliable researches on the Preclassic even 
though notable beginnings have been made. 

However staggering the problem of perfect
ing research on the Preclassic cultures may 
appear, there seems little question but that 
conclusive historical interpretations of known 
developments or postulations as to their ori
gins should be withheld pending a great deal 
more progress in the direction of such per
fection. It is only to be hoped that a well
directed, well-oriented program of cooperative 
investigation can be maintained toward the 
achievement of this goal. 
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a: Crossing hammock bridge over Rio Dolores near the site of La Libertad. /,: Foundation 
,tafE, Chiapa de Corzo, November, 19",!i-left to right, Richard Madison. l\rnce \\'arren. Hein
rich Berlin (Field Director), Lorenzo Allen. Eduardo Martinez. Careth I.owe. ,·: Halllll\Ock 
bridge over Rio Talcanac near the Guatemalan frontier. Hilltop site of Tierra Blanca in 
background. d: Typical dry low forest land easr of· the Grijalva River near l'an Alllerican 
Highway south of Comitan. e: Looking downstrearn on Grijalva River past l'an Arnerican 
Highway bridge east of Tuxtla Gutierrez. In cliffs at right rear is a srnall cave with Early l're
classic occupation. f: Crossing vehicle over the Grijah·a on dttgout canoe [eny. l'aso Laguna 

Dolores with field camp located in clump o[ trees at left. 
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Figure 4. 1956 ACTIVITIES 

a: West end of Mound l, Chia pa de Corzo, at end of 1956. b: Typical river-crossing scene 
while working the Ruiz site near Acala. c: Chejel, l'reclassic mound site on the upper Grijalva. 
d: First trench made into Mound 1, Chia pa de Corzo. e: Agrinier clearing Classic period burial 

at Chia pa de Corzo. f: Test pits in Mounds A and B, Santa Rosa. 
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Figure 5. I 956-58 ACTIVITIES 

a.: Tzeltal potter at Am;i.tenango, present-day ceramic manufacturing center in the highlands. 
Taken by Dixon in 1957. b: Restoring the hundreds of smashed vessels from the Mound 5 
offerings. c: Room IO in Mound 5 structure prior to investigation of broken floor in foreground. 
d: Delgado and Navarrete viewing offering vessels in the interior of cave near Jiquipilas. e:

Group of Tuxtla citizens of Zoque descent dressed for traditional festival. f: Tzotzil family 
from highland village visiting annual carnival at Acala, 1956. 
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Figure 6. 1956-57 ACTIVITIES 

a: Looking over the Motozintla Valley from Cerro La Campana. The river is one of the upper
most tributaries of the Grijalva. b: Amatenango de la Frontera, close to the Guatemalan bor
der where the Rio Amatenango joins the Rio Cuilco. c: Cenote or sunken lake in the limestone 
at San Felipe. Note waterfalls and Jack of exit. d: Overlooking the Socoltenango Valley on the 
horse trail from Santa Rosa to Comitan. e: Slip-up in riding the ridges up rutted road from 
Huixtla to Motozintla during the rainy season. f: \\'orkers' houses at Laguna Francesa ranch, 

upper Grijalva. 
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Figure 7. I 956-57 ACTIVITIES 

a: Crossing hammock bridge over the Rio San Gregorio near the Santa Amelia site. b: On the 
trail to Comalapa. c: ·Floating down an estuary of the upper Grijalva near Guanacaste. Sherd
bearing river bank seen in background. d: Canoe crossing downstream from Chia pa de Corzo. 
e: Canoe trip down the upper Grijalva; high bank in background is part of Laguna Dolores 

ranch. f: Examining mounds of the Late Classic occupation at Laguna Francesa. 
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Figure IO. 1958 ACTIVITIES AT CHIAPA DE CORZO 

a: Examining thick lime cement floor of exposed inner structure, Mound I. /J: Beginning stage 
of Trench JOO, which later reached a depth of 4.50 meters. Rear of Mound I (same area as that 
seen in foreground of Fig. 8, d). c: Foundation motor boat on the Grijalva River in front of 
Chia pa de Corzo. d: Dugout canoes on the Grijalva at Chia pa. e: Final stage in the clearing 
of Tomb 7 discovered by Agrinier in heart of Mound I inner structure. f: Viewing slabs form-

ing roof of Tomb 6 found in excavation into fill of Mound I. 
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ARCHEOLOGICAL EXPLORATION OF THE 

UPPER G RIJ ALVA RIVER, CHIAP AS, MEXICO 

INTRODUCTION 

T
HE NEW WORLD ARCHAEOLOGICAL FOUNDA

TION'S efforts to fulfill its planned destiny 
as a moving force in the search for the origins 
of the ancient Middle American civilizations 
began in 1953 with a survey and excavations 
in the coastal plain of the state of Tabasco, 
southern Mexico, adjacent to the Rio Mezcal
apa or lower Grijalva River. Crossing the 
isthmus just beyond the northern extremity of 
Central America, the lengthy watercourse of 
the Grijalva occupies a strategic area midway 
between the homelands of the Zapotec, Toto
nac, and Olmec cultures to the west and that 
of the Maya to the east. Thus centrally lo
cated and unstudied archeologically, the val
ley of the Grijalva seemed a promising region 
for the investigation of the Preclassic or Form
ative Period civilizations which gave rise to 
the better-known Classic cultures flowering in 
the first centuries of our era. 

Failure to find substantial evidence of Pre
classic occupation in the lowland Tabasco re
gion near the Grijalva (Pifia Chan and Navar
rete, in press) motivated a brief reconnais
sance of the upper river region toward the 
end of the 1953 season which resulted in the 
localization of a number of Preclassic settle
ment sites in Central Chiapas (Sorenson, 
1956). Encouraged by these findings, another 
brief reconnaissance of the Chiapas region 
was made in the spring of 1955 with Carnegie 
Institution archeologist Edwin M. Shook 
(1955, 1956) as adviser. Upon the basis of ob
servations made on this latter trip, the current 
Chiapas project was organized, and since 1955 
a continuous program of archeological recon
naissance and excavation has been conducted 
throughout the length of the valley of the 
upper Grijalva River in Central Chiapas 
(map, Fig. 64). A summary description of the 
progress of this program has been given in 
the preceding report, The Chiapas Project 
(Lowe, 1959). The present report is a descrip
tion of the upper Grijalva archeological prov
ince as determined by the survey portion of 
the project. 

I 

Numerous persons, both within and with
out the archeological profession, have ex
pressed a desire to be informed of the progress 
of the Foundation's Chiapas survey. With the 
aim of satisfying anthropologists and laymen 
alike, the present paper is couched in rather 
general terms, and emphasis is placed upon 
brief description and illustrations. It is hoped 
that the purely geographical nature of part of 
the discussion will tend to correct the false no
tions, held even by professionals, of the nature 
of the geographic province within which our 
study is being pursued. Oddly enough, the 
region of the upper Grijalva seems to be less 
well known than the much less accessible 
Lacandon Forest occupying the northern area 
of the state of Chiapas. 

THE PROBLEM 

A glance at the map of central Meso
america in the Frontispiece shows that Cen
tral Chiapas was surrounded by prehispanic 
civilizations which are famous for their carv
ing of stone stelae ·and altars. Yet nowhere in 
the great valley of the Grijalva River known 
as the Central Depression of Chiapas have 
there been found examples of stone carving 
to compare with those frequent in neighbor
ing regions. Because of this apparent lack of 
spectacular stone sculpture or standing archi
tecture, archeologists working in Chiapas have 
traditionally avoided investigating the river 
area, and instead usually have confined their 
explorations to the coastal region on the south 
and to the Maya ruins. 

Admitting the lack of significant stone sculp
ture in the Central Depression to be a fact, 
what then are the reasons for this lack? As yet 
we do not know. But certainly it was not for 
lack of cultured inhabitants, for by now over 
seventy archeological sites have been located 
within the immediate environs of the upper 
Grijalva River alone. Many of these sites are 
of large size and they represent all cultural 
periods. Nor does it appear that the geo
graphical environment was unfavorable to de-
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velopment of the high arts. A quick look at 
the great basin occupied by the Grijalva River 
shows a physical region well suited to human 
habitation, offering fertile soils for cultiva
tion, forests for timber, stone for construction, 
and clays for ceramics. 

It is true that climatically the Central De
pression is one of the drier regions of tropical 
America as a result of the rain-shadow effect 
of mountain ranges which surround it on all 
sides. The dry season is extended, and vegeta
tion distant from surface water is generally 
poor, with level lands supporting tall forest 
confined to low areas near the major rivers. 
Also, as is generally true of drier regions, rain
fall is spotty and irregular from year to year 
and droughts are frequent in particular areas 
of the valley. River-bank strata indicate that 
there also have been years of extreme inunda
tion perhaps aided by erosion along the high
land tributaries of the Grijalva. This irregu
larity of precipitation is apparently the chief 
liability of Central Chiapas as an occupation 
area. Nevertheless, numerous tributary rivers 
traversing the basin to empty into the Grijalva 
maintain a reduced but steady flow of water 
even through the extended dry season, and the 
abundant ruin sites speak eloquently of a 
valley population which was perhaps as nu
merous during peak occupation periods an
ciently as it is today (population of the Central 
Depression 1940: ca. 169,000). 

The early occupants of the Central Depres
sion farmed the choice agricultural lands lo
cated on alluvial terraces along the Grijalva 
and its affluents where moisture content of the 
soil was more dependable, and villages and 
ceremonial centers generally were built very 
close by. Apparently less desirable dry and 
hilly sites away from the rivers were utilized 
as increase in population or other factors made 
it necessary in later times. The size and com
plexity of many of these late sites indicate 
them to be the work of a complex and well
organized society which had no fear of plac
ing ceremonial centers distant from water 
sources. 

If Central Chiapas' failure to participate in 
the widespread Mesoamerican stelae cult can
not be laid to a lack of an abundant and cul
tured population, can it then be blamed upon 
isolation, upon a remoteness of position which 
resisted diffusion of cultural elements? The 
valley of the upper Grijalva occupies a zone 

central to all Mesoamerica, but its mountain
ringed inland position might easily have re
moved it from principal ancient trade and 
migration routes which tended to follow the 
coastal plains to the north or south. Notwith
standing, or possibly as a result of its unknown 
archeological character, the region has long 
been pointed to as one of perhaps unusual 
interest. Leading Mesoamerican archeologists 
have repeatedly cast longing glances at the 
Central Chiapas "highlands" with the hope 
that possibly here might be found the elusive 
key to the origin of the Classic civilizations of 
Middle America. 

Various authors have noted the midway 
position of Central Chiapas "between the 
homes of two well-known high cultures
Maya and Zapotec" (Berlin, 1946: 19) and have 
speculated that an ancient trade route from 
the Tehuantepec Isthmus crossed the Grijalva 
and "from the highlands led to the sites of the 
'Old Empire Maya' located throughout the 
length of the Rio Usumacinta" (Forster, 
1955: 79). It is not therefore surprising that 
considerable evidence of widespread cultural 
interchange has been found among the fa
vored settlement regions included within the 
variegated geographic province comprised by 
the Central Depression of Chiapas. The prob
lem, however, remains of determining why 
the Grijalva dwellers never adopted during 
any period the stone-carving and stela-raising 
practices of their contemporary neighbors. 

ARCHEOLOGICAL RESEARCH 

The Foundation explorations have been 
the first major attempt to understand the 
preconquest occupation of the Chiapas Cen
tral Depression and its possible contact with 
or influence upon surrounding archeological 
zones. 

Respecting previous research in this region, 
little can be added to the statement of Soren
son (1956: 7-9): 

A history of archaeological work done previously 
in the territory involved in this present report is 
quickly sketched. Sapper described some Chiapas 
sites in several of his works. Most of these were in 
the region near the Sierra Madre (Sapper 1895a, 
1895b, 1897). Culebro's small pamphlet listed 
many sites but contained little usable information 
about the central depression (Culebro, 1939). Sites 
examined by Mullerried are indicated on a map in 
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Gamio (1946). However, most of those are beyond 
the area considered now. The only excavation of 
value was by Dr. Heinrich Berlin in 1946 (Berlin, 
1946). His report provided a beginning point for 
building a sequential picture of the archaeological 
materials of central Chiapas. However, he was able 
to do little toward fitting his findings into the total 
Mesoamerican picture, because so little excavating 
was done. Fragmentary data from the early sources 
are summarized in Ricketson and Blom (1924-
1925, 29-31) and Berlin (1946). 

In the middle 1940's Stirling and Drucker work
ed in the region of Ocozocuautla. Lamentably, the 
results of their surveys and excavation at Piedra 
Parada have been described in print as yet only in
shortest summary or in uninformative poplllar 
terms (Stirling, 1945, 1947). Other unpublished 
work of value was done in the general region by 
S. Robert Russell. He scouted the part of the area
from the north edge of the depression as far south
as Acala. See Russell (1954).

The area described by Stirling and Russell 
will be discussed by Fredrick A. Peterson in 
his survey of the Cintalapa-Ocozocoautla dis
trict (in preparation). Additional authors, in
cluding Becerra (1932), Blom (1929), Palacios 
(1928), and Starr (1908), have made slight 
reference to the presence of ruins in the Gri
jalva region but in total have contributed 
very little concrete information. The Second 
Round Table of the Sociedad Mexicana de 
Antropologia held in Tuxtla Gutierrez in 
I 942 (Mayas y Olmecas, 1942) contributed lit
tle to the archeology of Chiapas, apart from 
the paper of Vivo (1942) which attempted to 
determine an historical sequence for the an
cient peopling of the state. Vivo, however, 
wrote without benefit of archeological stra
tigraphy and without a single instance of 
lengthy cultural succession proven by excava
tion in Chiapas. 

It is a reality that the Grijalva River region 
was almost an archeologically virgin terri
tory in 1955 when the Foundation commenced 
its study. 

Archeological sites on the upper Grijalva, 
with few exceptions, are unspectacular and 
unimpressive. There are no standing super
structures and only rarely are traces of stone 
retaining walls visible within the eroding sides 
of generally shapeless mounds. Lacking either 

documents, inscriptions, or notable architec
ture, the reconstruction of patterns of cultural 
growth and diffusion in the Grijalva Valley 
has had to be based primarily upon the col
lections of broken pottery made at each site 
located. Ceramics render notable archeologi
cal service the world over; their particular 
utility in the Americas has been well stated 
by John M. Longyear (1952: 21): 

The chronological stages of all the higher cul
tures of the New World are founded on changes 
in pottery, and there are several good reasons for 
using this rather humble element of material cul
ture as an indicator. In the first place, it is abund
ant. A broken pot could be more easily replaced 
than mended, so the fragments were simply thrown 
away. In the course of time, deep refuse piles were 
built up in this fashion. Secondly, clay is not an 
especially limiting material. It can be worked 
into a large number of shapes and decorated in 
many different ways. As a result, pottery is a sensi
tive reflector of changing ideas and customs and, 
since new pots were constantly replacing older, 
broken vessels, of the passage of time as well. 

Ceramic techniques, besides the vessels them
selves, were widely diffused in pre-Columbian 
times. The chronology of one site can therefore 
be tied in with that of another, or of a region as 
a whole, by comparative studies based on diagnos
tic pottery types. 

. . . Sherds from rubbish dumps are grouped 
into phases or periods by typology. The sudden 
appearance or disappearance of certain forms and 
wares, or the radical changing of wares already in 
existence are the bases on which the divisions are 
made .... The temporal relations of the various 
periods are then determined by stratigraphy, the 
lowest levels naturally being the earliest, and so 
on. Refuse dumps yield great quantities of sherds, 
thus giving us a fairly complete ceramic picture of 
a site. 

Unfortunately, not all sites examined along 
the Grijalva offered eroded refuse zones where 
sherds could be abundantly found, and in a 
few instances, no sherds at all could be located 
on the surface of examined sites. Since only a 
few of the located sites were test-pitted, and 
none of these were of the typical late sites, the 
chronological conclusions offered in this paper 
must be considered as general outlines only. 
More intensive investigation at individual 
sites will be needed to permit finely drawn 
analysis of the Central Depression archeology. 
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I. THE CENTRAL DEPRESSION OF CHIAP AS

The basin-like nature of the great Central 
Depression of Chiapas is vividly noted in Fig. 
63, a photograph of the model topographic 
map of the state of Chiapas existing in the 
Tuxtla Gutierrez botanical garden museum. 
Easily seen on the map is the basin's principal 
feature, the watercourses  of the Grijalva 
River and its tributaries. Archeological sites 
located in the vicinity of the principal river 
course upstream from the canyon of El Sumi
dero to the Guatemala border are the subject 
of the present report. Foundation reconnais
sance of the western end of the Depression 
encompassing part of the tributaries of the 
Rio La Venta will be reported in another 
publication (Peterson, in preparation). 

GEOGRAPHICAL SETTING 

The Depression consists of an irregular 
trough extending 250 kilometers southeast 
from the vicinity of Cintalapa to the Guate
mala frontier (see map, Fig. 64) with a vari
able width of from 25 to 70 km., 80% of which 
lies on the west side of the Rio Grijalva. (Sta
tistics quoted throughout this report are taken 
from Moises T. de la Pefia, Chiapas Econ6m
ico, 1951, a sometimes inaccurate but com
prehensive and practically unique reference 
work.) Smaller ridges and valleys both paral
lel to and opposing the river basin break up 
the trough into distinctive zones. Elevation 
of the river bed is 380 meters (1247 feet) above 
sea level below Chiapa de Corzo and ascends 
gradually to the Guatemala border on the 
south; the floor of the Depression averages 
between 500 and 700 meters above sea level, 
with areas immediate to the river never ex
ceeding 550 meters. 

The geologist Federico K. G. Mullerried 
devoted twenty-five years to the study of the 
geology of all sections of Chiapas and his post
humous book La Geologia de Chiapas (Mul
lerried, 1957), although somewhat elementary, 
is the most concise work on the subject. Fig
ures l and 2, showing the physiographic pro
vinces and a schematic profile of Chiapas, are 
from that work. The rocks of the Grijalva 
region are primarily maritime limestones, 

sandstones, and slates, with some superficial 
Pleistocene deposits. 

With a dry tropical climate, the Chiapas 
Depression has an average annual rainfall of 
less than one meter (39") in the northwest 
and 1.5 meters in the southeast. Median tem
perature for the area averages about 77 °F. 
(25 °C.) for the year with minimum (Jan.) of 
41 ° F. (5 ° C.) and maximum (May) of 102 °F. 
(39° C.). The area is practically rainless from 
November to May and as a result the usual 
semiarid vegetation is drab and bare much of 
the year with xerophytic varieties common in 
many places. Low riverlands frequently sus
tain tall evergreen forest, however, and also 
within the Depression there are extensive 
areas of savannah or natural grassy plains. 
Pines descend the north slopes of the Sierra 
Madre into the Central Depression, especially 
on the southeast where they grow within a 
few kilometers of the Grijalva in the Chejel 
region. The vegetation of Chiapas has been 
well described by the botanist Faustina 
Miranda in his excellent two-volume work 
La Vegetaci6n de Chiapas (1952). 

Modern accounts of the physical, economic 
and human geography of Chiapas are to be 
found in Corzo (1946) and De la Pefia (1951: 
4 vols.). Cordry and Cordry (1941) give a 
valuable and interesting account of a back
ward and provincial Tuxtla Gutierrez which 
no longer exists. As a result of the arrival of 
the Pan-American Highway (completed to 
Tuxtla in 1949) and of participation in the 
post-war Mexican economic boom locally 
manifest in high coffee, corn, and cattle 
prices, the state capital is now a progressive 
modern town in the throes of urbanization. 
Although some Zoque is still spoken by older 
natives and the typical costume still appears 
at fiesta observations continuing in accultur
ated form (Lowe, 1959, Fig. 5, e), the Zoque 
weavers and craftsmen described by the Cor
drys are no longer to be seen in Tuxtla. 
Zoque-speaking villages exist with little recent 
change in the mountain regions north of 
Tuxtla, and numerous indigenous Tzotzil and 
Tzeltal Mayan villages are located in the San 
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Figure I. PHYSIOGRAPHIC REGIONS OF CHIAPAS 

(after Mullerried) 

Cristobal-Comitan altiplano, but no native
speaking "Indian" groups have persisted any
where along the margins of the Grijalva. 

EARLY HISTORY 

There are no native chronicles for Central 
Chiapas, as there are for many regions of 
Mexico and Guatemala, and early historical 
data are very meager. The few facts available 
to us were recorded by Spanish writers a good 
many years after the conquest of Chiapa in 
1524. The only eye-witness account of the 
Spanish subjugation of the Chiapas tribes is 
that of Bernal Diaz del Castillo, written in 
1568. The Spaniards upon their arrival in 

Central Chiapas found the lands divided be
tween three principal dominions: the Zoque 
tribes inhabiting the western end of the state, 
the Chiapanec controlling the Rio Grijalva 
and Rio Santo Domingo lowlands of the Cen
tral Depression with their capital near the 
present Chiapa de Corzo, and the Mayance 
tribes occupying the northern highlands and 
the eastern end of the Central Depression. 

Complicating this involved situation were 
the Mexican Aztec war-lords who had estab
lished political rule over most of the Chiapas 
tribes for the purpose of exacting tribute as 
early as 1482 (Viv6, 1942: 143). Only the 
Chiapanec, described by Bernal Diaz as the 
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Figure 2. SCHEMATIC GEOLOGICAL PROFILE OF CHIAPAS 

Determined on a southeast to northwest axis (after Mullerried). 

greatest warriors seen in all of New Spain 
(1955: 480), were able to overthrow the Aztec 
yoke and at the time of the Spanish conquest 
were an independent people who in turn en
slaved peoples from neighboring regions to 
do their menial work in the fields. 

Little can be said about the ethnic antece
dents of the native population of Chiapas 
due to the lack of historical or traditionary 
sources, although Viv6 (1946) has sketched a 
problematical succession of cultures for the 
area. There seems little doubt that the Zoque 
and Mayance groups had a long history in 
their respective areas and only the Chiapanec 
appear to have been relative newcomers to 
Chiapas. Related linguistically to the Choro
tega-Mangue of Nicaragua, the Chiapanec 
have been ascribed a southern home by 
Remesal (1932) on the one hand, and a north
ern origin by Torquemada (1723). The Chia
panec problem has been discussed by various 
authors (Lehmann, I 920; Viv6, 1942; Berlin, 
1946; Stone, 1946) without arriving at conclu
sive results, and Carlos Navarrete is preparing 
a study on it. It appears unlikely that this 

problem of Chiapanec origins can be settled 
on the basis of present historical and linguis
tic evidence but the majority opinion seems 
to support a Mexican origin. Further specu
lation on the subject is out of place in the 
present report (but see Discussion, p. 76). 

Professor Marcos A. Becerra (1932) pains
takingly tabulated all of the indigenous geo
graphical names in the state of Chiapas. This 
"alphabetical, etymological, geographical, his
torical and mythological catalog of all of the 
place names (populations, places, districts, re
gions, heights, valleys, rivers, arroyos, lagoons, 
estuaries, etc.) which are in the Nahua,  
Soque, Chiapaneca, Sotsil, Sendal, Chaneabal, 
Mame, Chol, Maya and Quiche languages" is 
an unrivalled source book. It may be hazard
ous to conclude that the linguistic etymology 
of each of the 2909 place names listed can be 
taken as an accurate index of respective tribal 
occupation of that place, but the extensive 
research and comments of Becerra have made 
this work one of prime interest to students of 
Chiapas history, ancient or modern. 

The early Spanish historians described the 



CENTRAL DEPRESSION OF CHIAPAS 7 

Grijalva Valley with mixed feelings, at times 
glorying in the productivity of the land, and 
at others complaining of the excessive heat 
and idolatrous nature of the Indians, but 
many of their remarks provide interesting in
sight into the pre-Spanish cultural environ
ment. Bernal Diaz (1955: 482-488) described 
the Chiapanec capital of 1524 on the "Rio 
Grande" as a true city of 4000 people with 
streets and closely spaced houses and with 
great mounds topped by adoratories within 
which stone idols were worshipped. Some of 
the ills noted by Diaz were three cages of 
prisoners captured in faraway places and the 
common practice of sodomy, apparently both 
connected with sacrificial temple ceremonies. 
Describing the area as being thickly pop
ulated, Diaz marveled at the wide trails and 
great fields of corn and vegetables in addition 
to plentiful "chickens" and "plums" (the local 
jocote still popular in Chiapas). Canoes were 
much used on the river, some twenty being 
produced for the first Spanish crossing. 

Fish were plentiful in the river, and cap
tives were frequently employed by the Chia
panec to fish for them. The Chiapanec are 
described as being great hunters, with deer 
the principal game. They had as weapons 
wooden spears with fire-hardened tips, the 
bow and arrow, and slings "larger than those 
of the Spanish." Deer were also hunted with 
nets. In battle they frequently used clubs, 
and wore a good armor of cotton and feathers 
which effectively resisted arrow and spear 
thrusts. Diaz describes the Chiapanec as car
rying into battle a fat oldish woman in their 
midst as a divine goddess whose appearance 
was believed to assure them victory. Her 
whole body was painted and stuck with cot
ton, and accompanying her went stone idols 
and a smoking incense burner. The noise of 
trumpets, horns and drums added to the din 
of battle preparations during the night. 

In the mountains to the east the Tzotzil 
Mayan Chamula warriors  employed long 
spears edged with flint which "cut worse than 
swords," and had flexible shields which de
fended the whole body. Protected by stout 
forts in which they took refuge, the Chamulas 
taunted their enemies with loud shouts, 
screams and whistles, using drums and sea
shell trumpets to inspire fear in their attack
ers. The Chamulas threw down from their 

screening walls pitch and flaming resin, water 
and blood, mixed and very hot, together with 
fire and embers and great stones upon the 
shields and heads of their enemies. 

The Spanish settlement of Chiapas centered 
at Chiapa de los Indios (the present Chiapa 
de Corzo) and at Ciudad Real or Chiapa de 
los Espafioles (presently San Cristobal de Las 
Casas) which became the center of church 
administration for Central Chiapas. Several 
early Spanish writers have described 16th and 
early 17th century Chiapas (Remesal, 1932; 
Ximenez, 1929-31; Ponce, 1952), but none of 
them has left so colorful a description as the 
spirited English priest Thomas Gage who 
paid a lengthy if unofficial visit to the "West 
Indies" in lieu of continuing a hated boat 
trip to the Philippines. Writing in 1646, Gage 
(1929: 149-151) had this to say about our re
gion of interest: 

Though Chiapa in the opinion of the Spaniards 
be held to be one of the poorest countries of 
America, because in it as yet there have been no 
mines discovered, nor golden sands found in the 
rivers, nor any haven upon the South Sea, where
by commodities are brought in and carried out, 
as to Mexico, Oaxaca, and Guatemala, yet I may 
say it exceedeth most provinces in the greatness 
and beauty of fair towns, and yieldeth to none ex
cept it be to Guatemala; nay it surpasseth all the 
rest of America in that one and famous and most 
populous town of Chiapa of the Indians. And it 
ought not to be so much slighted by the Spaniards 
as it is, if they would look upon it as standing be
tween Mexico and Guatemala, whose strength 
might be all America's strength, and whose weak
ness may prove dangerous to all that flourishing 
empire, for the easy entrance into it by the river 
of Tabasco, or for its near joining and bordering 
unto Yucatan. Besides, the commodities in it are 
such as do uphold a constant trading and com
merce amongst the inhabitants themselves, and 
with other neighbouring countries, and from no 
one part of America doth Spain get more cochi
neal than from one of the provinces of Chiapa; 
the towns also being great and populous, by their 
yearly pole tribute do add much to the King of 
Spain's revenues. 

This country is divided into three provinces, to 
wit, Chiapa, Zeldales, and Zoques; whereof Chiapa 
itself is the poorest. This contains the great town 
of Chiapa of the Indians, and all the towns and 
farms northward towards Maquilapa, and west
ward the priory of Comitan, which hath some ten 
towns, and many farms of cattle, horses, and mules 
subject unto it; and neighbouring unto it lieth the 
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great valley of Copanabastla, which is another 
priory reaching towards Soconusco. This valley 
glorieth in the great river, which hath its spring 
from the mountains called Cuchumatlanes, and 
runneth to Chiapa of the Indians, and from 
thence to Tabasco. It is also famous for the abun
dance of fish, which the river yieldeth, and the 
great store of cattle, which from thence minister 
food and provision both to the city of Chiapa, 
and to all the adjacent towns. Though Chiapa the 
city, and Comitan as standing upon the hills, be 
exceeding cold, yet this valley lying low is extra
ordinary hot, and from May to Michaelmas is sub
ject to great storms and tempests of thunder and 
lightning. The head town, where the priory 
stands, is called Copanabastla, consisting of above 
eight hundred Indian inhabitants. But greater 
than this is Izquintenango at the end of the valley 
and at the foot of the mountains of Cuchumat
lanes southward. And yet bigger than this is the 
town of St. Bartholomew northward at the other 
end of the valley, which in length is about forty 
miles, and ten or twelve only in breadth. All the 
rest of the towns lie towards Soconusco, and are 
yet hotter and more subject to thunder and 
lightning, as drawing nearer unto the South Sea 
coast. Besides the abundance of cattle, the chief 
commodity of this valley consisteth in cotton-wool, 
whereof are made such store of mantles for the 
Indians' wearing that the merchants far and near 
come for them. They exchange them to Soconusco 
and Suchitepequez for cacao, whereby they are 
well stored of that drink. So that the inhabitants 
want neither fish (which they have from the river) 
nor flesh (for that the valley abounds with cattle) 
nor clothing (for of that they spare to others) nor 
bread, though not of wheat, for there grows none; 
but Indian maize they have plenty of; and besides 
they are exceedingly stored with fowls and turkeys, 
fruits, honey, tobacco, and sugarcanes. Neither 
is money here nor in Chiapa so plentiful as in 
Mexico and Oaxaca; and whereas there they 
reckon by patacones, or pieces of eight, here they 
reckon by tostones which are but half patacones. 

Though the river be many ways profitable to that 
valley, yet it is cause of many disasters to the inhab
itants, who lose many times their children, and 
their calves and colts drawing near to the water
side, where they are devoured by caymans, which 
are many and greedy of flesh, by reason of the 
many prizes they have got. 

It is interesting to note in the above passage 
that Gage had his directions badly mixed, a 
common occurrence in the Isthmus region. 
Macuilapa is actually westward of Tuxtla, 
not northward, but Gage, having come from 
Mexico on the north, undoubtedly referred 
to everything behind him as "north." Simi
larly, he referred to Comitan as being "west
ward" of Chiapa when in reality it lies to the 
southeast. 

According to Remesal (1932: 611), writing 
at the beginning of the 17th century, the prin
cipal areas of the Grijalva Valley had been 
placed under the administration of two con
vents: 

The Convent of Chiapa. Administers the towns 
of Tuxtla, Suchiapa, Puchutla, Acala, Chiapilla, 
Ostuta. 

The Convent of Comitan. Administers the towns 
of Zapaluta, Conetla, Aquespala, Ezquintenango, 
Coapa, Utatlan, Chicomuselo, Yoyaquitla, Como
lapa. 

Most of the above 17th century towns are 
still in existence, but several have now disap
peared. Ostuta, for example, is a barely dis
cernable ruin (page 40). The still-standing 
walls of the church at Esquintenango are all 
that remain of that colonial town (Fig. 58, b). 
The most famous church ruin in the Central 
Depression is perhaps that of the convent of 
Copanaguastla, located northeast of the Gri

jalva River, near Socoltenango, and recently 
described by Olvera (1957). 



II. ARCHEOLOGICAL RECONNAISSANCE OF THE

UPPER GRIJALVA RIVER 

D
UE TO THE PREVIOUSLY UNKNOWN NATURE 

of archeological settlements in the Gri
jalva basin, the Foundation found it necessary 
to begin its study with the preliminary explo
rations by Sorenson and Shook briefly de
scribed in the Introduction. Subsequently, to 
complement a planned series of excavations 
at promising early sites, it was found desirable 
to conduct more thorough reconnaissance of 
the river region. The purpose of exploration 
trips made in 1956, 1957 and 1958 was to 
locate as many as possible of the archeological 
sites existing close to the upper Grijalva, or 
Rio Grande de Chiapas as it is sometimes 
referred to locally. The major portion of the 
upper river has now been explored and an 
approximate determination of the period of 
occupation has been made for each of the 
many sites located. 

The limited time allotted to reconnaissance 
trips required that exploration activities be 
confined to investigation only of those sites 
situated quite close to the river. It was hoped 
that time would be found during the excava
tion seasons to permit fuller study of the 
"hinterlands," but unfortunately the press of 
the many duties associated with archeological 
digging has permitted only the slightest op
portunity for broadening our survey. 

EXPLORATION PROCEDURE 

Information respecting location of archeo
logical sites in the Grijalva region was sought 
from local government authorities, school
teachers, landowners and farm-workers. It is 
a pleasure to state that in almost every in
stance the fullest cooperation was extended 
by everyone consulted. 

COMMUNICATIONS 

Travel in the remote areas of the Chiapas 
Central Depression, though never convenient 
and rarely comfortable, is, nevertheless, less 
difficult than one would imagine. The major
ity of the sites indicated on the map in Fig. 
64 were found to be accessible by "jeep" or 
truck in the dry season,  mid-November 
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through May, although in some regions the 
larger river tributaries do not lower sufficient
ly to permit their fording until January. Most 
of the region under consideration is devoted 
to cattle grazing, and as a result dry-season 
roads, however rugged, are kept open even 
to remote sections by the owners of the large 
cattle ranches or {meas which dominate much 
of the economy of the Central Depression. 
Roads connecting many of the interior agri
cultural colonies are "maintained" almost 
solely by the local trucking cooperatives, and, 
for these intrepid drivers, surely the pioneers 
of their era, a road is in good shape so long 
as it is "passable." 

The Foundation reconnaissance team was 
able to rely primarily upon the transportation 
afforded by a jeep station-wagon supple
mented by considerable foot travel. Roads 
and trails are indicated in Fig. 64. One trip 
was made by myself in a dugout canoe from 
Laguna Dolores downstream to Chachi. Some 
advantage was taken of the commercial 
launch service running from Chiapa de Corzo 
to Acala during the rainy season but on the 
whole the abundant shallows existing in the 
wide meandering course of the Grijalva dis
couraged water transportation. A descriptive 
account of the various exploration trips has 
been given m the preceding report (Lowe, 
1959). 

THE MAP 

All existing maps of the state of Chiapas 
are inaccurate and the map of the Central 
Depression prepared by staff topographer 
Eduardo Martinez E. (Fig. 64) attempts to 
eliminate a number of the errors contained 
in the many maps consulted. The course of 
the Grijalva River and its tributaries is 
based on aerial photographs supplied by the 
Compafiia Mexicana Aerofoto S.A., supple
mented by field observations. Only those arche
ological sites actually visited by N.W.A.F. 
personnel have been placed on the map and 
no attempt has been made to locate numerous 

sites known by hearsay only. 
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SITE VISITS 

At every site examined an attempt was 
made to determine its architectural nature 
and areal extent and to collect serviceable 
quantities of pottery fragments and such other 
portable artifacts as would aid in dating the 
site and in indicating cultural affiliations of 
the ancient inhabitants. An endeavor has 
been made to illustrate all of the significant 
cultural items, mostly pottery and figurines, 
recovered in each region discussed. Wherever 
convenient a sketch map was made of the 
ruins and has been included in the discussion 
of sites. Lack of formal mound arrangement 
in many sites and the dense cover of vegeta
tion in others discouraged the making of 
sketch maps for numerous sites. The indis
tinctive nature of ancient earthen mounds 
makes any attempt to restore original orien
tations highly speculative; nevertheless, in 
most of the site plans an effort has been made 
to show original structure shapes. Site maps 
in most cases are estimates only, sometimes 
based upon pacing. 

CHRONOLOGY OF OCCUPATION 

PERIODS 

In Part III chronological period designa
tions are indicated for the majority of the 
archeological sites visited. In a region lack
ing historical records or monuments with 
calendrical dates it has been necessary to rely 
upon the broad relative dates provided by 
stratigraphical and typological study of archi
tecture and pottery styles. By comparing the 
artistic and functional characteristics of ma
terial found locally with similar material from 
the Maya region where Maya calendar dates 
have been found associated with cultural 
periods it has been possible to make rough 
calculations of actual dates for the related 
culture periods in Chiapas. A few approxi
mate dates provided by the laboratory deter
mination of the radioactivity of the carbon 
14 isotope in ancient charcoal recovered from 
buried deposits in various Chiapas sites have 
contributed to formalization of year dates for 
our earlier chronological periods. 

As a result of the extensive digging which 
has been done at Chiapa de Corzo, a detailed 
ceramic stratigraphy has been established 
which divides the Preclassic era into six dis-

t�nct phases, with two additional phases as
signed to the Early Classic. But inasmuch as 
1) most of the_ Grijalva survey was made prior
to the determmat10n of this refined sequence,
2) the survey pottery samples are frequently
small, 3) the Chiapa sequence does not cover
the late periods, and 4) it is not known yet
?ow typical the Chiapa de Corzo sequence 
1s for the Central Depression as a whole, no 
attem�t has been made to relate the survey 
collect10ns to the Chiapa sequence except in 
a ge?eral way. In the present report the con
vent10nal chronological terms of Preclassic 
Classic, and Postclassic have been used eacl� 
with an early and a late division. It is thought 
that these terms are the most generally useful 
and noncontroversial in that they do not in
:olv� th� theoretical developmental processes 
1mphed m some other chronological schemes. 
A breakdown of our broad period charac
teristics follows: 

THE PRECLASSIC PERIOD 

Also termed the Formative Period, this 
earliest epoch of Mesoamerican civilization is 
thought to embrace nearly 2000 years of hu
man history and certainly encompasses a great 
range of cultural entities. The earliest mani
festation of this period has been identified 
in the Valley of Mexico and has no proven 
counterpart in the southern area of Meso
america with which we are concerned. South 
of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec the Preclassic 
developed in a number of regional centers, 
none of which has been well enough studied 
to permit conjecture as to a probable point 
of origin. 

The various substages which have been de
termined for the Preclassic on the basis of 
detected changes in architecture and ceramics 
vary from area to area (Coe, 1957; MacNeish, 
1954: Appendix; Sorenson, 1955; Wauchope, 
1950). In the central Gulf Coast or "Olmec" 
region of Tabasco and southern Veracruz no 
proper breakdown has been made, although 
the long sequences established in the Huas
teca of northern Veracruz and at Chiapa de 
Corzo suggest that a finer breakdown for this 
intermediate zone should certainly be pos
sible. In Yucatan the Formative has been 
divided into three divisions and to the south 
in the Maya region of the Peten and British 
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Honduras, two Preclassic Maya divisions have 
been recognized. It is evident, however, that 
at least the second of these, the Chicanel 
phase, should be subdivided. The recent frac
turing-off of the Matzanel phase to establish 
a Holmul I-oriented Protoclassic division has 
been a beginning in this direction. On the 
Guatemala coast, two recent Preclassic phases 
have been detected which appear to antedate 
the earliest of the Preclassic Maya divisions 
(M. D. Coe, personal communication). For 
the highlands of Guatemala seven subdivi
sions of the Preclassic have been made and 
for Honduras three divisions are recognized. 
The abundant but poorly studied Preclassic 
vestiges in Salvador and Nicaragua have not 
yet been subjected to stratigraphic division 
beyond a natural one made by volcanic strata 
in the former country. It is at once obvious, 
then, that the Preclassic or Formative culture 
did not exist as a uniform pattern throughout 
southern Mesoamerica; even after allowing 
for the accidental circumstances met with by 
the individual archeologists it must be recog
nized that widely varying factors have affected 
the earliest settlements of southern Meso
america. 

Detailed reports on the early ceramic phases 
of the Central Depression are now in prepara
tion so that minute description is unwar
ranted here. For the purposes of the present 
study, the identified phases of the Chiapas 
Preclassic have been combined into two prin
cipal divisions, Early and Late, on the basis 
of striking differences in building and pottery 
techniques which make obvious a two-fold 
distinction in the over-all nature of the cul
tures involved. The year dates given below 
for these divisions must be considered as 
broad estimates only. Some investigators would 
prefer to see the dates older, others would 
prefer to condense them greatly. The date 
for the beginning of the Classic Period is 
based on the Goodman-Thompson correlation 
of the Mayan and Christian calendars. 

Early Preclassic 

ca. 1000-500 B.C. 

This period has easily distinguished early 
and late ceramic phases. The first identified 
pottery makers of Chiapas possessed a con
servative but technologically well-developed 
ceramic craft and constructed buildings with 

well-finished adobe surfaces. From this simple 
but solid basis as known so far in less than a 
half-dozen sites in the Central Depression of 
Chiapas there grew a more complex culture 
which had a greatly ramified lot of _pottery 
forms and which constructed fieldstone terraces 
and foundations for its buildings. Incense burn
ers with three upright horns (Fig. 46, d 5) are 
found as ceremonial furniture in the closing 
phase of this period, and human figurines of 
clay were much used (Fig. 36, c). Sites of this 
second phase are more widespread through
out the Depression but are sometimes encoun
tered as nothing more than areas of sherd 
deposition on hill and bluff slopes near the 
rivers. 

Distribution of the known Early Preclassic 
sites is shown in Fig. 3, a. The deeply buried 
nature of these early materials makes recon
struction of site type extremely difficult, but 
the site plan for Chiapa de Corzo during the 
Early Preclassic (Fig. 3, b) shows the roughly 
approximated settlement pattern of a major 
center during the closing phase of the period. 
Ceramic forms for the Early Preclassic Period 
are illustrated in Figs. 35; 51, b.

Late Preclassic 

ca. 500 B.C.-A.D. 300 

The beginning of this complex period of 
cultural development in Central Chiapas is 
marked by the appearance of well-polished 
pottery, the first use of platform mounds as 
bases for structures, and the first occurrence 
of burials with offerings. Ceramic wares and 
forms can now be directly compared with the 
earliest pottery types known for the lowland 
Maya region of the Guatemalan Peten (the 
Mamom phase), and the closeness of the com
parison makes it seem probable that we are 
dealing with related Preclassic Mayan groups 
at this early date. Subsequent develop
ment of the Chiapas Late Preclassic followed 
the same general pattern as did the Preclassic 
of the Peten (the Chicane! phase) but towards 
the end of the period a marked divergence is 
noted. The development of regional cultures 
within the Central Depression together with 
an influx of foreign influences arriving about 
the beginning of the Christian era contributed 
to the formation of new archeological com
plexes which can no longer be directly com
pared with any lowland Maya equivalent. Re-
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a 

Figure 3. THE EARLY PRECLASSIC 

a: Distribution of known archeological sites along the upper Grijalva River during the Early 
Preclassic. b: Known occupation of Chiapa de Corzo during this period. 
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Figure 4. THE LATE PRECLASSIC 

a: Distribution of known archeological sites along the upper Grijalva River during the Late 

Preclassic. b: Schematic presentation of Los Tres Cerritos of Laguna Dolores, thought to be 

typical of small sites during this period. 
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lationships are now seen to be stronger with 
highland Guatemala and with the Gulf and 
the Pacific Coast regions. 

Ceramic types characteristic of the Late 
Preclassic in the southern end of the Grijalva 
Valley are illustrated in Figs. 32, h, j; 50, a-c;

53; 56, d; 57, b. 

The Preclassic ceramics of the northern end 
of the valley will be described in detail in 
forthcoming publications on Chiapa de Corzo 
and the Mirador site near Ocozocoautla, but 
Figs. 36, b; 41, c-g, and 43, a represent exam
ples from the area. A typical small Late Pre
classic site plan is shown in Fig. 4, b, and in 
Fig. 4, a appears the distribution map for sites 
of this long period. 

The use of well-cut soft limestone blocks 
for temple platforms and superstructures was 
well developed at Chiapa de Corzo in the 
Late Preclassic, but it has not been deter
mined whether this was a widespread trait in 
the Central Depression. 

An additional division of the Preclassic 
period has been made recently to accommo
date the Protoclassic phases determined by 
excavations at the two above-mentioned sites 
but since very little of this significant transi
tional material was identified in surface 
collections little note will be made of it in 
the site descriptions in this report. Vessel 
supports and modeled jar-neck faces typical of 
the early part of the Protoclassic period are 
shown in Figs. 36, d, and 39, b. 

THE CLASSIC PERIOD 

This best known of the Mesoamerican cul
ture periods needs but brief introduction. 
Pictures of the great stone temple and palace 
complexes of Yucatan, many of which are of 
Classic date, are familiar to every reader, as 
are photographs of the recently much pub
licized jungle-crowded ruins of Palenque,  
Bonampak and Tikal. Near Mexico City, the 
vast and ancient ruined city of Teotihuacan 
is a top target on every tourist agenda and 
the impressively reconstructed mountain-top 
mecca of Monte Alban in Oaxaca is visited 
by but few less. Yet, despite this honored 
place in the public eye held by the more spec
tacular ruins, the Classic Period occupations 
of many areas, including Central Chiapas, are 
little known and poorly understood. 

Though it is generally believed that the 
Classic cultures developed naturally out of 
the Preclassic cultures which preceded them, 
thus justifying the term "Formative" for the 
latter, this evolutionary process has not been 
well demonstrated for most regions even of 
the Maya area. In the central Maya lowlands 
we do not know what were the origins of the 
complex hieroglyphic writing system with its 
attendant ,  highly developed art in stone 
sculpture, nor of the polychrome figure-paint
ing technique, which appear full blown of 
a sudden on the Classic Maya stage without 
determined antecedents in the immediate 
area. This is not to say that such antecedents 
need be sought for outside of Mesoamerica. 

Some of the problems facing the student of 
the Classic civilization in various regions of 
Mesoamerica have been aptly stated by Shook 
and Proskouriakoff (1956: 97) in discussing 
the better-known-than-most archeological zone 
around Guatemala City: 

The eclipse of the Preclassic culture in the 
Guatemala valley was clearly only one manifesta
tion of a widespread change that was taking place 
throughout Mesoamerica, and the transition to the 
Classic period cannot be explained with reference 
only to local events. Radical changes even in 
household vessels and utensils imply at least some 
influx of new population into the valley, and 
changes in the character of settlements must also 
be attributed, if not to foreign settlers, at least to 
pressures and influences originating outside. 

A similar situation exists in the Central De
pression of Chiapas, but, unlike the southern 
Guatemala highlands where the principal 
cause of unrest is attributed to pressure or 
influence from central Mexico, the disrupting 
force in Chiapas seems to have come from 
closer to home. 

Ceramic types with strong Gulf Coast con
nections were already present in Late Pre
classic deposits throughout the northern end 
of the Central Depression, and by Early Clas
sic times they have become dominant at 
numerous sites, though now in a somewhat 
evolved form. At the same time, pottery of 
the late Chicane! or incipient Maya pattern 
ceases to appear. This drastic change in 
ceramics coupled with an equally radical 
change in construction techniques marks the 
beginning of the Classic stage in Central 
Chiapas. 
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Early Classic 

ca. A.D. 300-600 

Widespread over the northern end of the 
Depression, the cultural complex character
ized by the dominance of black-ware pottery 
frequently decorated with incising and white
fired rims and by an elaboration of coarse
ware forms seems never to have made itself 
felt in the southern end of the Grijalva Valley 
where the nature of the Early Classic occupa
tion is still poorly known. Nevertheless, a 
related black-ware pottery complex appears 
to be well represented in the earliest Classic 
phase (Atzan) at the site of Zaculeu, Guate
mala (Woodbury and Trik, 1953; cf. Fig. 234), 
and its failure to leave traces along the inter
vening zone of the uppermost Grijalva is note
worthy. 

Ceramics typical of the Central Chiapas 
Early Classic are shown in Figs. 17, o; 3 7; 41, h

j; and the distribution pattern of sites in the 
Central Depression together with the Chiapa 
de Corzo ceremonial center for this period are 
shown in Fig. 5, a, b.

This is perhaps the period when the great
est ceremonial use was made of the many caves 
in western Chia pas, and abundant Early Classic 
material typical of the region will be illustra
ted in the publication describing a reconnais
sance of the Ocozocoautla-Cintalapa region. 

Late Classic 

ca. A.D. 600-1000 (?) 

There was apparently an abandonment of 
many Central Chiapas sites sometime about 
A. D. 600, which event marks the distinction
between Early and Late Classic. In the north
ern end of the valley an abrupt change in set
tlement pattern is noted, with emphasis upon
sites composed of rock-filled platform mounds
and numerous raised stone house foundations,
and with ball courts almost universally pres
ent for the first time (Fig. 22). The formerly
ubiquitous black pottery no longer occurs. In
its place it is typical to find hard-fired coarse
wares and rare examples of San Juan plum
bate, suggesting relationships with the Guate
mala highland and Pacific Coast areas.

In the southern end of the Grijalva basin 
the Late Classic occupation is typified by large 
formally arranged ceremonial centers (Fig. 
6, b). Occupation areas frequently were placed 

on the stony terraced hillsides back away from 
the level alluvial lands which doubtless were 
still utilized for agriculture. There is only 
slight ceramic relationship between these val
ley sites and the Late Classic Maya sites lo
cated to the northeast on the Comitan plateau. 
It is probable that investigation will show 
some evidence of architectural similarity-the 
destroyed nature of the valley ruins has left to 
view only rare bits of cut stone construction 
and surfaces of lime cement, but these com
pare with the best of the Maya techniques, al
though lime mortar for bonding stone to 
stone appears never to have been used in the 
basin region. 

Discussion of the Late Classic occupation of 
the southern end of the Grijalva Valley 
touches upon an important problem, that of 
the abandonment of the lowland Maya area 
and probable increase in occupation of sur
rounding regions as a result of this apparent 
"pull back" in population (see below, and 
Discussion, p. 69). If, as appears probable, the 
Upper Grijalva Late Classic represents a sur
vival and extension of the Maya Classic root
ed only in the final phase of that stage, then 
much of the material attributed in this report 
to a Late Classic culture may belong to a 
Postclassic Maya time level-thus the ques
tion-mark on the terminal end of the dates 
assigned to this period. All areas of the Cen
tral Depression did not undergo parallel his
torical experiences, and only further excava
tion at varied sites can set in proper order 
their complex temporal-cultural relation
ships. 

The heavy population of the Central De
pression in what is probably very late Late 
Classic times is indicated in the Fig. 6, a map. 
As the abundant illustrations indicate, human 
and animal figurines were especially abund
ant during this period, but it is frequently 
difficult to distinguish between Late Classic 
and Postclassic types. 

THE POSTCLASSIC PERIOD 

Sometime around the beginning of the pres
ent millennium the vast and impressive civil
ization established in Late Classic times came 
to a sudden stop. Ceremonial centers were 
abandoned in their full glory, never to be 
reused. Many domestic areas were vacated, 
never to be reoccupied. The societal break-
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a 

Figure 5. THE EARLY CLASSIC 

a: Distribution of known archeological sites along the upper Grijalva River during the Early 
Classic. b: Schematic presentation of the principal ceremonial center at Chiapa de Corzo 

during this period. 
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a 

Figure 6. THE LATE CLASSIC 

a: Distribution of known archeological sites along the upper Grijalva River during the Late 

Classic. b: Schematic presentation of Laguna Francesa, a major site for this period. 
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down appears to have been rather complete 
but we do not know the reasons for the col
lapse, except that it was paralleled generally 
throughout southern Mesoamerica, most 
markedly in the lowland Maya area. Willey 
(1956: 113) has succinctly described this event: 

One of the most startling settlement phenomena 

of Middle American pre-history occurs with the 

change from Classic to Postclassic. This is the ap

parent abandonment of the southern Maya low

lands. This abandonment is noted in all the south

ern ceremonial centers, where construction and 

stelae dates cease after about A.D. 900. And, from 
the data available, the events of the ceremonial 

centers appear to be paralleled in the domestic 

sites. Ceramics or other materials datable as Post

classic are rare in the Peten and the Belize Valley. 

Unlike the almost permanently abandoned 
Peten, however, the Central Depression ex
perienced considerable occupation after A.D. 
I 000. Inability to find a sharp distinction be
tween Late Classic and Early Postclassic ruins 
in the upper portion of the river valley has 
led to the conclusion that there was a pro
nounced cultural lag in this zone (see pre
ceding section) which perpetuated here the 
use of compact ceremonial centers on the Clas
sic pattern. Grandiose ceremonial centers, 
though, appear never to have reappeared in 
the lower regions of the valley, and new 
settlements, quite small as a rule, were now 
built in new locations, frequently on hilltop 
sites perhaps with an eye to defense in keep
ing with a hemisphere-wide trend noted every
where in the Postclassic or so-called Militaristic 
Period. There are reports of sites with forti
fications in the Sierra Madre but few actually 
fortified sites have been definitely identified 
in the Grijalva basin. 

Division of the Central Chiapas Postclassic 
into early and late phases conforms to the 
usual Mesoamerican pattern, the earlier per
taining to the "Toltec" era with associated 
Tohil or effigy plumbate trade ware and the 
latter related to the immediate pre-Conquest 
Mixtec and Aztec horizons. There is evidence 
of sharp distinctions between sites represent
ing these two divisions, but how much of this 
distinction is temporal and how much simply 
a reflection of differences in cultural traditions 
cannot be determined on the basis of the pres
ent survey material. 

Early Postclassic 

ca. A.D. 1000-1300 

This is a difficult culture period to trace in 
the upper Grijalva basin (Fig. 7, a). Most of 
the sites surely assigned to this phase are small 
and with few potsherds on the surface. Except 
for the area of disputed period in the south
ern part of the Depression, a small occupation 
of limited duration is indicated for the lands 
near the river although a larger population 
may have existed in the surrounding moun
tain regions. The presence of the period
marking Tohil plumbate ware and of mold
made spindle whorls in the fill of mounds of 
the Ruiz site (Fig. 7, b) indicate that it was 
being occupied well along in the period. 

With the exception of import-type wares 
the pottery recovered for this period is coarse 
and of poor quality. Berlin (1946) has dis
cussed pottery types of this period from the 
Sumidero site, also concluding that "the pot
tery is always very coarse and of little artistic 
development." Plumbate vessels may be seen 
in Figs. 43, b, e. Architectural practices were 
varied over the region but were usually cen
tered about small plazas of formally arranged 
low platform mounds. 

Late Postclassic 

ca. A.D. 1300-1540 

As with the preceding phase, the delimiting 
characteristics of the Late Postclassic era have 
been hard to define. Nevertheless, such ob
vious traits as Mixtec and Aztec ceramics, 
wire-like copper bells, and simple polychrome 
three-handled cremation ollas (Figs. I I, f; 

32, d-g, i; 55, a-c) fall readily into this final 
prehispanic period. Architectural associations 
suggest very little, or marginal, reoccupation 
of earlier sites, with emphasis placed upon 
utilization of new locations (Fig. 8, a). 

Late Postclassic sites in the Grijalva basin 
typically consist of groups of stone house 
foundations clustered about slightly elevated 
"temple" mounds (Fig. 8, b). Hilltop sites, 
sometimes with access causeways (Figs. 33-A, 
33-B, b) are tentatively assigned to this period
though they may be earlier. A ceramic distinc
tion is noted between the upper and lower
regions of the river area-the polychrome
tripod molcajetes or grater bowls with tall
conical feet (Fig. 40, d, e) so abundant at late
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a 

Figure 7. THE EARLY P0STCLASSIC 

a: Distribution of known archeological sites along the upper Grijalva River during the Early 

Postclassic. b: Plan of the Ruiz site, a small ceremonial site of this period. 
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a 

Figure 8. THE LATE P0STCLASSIC 

a: Distribution of known archeological sites along the upper Grijalva River during the Late 
Postclassic. b: Plan of San Marcialito, a typical center during this period. 
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sites in the Chiapa and Acala regions have not 
been found to the south where more typically 
highland Guatemala traits are prevalent. As 
these molcajetes, with their associated com
plex, seem to be derived from Mexican ante
cedents, and as the area of their occurrence 

coincides with that of the known Chiapanec 
villages, it is plausible to identify them as 
products of that ethnic group: The nature of 
the contact-period ceramics of the Zoque 
tribes on the west of the Depression has not 
been determined. 

III. ARCHEOLOGICAL SITES ON THE UPPER GRIJALVA RIVER

A
s HAS BEEN DEMONSTRATED by the preced

ing discussion, the Central Depression of 
Chiapas does not present an entirely homo
geneous archeological province .  Even the 
course of the Grijalva River itself does not 
seem always to have been much of a unifying 
feature. The variable path of the river through 
numerous shallows and constricted canyons 
prevented the development of extensive riv
erine communication, and the presence of 
other physiographic barriers throughout the 
basin encouraged the development of region
alism which is reflected in a variety of arche
ological patterns. 

To ascribe the distinctive nature of cultural 
subregions within the Central Depression en
tirely to geographical causes, however, would 
be to oversimplify the picture. It is apparent 
that foreign influences from east and west, 
north and south have made themselves felt 
upon the human settlement of Central Chia
pas in varying degree through the centuries. 
The demographic conflicts which must have 
arisen as a result of this constant interplay of 
varied culture-contact situations must have 
been profound. Although the archeologist 
cannot hope to appraise correctly all of these 
social, economic, political and religious forces 
affecting the culture of his region by means 
of the few remnants of material culture avail
able to him from superficial reconnaissance, 
he can and should be aware of problems and 
possibilities. 

Presentation of the Grijalva reconnaissance 
is aided by slight information gained from 
excavated material at a number of sites along 
the Grijalva. Although regrettably few, these 
test-pit materials have, nevertheless, provided 
some knowledge in time-depth, making it pos-

sible to postulate regional distinctions with 
more assurance. As a result of this knowledge 
and for convenience in reporting the present 
survey, the Upper Grijalva has been divided 
into four subregions centering about 1) Chiapa 
de Corzo, 2) Acala, 3) Chapatengo-Chejel, and 
4) the Upper Tributaries, with the under
standing in each case that only the territory
lying close to the rivers has been surveyed
(map, Fig. 64). Although the limits of these
regions are rather arbitrary as here presented,
there is evidence for distinguishing the cen
tral zones of each region as somewhat distinct
anthropogeographic units in both ancient and
modern times. In the following sections, a
summary discussion of the geographical fea
tures of each subregion is given, followed by
a description of individual archeological sites,
starting with the site farthest downstream and
working up river.

THE CHIAPA DE CORZO SUBREGION 

The area indicated for this division on the 
map (Fig. 64) actually encompasses three dis
tinct archeological subregions: first, the plain 
and hill lands of the Frailesca centered about 
Villa Flores; second, that of the Ocozocoautla
Cintalapa plateau; and third, that of Chiapa 
de Corzo. The latter subregion includes the 
low river lands converging on the juncture of 
the Rio Santo Domingo with the upper Gri
jalva in front of Chiapa de Corzo, together 
with the Sabinal Valley running by the pres
ent Tuxtla Gutierrez. The Chiapa de Corzo 
subregion has a southwest limit running from 
Berriozabal through Suchiapa to a point south 
of Colonia Julian Grajales, demarcated by a 
slight natural geographic barrier, the rise in 
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terrain which confines the river courses to 
narrow canyons and eliminates the typical 
lower river plains. Isolated from the sub
region of Acala on the southeast by about 15 
kms. of sterile hill lands which separate cul
tivable river plains of the two areas, the 
Chiapa territory also shows cultural distinc
tions during at least part of its history. The 
northern sector is bounded by the foothills 
of the Central Mesa or tierra fria as it is 
locally known. 

According to present indications Chiapa de 
Corzo was the largest site for the subregion 
during a thousand years of Preclassic develop
ment, with outlying zones showing general 
ceramic similarity to it. In later periods the 
principal population and ceremonial centers 
for the territory may have been focused away 
from the Rio Grijalva, but Chiapa was again 
the capital center at the time of the Spanish 
conquest. 

This is now the most accessible portion of 
the Central Depression, as the Pan-American 
highway passes through it on the north and 
a graveled all-weather road extends  from 
Tuxtla Gutierrez to Arriaga by way of Villa 
Flores. A similar graded but poorly main
tained road has been built from Tuxtla to 
Julian Grajales. 

There is no major industry here except for 
the coffee-processing plants in Tuxtla which 
depend upon plantations in the surrounding 
high country. There is also a small coarse
fiber industry in Chiapa de Corzo and other 
towns, based on the henequen or maguey 
plant. Apart from the governmental and com
mercial activities of Tuxtla Gutierrez, the 
state capital, the economy of the region gen
erally depends upon cattle and corn. Slash
and-burn farming is the common practice in 
most parts, but low areas along the Grijalva, 

TABLE I -ANNUAL RAINFALL IN 

Meters 
Elevation Station Jan. Feb. Mar. 

530 Tuxtla Gutierrez 1931-1940 0 0 1 

(1738 ft.) Days with rain 1923-1930 0 0 1 
771 Ocozocoautla 1944-1948 13 20 4 

(2529 ft.) Days with rain 4 3 1 
631 V ilia Flo res 1945-1948 1 17 

(2070 ft.) Days with rain 1 

1 The above and following rainfall tables are copied 
without correction from De Ia Pefia (1951). Though 
errors exist in the figures, the over-all data are gener-

Santo Domingo, Suchiapa, Sabinal and other 
minor rivers are cropped once or twice each 
year, frequently for vegetable produce. Some 
canal irrigation is practiced in the smaller 
river districts, principally on the upper Sabi
nal west of Tuxtla and near the tiny Rio 
Nandalumi east of Chiapa de Corzo. 

ELEVATION AND RAINFALL 

Situated in a zone of severe rain shadow, 
the Chiapa subregion suffers from a very 
marked dry season, as indicated by the data 
for Tuxtla Gutierrez in the chart below. No 
data are available for Chiapa de Corzo but, 
lying at an elevation of 443 meters (1453 feet), 
it is the lowest town in the Central Depression 
and undoubtedly has the least rainfall accord
ingly. Rainfall in the tables below is indicated 
in millimeters, approximately 25 to the inch. 

ARCHEOLOGICAL SITES IN THE CHIAPA 

DE CORZO SUBREGION 

As a result of the policy emphasizing recon
naissance of the area close to the Grijalva, 
no surveys were made by myself in either the 
Frailesca or in the Ocozocoautla subregions. 
Both of these districts contain abundant sites, 
only a few of which were visited by the 
N.W.A.F. in 1953 (Sorenson, 1956). Mention 
has been made of a survey of the Ocozoco
autla-Cintalapa region made by Fredrick A. 
Peterson in 1958, the report of which is now 
in preparation. Carlos Navarrete has recently 
completed a survey and test excavations in 
the Frailesca, and his observations will appear 
in a forthcoming publication. 

The few sites in the Frailesca visited by 
Sorenson (ibid., p. II), together with informa
tion gained verbally and by examination of 
private collections, indicate the major period 

THE CHIAPA DE CORZO SUBREGION 1 

April May June July Aug. Sept. Oct. Nov. Dec. Annual 

3 86 218 183 140 200 86 3 5 802 
1 7 19 14 12 18 9 2 1 86 

16 30 182 194 130 180 82 23 11 879 
2 3 14 10 13 10 7 4 3 74 

16 66 215 203 245 289 68 14 13 1145 
3 6 20 19 18 17 10 2 1 99 

ally correct. Waibel (1946: 52) gives the average yearly 
rainfall for the 1921-1925 period as follows: Tuxtla 
Gutierrez, 815 mm; Cintalapa, 751 mm. 
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of occupation for this subregion to have been 
the Late Classic or Postclassic, but at two sites, 
San Antonio and Padre Piedra, there is Pre
classic material. An Early Preclassic sherd 
deposit has been reported more recently on 
the west bank of the Rio Santo Domingo near 
Villa Flores. This discovery appears to help 
connect the early occupation indicated by the 
Olmec-style stela at Padre Piedra with the 
Early Preclassic zones in the area of the lower 
Santo Domingo River (La Escalera, Vergel, 
Chiapa de Corzo). A personal revisit to El 
Cielito (ibid., p. 11) confirmed the Late Pre
classic and Early Classic date of the ceramics 
found at this site midway between Tuxtla 
and Villa Flores. Sherds examined here com
pare closely with those from Chiapa de Corzo. 

Only cursory inspection has been made of 
most of the small sites known to exist in the 
valley of the Rio Sabinal, despite their prox
imity to Foundation headquarters in Tuxtla. 
No site of major importance has been noted 
but an early and continuous population is in
dicated for this small and irregular but fertile 
vale which extends from the cliff-enclosed exit 
of the Sabinal west of Tuxtla to the source 
of this stream near Berriozabal. 

Berriozabal 

There are said to be a number of sites here
abouts. The only one visited (Berriozabal 1) 
is located several kilometers east of town and 
is reached by a half-kilometer of dirt road to 
the north of the Pan-American highway. Sit
uated on sloping ground partly planted to 
tall grass, little of the site was seen except a 
partly destroyed small mound of loose fill 
and a larger mound in the center of a distant 
pasture. One vessel from a clandestine pit 
in this latter mound was a small bridged
spout jar with rude effigy face similar to Fig. 
43, d. A low mound in a cornfield near the 
highway east of the town (Berriozabal 2) was 
being razed for making adobes in 1958, and 
Classic polychrome and negative-painted 
sherds were recovered here (Fig. 39, a). 

Baqueta, Borcelana, Juan Crispin 

Described by Sorenson (1956: 9-10), these 
sites indicate an occupation from Late Pre
classic to Postclassic times for the upper Rio 
Sabinal. For description of N.W.A.F. inves
tigation of a Preclassic platform mound near 

Juan Crispin (San Agustin) see the report of 
Carlos Navarrete (1959). 

Tuxtla Gutierrez 

At the corner of 1st North Avenue and 8th 
East Street there are the remains of two low 
mounds. Ceramics from the fill are largely 
Late Preclassic but later material is also found 
in the vicinity; from a nearby yard the owner 
dug a small effigy jar and a portion of an 
incensario ladle with stamp-impressed bottom 
which indicates a Postclassic date (Fig. 9, a, j). 
This area is on the east margin of a small 
creek which enters the small Rio Sabinal two 
blocks below, and it is apparent that there 
was considerable ancient debris here, now 
greatly disturbed by modern habitation. Pits 
in the Foundation headquarters yard on 11th 
East and 1st North produced 80 cm. depth 
of occupational debris, mostly dating to the 
Late Postclassic but with traces of Late Pre
classic ceramics. Early Preclassic sherds have 
been seen from the yard of a business house 
in the center of town. More archeological 
evidence could undoubtedly be found in the 
environs of Tuxtla, as the site was occupied 
at the time of the Conquest although appar
ently it was never very important. 

Cerro Hueco 

The cave of Cerro Hueco is situated on the 
edge of the tableland which lies to the south 
of Tuxtla Gutierrez, just beyond the munici
pal park, El Zapotal. Ceramics indicate a Post
classic occupation but the cave, said to be 
very extensive, is poorly reported. Other caves 
have been visited in the area surrounding 
Tuxtla and in all cases the archeological ma
terials are late. 

Agua del Hoyo 

Located in the approximate center of the 
Cerro H ueco mesa known as the Plan de 
Copoya, about midway between Tuxtla and 
Suchiapa, is a relatively large site situated on 
the Finca Agua del Hoyo near the tiny rivulet 
of the Arroyo Sabinal which flows into the 
Rio Suchiapa on the south. A fonnal group 
of more than a dozen mounds occupies the 
small valley floor (Fig. 10, a), and other plat
form groups and what appears to be a col
lapsed long wall or fortification ditch are 
noted on surrounding hills. A cluster of low 
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Figure 9. POTTERY ARTIFACTS FROM THE CHIAPA DE CORZO SUBREGION 

a: Incense burner fragment with mold-impressed ladle; Tuxtla Gutierrez, Early Postclassic. 

b: Functioning ladle-type incense burner. c: Incense burner; Cupia, Late Classic. d: Hollow 

figurine head, fine orange; Nandambua (Chiapa), Early Postclassic. e: Hollow vessel-support; 

Nandambua, Late Postclassic. f: Hollow vessel-support; Acala, Late Postclassic. g: Typical 

vessel with supports like e, f. h: Body of hollow figurine like d, fine orange; Monte Rico, 

Early Postclassic. i: Hollow vessel-support; Cupia, Early Postclassic. j: Small effigy vessel; 

Tuxtla Gutierrez, Late Classic. 
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AGUA DEL HOYO 

MUNICIPIO OE TUXTLA GUTIERREZ 

CHIAPAS, MEXICO 

a 

Figure 10. AGUA DEL HOYO SITE PLANS AND CUPIA ARTIFACTS 

a: Plan of the valley site at Agua del Hoyo, Early Postclassic (?). b: "Dooryard" site at Agua 
del Hoyo, Late Postclassic. c: Pottery objects from Cupia brickyard-I, orifice of incensario urn, 

fire-blackened on interior; 2, hollow hunchback figurine pendant; 3, cream-slipped miniature 
vase; 4, plaque-type figurine head suggesting Teotihuacan IV; 5, miniature tripod plate of 
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mounds and "house foundations" marks the 
presence of a Late Postclassic site in the door
yard of a summer house built on the finca 
lands near the Tuxtla-Suchiapa highway (Fig. 
10, b). Further archeological features are said 
to extend to the west. All ceramics noted are 
late and some are surely of the final pre
conquest or Chiapanec period. 

On the south edge of the mesa is a high 
fortified promontory overlooking the valley 
of Suchiapa. It is a cliff-bounded peninsula 
crossed at its base by an immense stone wall 
barricade. This apparently ancient place of 
refuge produced no cultural evidences by 
which it could be dated. 

A small pyramidal mound reported by 
Becerra (1932: 181) on the highest point of 
Cerro Mactumatsa on the western edge of the 
Plan de Copoya has not been visited. 

Maravillas, San Pedro Buenavista 

Described by Sorenson (1956: 10, 11) and 
by Berlin (1946), these sites represent only the 
Late Classic and Postclassic periods, respec
tively. It appears likely, however, that further 
investigation of the Rio Suchiapa Valley should 
discover sites of the earlier periods. 

El Sumidero 

A site of small mound groups located at 
the mouth of the Sumidero Canyon has been 
explored and described by Berlin (1946). Built 
on a narrow bank between the river and the 
canyon cliffs (Fig. 38, d) some 4 kilometers 
below the bridge on which the Pan-American 
highway crosses the Grijalva, the site may be 
reached by boat or by a dry-season trail which 
follows the right bank downstream from 
Cahuare. The presence of plumbate vessels 
in tombs found with the mounds led Berlin 
to date El Sumidero site to the Toltec or 
Early Postclassic horizon. 

Another small site, with a single earthen 
mound, of apparently similar late date is 
located at the point where the small Rio 
Sabinal empties into the Grijalva, about mid
way between the highway bridge and El 
Sumidero site. Another group of low plat
form mounds is reported across the Grijalva 
from the mouth of the Sabinal. 

Cahuare 

This is the general name for the area on 
the east of the Rio Grijalva where the Pan-

American highway crosses it. Excavations for 
road-fill east of the river have left cuts in the 
hills which reveal considerable sherd content 
and what appear to be remnants  of low 
mounds. Sherds indicate occupation from 
Early Preclassic times. The Late Classic or 
Early Postclassic figurine heads in Fig. 40, b 
are from the general Cahuare vicinity. Bones 
of Pleistocene mammals have been reported 
from these gravel deposits. 

There is a small cave located in the cliffs 
on the east side of the river below the high
way bridge which is completely dry and con
tains 30 to 80 ems. of dusty bat guano over 
the floors of its narrow and irregular cham
bers. Numerous sherds were found through
out this debris and all appear to pertain to 
the second phase of the Early Preclassic period. 

El Cairo is an apparently Early Postclassic 
occupation zone on the left bank of the Gri
jalva about four kilometers south of the 
bridge at Cahuare (Fig. 38, e, background). 
Gravel-pit workers have found numerous 
graves in the hills here (Fig. 38, a-c ). The ves
sels appear to be a type of fine orange ware, 
perhaps imports from Tabasco. 

Chiapa de Corzo 

Present knowledge indicates the archeologi
cal site on the east edge of Chiapa de Corzo 
to have had an extensive occupation in Early 
Preclassic times and to have grown steadily 
up into the Early Classic period when it ap
pears to have been largely abandoned, if ces
sation of building activity is any indication. 
(The intensive excavations by the Foundation 
at this site are reviewed in the preceding 
paper.) Views of the Chiapa site and materials 
are shown in Figs. 36; 37; 39, b; 40, a. Only 
in limited zones of the site are ceramics of 
the Late Classic and Postclassic periods found 
and no structural features have yet been as
signed to these periods. However, south of 
the principal Chiapa de Corzo site there is 
a series of low stony platforms built upon the 
summit of a chain of hills closely paralleling 
the Rio Grijalva bank; these appear to per
tain entirely to the Late Postclassic horizon. 

Test pits in the center of the modern town 
of Chiapa de Corzo indicate extensive Pre
classic and Postclassic occupation. Pottery and 
copper objects from a grave discovered in a 
Chiapa street by ditch diggers are shown in 
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Figure 11. ARTIFACTS FROM THE CHIAPA DE COR20 TOWN-SITE 

a-e, g: Fragments of a polychrome (red and black on cream) grater bowl (Fig. 39, c), tripod olla and effigy support, recovered from a ravine in the Barrio

de Santa Elena, Chiapa de Corzo. f: Copper bell, one of 42 found with a copper chisel and ceramic offering (Fig. 12) in Chiapa de Corzo street burial;

Late Postclassic or "Chiapanec." 
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Figure 12. BURIAL OFFERING FROM CHIAPA DE CORZO TOWN-SITE 

a-d: Molcajetes or grater bowls (Fig. 40, d-e) with mold-impressed bottoms and polychrome

exterior designs. e-h: Tripod bowls with cascabel feet, three with effigy heads; cream ware

with interior band of red paint. All from Chiapa de Corzo street burial (Fig. 11, f); Late

Postclassic. 
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Figs. 11, f; 12; 40, d, e. Ceramics from a very 
similar, contemporary "Nahuatl" occupation 
at Naco in northwestern Honduras have been 
described by Strong, Kidder, and Paul (1938: 
33-34; Pls. 3 and 4). Examination of a deep
gully washed through the Barrio of Santa
Elena on the east side of town also revealed
ceramics of the earliest and latest Chiapa occu
pation periods. Fragments of an olla, a poly
chrome tripod vessel and an effigy foot (Figs.
11; 39, c) from this dry wash represent exam
ples of what we have generally considered to
be "Chiapanec" ware, pertaining to the final
preconquest period.

Other zones of occupation have been found 
both up- and down-stream from Chiapa but 
no other large site has been discovered in the 
vicinity on either side of the river. In Figs. 
9, d-e, and 61, a4 are seen objects from small 
sites near Chiapa de Corzo. 

Zone of the Rio Santo Domingo 

The area of Cupia has been described by 
both Sorenson and Shook (1956: I 4, 25, 33). 
Late Classic ceramics are dominant at Cupia 
(Figs. 9, c, i; IO, c; 46, d I, 2, 4) and at La 
Grandeza farther up river. Sherd deposits 
and low mounds are noted at Paredon (ibid.), 
America Libre and at other points along the 
Santo Domingo river bluffs with Late Pre
classic types predominant. Vergel is primarily 
a sherd deposit uncovered by a road cut 
through a hillside. Predominant sherds are 
Early Preclassic, second phase (Fig. 35). La 
Escalera, located at the mouth of La Boqueron 
Canyon (Sorenson, 1956: 13) has sherd mate
rial predominantly Early Preclassic but with 
Late Preclassic and Late Classic also repre
sented. Both Postclassic (Fig. 9, h) and Pre
classic materials have been recovered from 
Monte Rico, a hilly site without important 
mounds, located on the south shore of the 
Grijalva upstream from the mouth of the Rio 
Santo Domingo. 

THE ACALA SUBREGION

The Acala archeological subregion is con
fined to the area close to the great bend of 
the Upper Grijalva. Although the San Cris
tobal Las Casas and Teopisca areas are in
cluded on the map, they pertain to a highland 
region that is quite distinct from that of the 
Central Depression. (Even here, however, 

there is a certain unity given to the mapped 
region by the fact that present-day Tzotzil 
Indians from various of the highland villages 
annually descend from their cold mountain 
homes to rent milpa land in the warm valley 
of the Grijalva in order to secure a corn har
vest adequate for their needs. Whether or not 
this practice follows an ancient pattern re
mains to be determined.) The Venustiano 
Carranza (San Bartolome) region is unstudied 
by the Foundation and its relationship to the 
Acala region is therefore unknown. It seems 
logical that eventually a separate cultural 
subregion should be assigned to the Venus
tiano Carranza-Grijalva district, conforming 
to the western portion of the modern political 
division or municipio of that name which 
includes territory on both sides of the Gri
jalva. 

The Acala subregion is relatively isolated 
geographically, being effectively separated 
from the Chiapa de Corzo district by a sec
tion of dry hill land almost entirely lacking 
in the fertile river-terrace lands which distin
guish the principal archeological zones of the 
upper Grijalva. Upstream from Acala, the 
precipitous Angostura Canyon cuts through 
a plateau zone enclosing the region on the 
south. The rugged terrain on the east of the 
Grijalva has discouraged road building and 
there still is no overland access by vehicle to 
Acala except by crossing the river from the 
west-this only in the dry season. Despite this 
isolation, Acala, with over 2000 inhabitants, 
is still the largest community on the upper 
Grijalva above Chiapa de Corzo. It is doubt
ful that Acala enjoyed this predominance in 
preconquest times, however, as there are sev
eral larger mound sites farther up river. 

The Acala economy is based entirely upon 
agriculture, divided between subsistence corn 
farming with salable excess and large cattle 
ranches. 

ELEVATION AND RAINFALL 

No rainfall data are given for Acala, but 
at 497 meters (1630 ft.) above sea level it 
probably receives somewhat less than Chia
pilla (see Table 2) situated at 560 meters 
(1837 ft.) a few kilometers closer to the moun
tains on the northeast. Unseasonal droughts 
are not uncommon in this region. 
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TABLE 2 -ANNUAL RAINFALL IN THE AcALA SUBREGION 

Meters 
Elevation Station Jan. Feb. Mar. 

560 Chiapilla 1931-1940 4 0 4 
(1837 ft.) Days with rain 1 0 1 

790 V. Carranza 1931-1940 11 3 19 
(2591 ft.) Days with rain 2 1 1 

2113 San Cristobal 1923-1930 5 3 12 
(6932 ft.) Days with rain 2 

ARCHEOLOGICAL SITES IN THE 

ACALA SUBREGION 

The presence of roads on the west side of 
the Rio Grijalva facilitated repeated surveys 
of this part of the Acala subregion, while the 
lack of such access on the east side caused the 
delay of a survey of the right bank area up 
river from Acala. As a result of subsequent 
circumstances rather than of intent, a thor
ough survey of the zone on the eastern side 
of the river has not been made, and present 
knowledge is confined to a few limited spots. 
Shook (1956: 27) examined the right bank for 
a distance of some 8 kms. above Acala and 
found only one small site, but owners of large 
fincas within this area have reported exten
sive sites on their properties. As these sites are 
said to consist primarily of hundreds of stone 
"house foundations" encountered during land 
clearing and plowing operations, it is not sur
prising that a brief reconnaissance failed to 
locate them. A more adequate survey of the 
zone planned by William Sanders for 1958 
failed to materialize when the full period of 
his summer season with the Foundation was 
occupied with the unexpectedly prolific sherd 
deposits at the Santa Cruz site (see below). 

Alfaro 

This site is located on the northeast half 
of the old Hacienda Alfaro. West of Colonia 
Veinte de Noviembre near the ranch houses 
of Finca Alfaro a road runs several kilometers 
northward to Finca San Joaquin. The site 
is extensive and consists of numerous low 
mound complexes constructed on the summits 
of a series of high gravelly hills lying between 
the finca house and the Rio Grijalva. The 
mounds are formally arranged about plazas. 
Potsherds are very scarce and badly eroded 
and no worthwhile collection could be made. 
Fragments of metates and extremely large 
manos were noted in several places scattered 
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April May June July Aug. Sept. Oct. Hov. Dec. Annual 

3 72 215 143 115 199 75 1 6 837 
1 7 14 13 12 14 7 1 1 72 

44 202 305 227 208 399 182 22 12 1633 
3 10 18 15 15 18 12 2 1 98 

40 135 276 133 153 279 132 30 15 1213 
5 13 18 13 13 19 12 6 3 114 

on the surface. The site is probably Post
classic and appears to be of major importance 
for the period. Stone "house foundations" 
are abundant and a group of low platforms 
is found near the river. There are isolated 
platforms located on hill slopes within the 
Alfaro lands and elsewhere in this vicinity. 
No large areas of level land exist near the 
river. The steep, pyramid-like hill on Alfaro 
property which overlooks the river (Shook, 
1956: 25) was found to be a natural forma
tion, but located on a level terrace to the 
rear of this cone is a low platform, and an
other exists at the foot of the western slope. 

The rude stone statue shown in Fig. 41, b

was found years ago on Alfaro lands, and now 
lies in the Alfaro chapel. 

Acala 

The Acala area has been described by 
Sorenson (op. cit., p. 13) and by Shook (op. 
cit., pp. 26-30). The latter spent six days in 
the area with the Foundation party in 1955 
conducting explorations along the river and 
digging a test pit in the river bank which 
encountered an exceptionally rich midden 
deposit (Shook, 1955: 294-295; 1956: 28-30). 
In 1956, during January and February, Hein
rich Berlin directed a series of test excava
tions for the Foundation in the vicinity of 
the town of Acala and on the opposite side 
of the river in the area of Puerto Mexico in 
accord with the suggestions made by Shook 
on the basis of his 1955 study. Test pits were 
dug to sterile soil on the upstream and down
stream sides of Acala, and another was sunk 
in the yard of the Foundation quarters about 
in the center of town (Fig. 13). These pits 
produced almost entirely Late Preclassic pot
tery and each encountered sterile deposits 
about at the 2.5 meter level. In addition, the 
backyard pit cut through the low wall of 
a buried platform structure made of a porous 
limestone. Some pottery and jade offerings 
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Figure 13. THE ARCHEOLOGICAL ZONE OF ACALA 

from Preclassic burials were seen from other 
town yards (Fig. 41, c-g). 

The figurines in Figs. 16, c, d, f, j; 17, h-l; 

and 41, a were purchased in Acala and were 
originally recovered from the town itself or 
from neighboring farm lands in the muni
cipio. The abundance of these figurine frag
ments indicates a heavy Late Classic or Early 
Postclassic occupation near Acala. These fig
ures are mostly solid and mold-made, but 
many appear to be from hollow bodies. Pre
classic figurines are also included in the Acala 
collections (Figs. 16, a, b; 17, b). 

Ruiz Site 

Berlin thought it unwise to conduct ex
cavations in the Acala streets or yards, and 
concentrated efforts on the late Ruiz site on 
the south or Puerto Mexico side of the river 
in order to avoid any conflict with the towns
people. The Ruiz site is located on unused 
farm land away from any populated area. 

Investigations of the Ruiz site indicate that 
it was occupied in Early Postclassic times, 
although few distinctive objects were recov
ered (Figs. 44, 45). The site plan (Fig. 14) 
shows structural forms determined by excava
tion. Construction was primarily of packed 
earth walls and mound fill with thin surface 
caps of lime stucco (Fig. 44, j, m). Stucco sur
faces were in some cases painted red. Stone 
retaining walls were also utilized (Fig. 44, f). 

The buildings underwent successive recon
structions with a final rebuilding utilizing 
walls and pillars of small stone, the remains 
of which are seen on the surface of the site 
(Figs. 44, a, b; 45, a, c). 

An outstanding feature uncovered was a 
circular stuccoed hearth still filled with ashes, 
located at the rear of a large room in Mound 
K (Fig. 45, e, f). An example of a painted 
floor design in red (Fig. 45, b) was found in 
the same structure. It has been suggested that 
this design is the playing field for a gambling 
game, perhaps on the order of the ancient 
Mexican Indian game of patolli. 

The pottery figure shown in Fig. 15, g and 
the spindle whorls in Fig. 15, b, c were recov
ered from the fill of Mound F and Mound K, 
respectively. The representations of copper 
bells in the figurine necklace and the presence 
of plumbate sherds in mound fill tend to con
firm an Early Postclassic date for the Ruiz site. 

Finquita San Antonio 

Repair work on the pnm1t1ve ranch road 
running from Puerto Mexico upstream has 
cut through a deposit of Late Preclassic pot
tery fragments lying on top of a layer of 
sterile sand near a small arroyo entering the 
Grijalva approximately 8 kilometers above 
Acala. No mounds were found in the area 
but Late Classic or Postclassic sherds were 
found on the surface of surrounding fields. 



32 N.W.A.F. 

il 

� 

�
� 

C) 

' 

PAPER No. 2. LOWE: EXPLORATION OF UPPER 

� 

N 

0: 

0 

I-
"'··-.. en 

111• 
• • -

.., 

© 
:I: 0 

k) 
' 

.... 

" 

f 

• 

.. ... 

• 

GRIJALVA RIVER 

<( 0 
...J 
<( 

x (.) 
<( w 

:::E 
w " 
0 en 

0 � 
0:: <( 
c3 

:c 
z 
::> 0 
::::e 

:::E 

It) 

0 

.. 
• 

• 

s 
p:: 



a 

b 

d 

g 

C 

e 

ACALA SUBREGION 

(\:::�:s_::,}:_::::-., 
------

a" 

0 2 3(m. 

0 
lnehes 

g' 

f 

Figure 15. CLAY ARTIFACTS FROM THE ACALA SUBREGION 
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a: Opossum head thought to be from three-horned burner bowl (a"); Late Classic. b, c: Mold

made spindle whorls; fill of Mound K, Ruiz site, Early Postclassic. d: Fragment of hollow 

cylinder seal, general Acala collection, Preclassic. e: Groove-incised spindle whorl coated with 

black paint or chapapote over fine gray, pink-slipped paste; Acala, Postclassic (?). f: Hollow 
figurine, fine orange; Acala, Early Postclassic. g: Hollow figurine; fill of Mound F, Ruiz site, 

Early Postclassic. h: Solid figurine head, fine orange; Acala collection, Early Postclassic. 
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On the summit of a steep hill to the rear of 
this site an extended burial lies flush with the 
surface, partly exposed. The steep hills so 
typical of this region are eroded shale forma
tions and frequently have little or no humus 
covering their summits; thus this shallow in
terment is slowly being exposed by natural 
weathering agents. It was not disturbed and 
is of unknown period. 

Pottery fragments, ranging from Early Pre
classic to Late Classic types, may be observed 
in many of the road cuts made through the 
hills in this section along the river and appear 
to represent widespread occupation by small 
groups. 

San Marcialito 

Occupying a level region behind a series 
of bluffs extending across a broad peninsula 
formed by the confluence of the small Rio 
Chiapilla with the Grijalva (Fig. 19), San 
Marcialito appears to be the best example 
of an undisturbed Late Postclassic site found 
to date in the Grijalva region. Thickly clus
tered house foundations and larger platform 
mounds suggest a tightly nucleated town of 
fair size. The site plan (Fig. 18) includes only 
a portion of the populated zone; additional 
mounds are found to the north and east. All 
ceramics found at the site conform to the 
Late Postclassic forms thought to typify the 
Chiapanec occupation in Chiapa de Corzo. 
The most prominent objects recovered here 
are the long, solid or hollow, pointed tripod 
supports. 

An archeological site at nearby Chiapilla 
was visited by Berlin in 1956. It is not known 
what relationship the objects in Fig. 43, b, d, 
photographed in town, have with the adja
cent mound site. 

Santa Cruz 

This important site is located within the 
tightest goose-neck on the Grijalva River. It 
is only about 600 meters across the base of 
the peninsula. Occupying two closely related 
zones, the archeological site appears to have 
at first centered on the level terrace situated 
amid the cultivable flood plain in the toe of 
the peninsula and to have moved in late 
times to the summits of the hills which extend 
finger-like out of the peninsula base (Fig. 19). 
The strategic position occupied by the site is 
obvious. The surface collection of pottery in-

dicates a continuous occupation from the 
Early Preclassic through Late Classic times. 
The flood plain and adjoining low, level ter
race lands of Santa Cruz (Fig. 42, a) comprise 
the largest such area in the Acala subregion 
and this was no doubt the factor which dic
tated the long occupation of the zone; the 
close presence of suitable hill lands encour
aged occupation by the late-horizon peoples 
who seem to have favored the elevated loca
tion. 

The mounds located on the hills are low
with a single exception, not over three or four 
meters high-and are arranged in the formal 
small plaza pattern characteristic of late sites. 
This late dating is sustained by the associated 
ceramics, for only Classic period sherds were 
recovered from the hill area. The mounds 
in the lower area (Fig. 42, c), on the other 
hand, suggest an early period. With several 
mounds of this group reaching to over nine 
meters and oriented in a line east of north 
it is possible that these mounds experienced 
their major growth in Late Preclassic or Pro
toclassic times. It is probable that the large 
mounds underwent a final enlargement dur
ing the Classic period following an estab
lished pattern and that the "acropolis" or 
platform-court features of the mound on the 
southwest extremity of the group belong to 
this latter period. 

The small number of mounds present in 
the lower group does not seem impressive, 
but it may be significant to note that this is 
the only site in the Acala subregion with large 
mounds that may be assigned to the Preclassic 
period and that it is likewise the only large 
Preclassic mound site known to exist between 
Chiapa de Corzo on the north and Santa Rosa 
on the south in the Chapatengo-Chejel sub
region. 

Intensive test pitting and site mapping were 
done at Santa Cruz during the summer of 1958 
by Sanders and will be reported in a forth
coming Foundation publication. 

San Juan 
Several small groups of mounds are located 

on the level Fin ca San Juan lands between 
the Rio Grijalva and the road connecting 
Puerto Mexico and El Chalan. Sherds were 
very scarce and badly eroded but indicate 
Late Classic occupation. Stone wall remains 
are visible in the mounds. 
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a, b: Preclassic, hand modeled. c-k: Mold made, probably Late Classic, except j may be Post
classic. All are solid except g and j. From general Acala collection except e, i, k, Amatal. 
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Figure 17. CLAY OBJECTS FROM THE ACALA SUBREGION 

g 

n 

a,c: Paso de la Vega. b,g-l,o: Acala. d: Chachi. e,r: Las Brisas. f,q: Laguna Mora (Terrero 
Alfarefio). m, n, p: Laguna Mora (Los Cimientos). b, e: Hand modeled, solid, Preclassic. 
o: Early Classic incised black (Fig. 41, i). a, c, d, f-n, p, q: Late Classic, mold made. r: Early 

Postclassic. c, f, h, j, k, m, q and r are hollol'1. 
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San Luis

This is a large site which appears to be the 
ceremonial center for an extended area of low 
mounds and sherd deposits beginning down 
river on the finca lands of Los Angeles and 
La Herradura, just upstream from San Juan. 
The plan of San Luis (Fig. 20, a) is based on 
a hasty sketch made by myself and gives only 
a general idea of the site's orientation. Walls 
of roughly shaped limestone are still visible 
in some of the larger mounds. There is what 
appears to be an open-end ball court, and 
between this and the principal group of the 
site is a long low pile of loose stones extend
ing north and south for about a hundred 
meters; apparently this represents a collapsed 
stone wall. One partially destroyed rude 
sculpture was seen lying in the tall grass of 
a pasture. It appears very similar to sculp
tures known at the site of Santoton near 
Venustiano Carranza (see files of Frans Blom, 
San Cristobal Las Casas, on the latter site; 
Santoton is the best-known site in this vicinity 
and is undoubtedly related to the river sites 
on a late horizon). 

Ceramics from the San Luis area are en
tirely Late Classic and this agrees with the 
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architecture. At the entrance to the finca 
a road cut has exposed a concentration of 
pottery fragments, and included in the col
lection made here were several portions of 
gray bowls with carved number glyph and 
decoration (Fig. 61, c7) suggesting a Lowland 
Maya Tepeu 3 correlation. Presence of this 
ware suggests an occupation in the final period 
of the Maya Late Classic (ca. A.D. 900 or 
perhaps somewhat later). 

Finca Amata! 

Potsherds and foundation lines may be 
found almost at random over the hillsides 
between San Luis and Finca Amatal and on 
up river. The area is covered with low brush 
or forest, so no careful examination was made 
of the hills, but landowners and workers fre
quently had in their possession figurines and 
applique fragments of baked clay. These ob
jects, as well as the sherds found in the area, 
are almost exclusively Late Classic (Fig. 21). 
Only at Amata!, at the tip of another penin
sula jutting into the river, is there an exten
sive mound site. Several poorly defined 
mounds exist right on the edge of the high 
stony ledge on the upstream side, and north 
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Figure 18. PLAN OF THE SAN MARCIALITO SITE 
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of this 1s an extensive area of low mounds 
within a forested area. The soil is very 
gravelly. The mound group is surely Late 
Classic, but along the bluffs on the east there 
is a sherd deposit with both Early and Late 
Preclassic in abundance. 

Ostuta 

Colonial church ruins, possibly preconquest 
mound. No worthwhile potsherds noted. 

Angostura 

Above Finca Amata! there is a large tract 
of level land along a small arroyo, but cul
tural remains are confined to two small 
groups of low mounds and scattered sherds in 
the cornfields. All appear late. Along the hills 
continuing up river there are other small 
mounds of similar nature, and Late Classic 
figurine heads are found on the hillsides (Fig. 
16, e, h, i, k). Not until the bend of the river on 
FincaAngostura land is a formal site noted and 
it is not large; Fig. 20 , b is based on a rough 
field sketch. In addition to the formal group 
of low mounds with its ball court, there are 
numerous stone foundation lines, all late 
traits. Sherds were very scarce and no worth
while collection was made but a few Preclassic 
red wares were noted. 

Cerro Banquillo 

On top of the steep limestone peak at the 
entrance to Angostura Canyon is a thick de
posit of large sherds from Late Classic storage 
jars and bowls (Fig. 48, a2). This may logi
cally have been a lookout point, as the peak 
commands an extremely wide view. 

Cueva Guajil Blanco 

Upstream one or two kilometers from Finca 
Angostura through the sheer cliffs of Angos
tura Canyon there is a large overhang 20 
meters or so above the river. Within this 
shelter there are numerous human bones, 
skulls and pottery fragments lying about 
where they have been scattered by treasure 
hunters who have made several pits in the 
deep soil of the cave floor. Pottery is Late 
Classic (Fig. 61 , c 9). Deeper portions of the 
cave were not investigated. 

Plan de Monte Rico 

On the road from Veinte de Noviembre to 
El Chalan, before arriving at a side road lead-

ing to Angostura, is a large level area on top 
of a broad hill known as the Plan de Monte 
Rico. Here is located a site of numerous low 
platform mounds arranged in very compact 
order. Both the architecture and ceramic 
types compare closely with those from the 
nearby Laguna Mora sites described below. 

Laguna Mora Zone 

Sites in this zone, described by Sorenson 
(1956: 14), are located away from the river 
in the great bend of the Grijalva. Little new 
study was given to these sites which consist 
of extensive areas of closely situated stone 
"house foundations" and stony platforms. On 
a revisit to the area in 1958 Martinez mapped 
the site of Las Posadas (Fig. 22) and secured 
photographs of the architecture (Fig. 47, a, c, 
d) and of objects from Laguna Mora cave
(Fig. 47, b, e-g). Figurines shown in Fig. 17,
f, m, n, p, q are from the general Laguna
Mora vicinity. New collections of ceramics
are entirely Late Classic in date, and this
agrees with Shook's previous analysis of the
Laguna Mora sherds (1956, p. 32) which iden
tified fine-paste hard wares similar to the
Amatle wares of highland Guatemala as well
as several examples of San Juan plumbate
(Fig. 48, a l).

An air view of the extensive zones of low 
mounds and stone foundation lines near 
Laguna Mora is very impressive; in a single 
view it is possible to see the parallel stone 
mounds of five separate ball courts with their 
associated complexes. They occupy what are 
today quite drab and barren hillsides during 
the dry season but in so doing conform to a 
rather widespread Late Classic settlement pat
tern-it is probable that an extremely nu
merous population at this time forced utiliza
tion of large land areas previously considered 
less desirable. 

Chachi 

This isolated farming colonia reached by 
cart road from Venustiano Carranza or truck 
from La Concordia is built over innumerable 
stone foundation lines (Fig. 42, d) with Late 
Classic pottery on the surface. On the moun
tain slope behind town away from the river 
there is a large site called Tres Cerros with 
over 100 stone-filled mounds. Pottery is Late 
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a: Hollow figurine body. b, c: Hollow-bodied dogs, female and male respectively, with body 

adornment. d: Hollow figurine with extravagant hairdress. All from near Finca Amatal. 

Late Classic. 
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Classic. Colonial ruins are reported in the 
vicinity. 

Las Brisas 

On the southwest side of the Grijalva in 
front of Chachi is a group of farm houses 
belonging to the small Las Brisas ranch. Huge 
platform mounds extend across the property, 
partly obscured by modern dwellings and sec
ond-growth brush. Pottery fragments recov
ered from the eroding stone walls retaining 
the fill of these mounds are predominantly 
Early Preclassic, but the huge platform con
structions suggest a later period. Two figm;ine 
heads, reportedly found in one of these 
mounds, were purchased in the vicinity (Fig. 
17, e, r). One is solid, Preclassic, and the other 
hollow, Early Postclassic. 

Buenos Aires 

Following the left side of the Grijalva up
stream from Las Brisas over a newly opened 
road leading to a government river-flow check 
station one passes through the ranches of Aca
pulco, Paz de Buenos Aires and Las Delicias. 
The name of Buenos Aires has been given to 
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a large archeological site distributed over 
parts of all three of these properties. The site 
is an extensive one consisting principally of 
many stone-bordered platform mounds, some 
long and rectangular, others smaller and 
squarish, with several taller pyramidal 
mounds with complex adjoining platform 
features. Thick low forest obscures the central 
portion of the site. Sherds are scarce over most 
of the area due to forest and grass cover, but 
occur in actual piles in an eroding section on 
the up-river side of the built-up area. Sherds 
from this latter zone are dominantly Early 
Preclassic, second phase, with only a few 
sherds pertaining to the first part of the Late 
Preclassic. The few sherds recovered from else
where on the site follow this pattern; only two 
examples of sherds assignable to a later period 
were found, despite the fact that the architec
tural complex seems to represent a Late 
Classic center. This site should be mapped 
and investigated more fully. 

Paso de la Vega 

An impoverished semi-indigenous village, 
Paso de la Vega appears to be the center of an 
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Figure 22. PLAN OF LAS POSADAS SITE 

A typical Late Classic site. 
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archeological site of considerable importance. 
Sherds abundant in ravines on the east side of 
town are mostly Late Preclassic (Fig. 43,a) but 
elsewhere they appear to belong to the Late 
Classic period. The town is criss-crossed by 
ancient foundation lines and the gullied 
streets and lanes reveal quantities of potsherds 
and clay objects (Fig. 17, a, c). There is an 
uninvestigated mound group a short way be
hind the town. On the limestone ledges away 
from rhe river there is an extensive area of 
stone terraces, platforms and mounds, all ap
parently Late Classic, though few sherds could 
be found_ There are Colonial ruins here and a 
reported "iglesia vieja" nearby. 

From Paso de la Vega upstream to Chapa
tengo the river runs through a deep channel 
amid steep limestone hill lands with shallow 
surface soil. Mostly covered with dense forests, 
this section was not investigated except by 
boat, but inquiries produced no knowledge of 
mound sites here. 

THE CHAPATENGO-CHEJEL SUBREGION 

The Chapatengo-Chejel archeological dis
trict is confined to the restricted zone of river 
lowlands paralleling the Rio Grijalva from 
the mouths of the Rio Blanco and Rio La 
Concordia (Rio Salina Grande) on the north
west to the division of the Grijalva at Argelia 
on the southeast. Geographically the district 
is an old longitudinal valley. No modern com
munity of importance exists in this subregion 
and the above name was selected for the 
double reason that it encompasses the lower 
and upper limits of the valley and that it in
cludes the only two indigenous place names 
remaining in use. Chejel is perhaps the most 
widely known locality in the valley and is 
often the only name appearing on published 
maps, having been applied to the whole 
upper course of the upper Grijalva by Becerra 
(1932.99). 

Occupying the most extensive and consist
ent river plain on the upper Grijalva, the 
Chapatengo-Chejel subregion is today a land 
of large cattle ranches whose owners live in 
Comitan, San Cristobal or elsewhere, leaving 
mayordomos or administrators to manage the 
fincas. Although anciently densely populated, 
the district today has only a single community, 
the Colonia de N ifios Heroes founded by 

agrarians from the La Concordia area about 
twenty years ago on land formerly pertaining 
to the Finca Guanacaste. Ninos Heroes is the 
merest village, lacking even a general store. 
Probably the population of the entire valley 
today would not exceed two or three thousand 
souls. Most necessities beyond corn, beans, 
fruit and meat are secured in La Concordia or 
Comitan. Travel is mainly on foot or horse
back but for transport burro trains are fre
quent and ox carts are used to some extent. 

I have seen no recorded history for the re
gion, but the fertile bottom lands were the 
property of Dominican Friars after the Con
quest and apparently pertained to the priory 
of Copanaguastla. Following the revolutions 
of the present and preceding centuries the 
lands were broken up and divided among 
many individuals. Several of the fincas have 
changed hands in recent years. 

The comparative isolation and the general 
ignorance of this rich and frequently beauti
ful region is remarkable; few scientists have 
visited it. To my knowledge, Mullerried 
(1948; with others, 1941) has made the only 
published references to the area in scientific 
literature. Access to the region is somewhat 
difficult and is made only by airplane, horse
back, or afoot during the wet months. Rugged 
limestone ridges paralleling both sides of the 
narrow valley immediately behind the river 
plain make entry by vehicle even in the dry 
season a slow and tiring experience. The poor 
roads into the region must be repaired at the 
close of the rainy season each year. Our Willys 
station wagon was the first non-truck vehicle 
ever seen by many of the valley people. 

Much of the region, especially the more 
moist level lands nearer the river, has been 
cleared and planted to sacaton, a coarse pas
ture grass (Fig. 52, c), but limited areas of tall 
tropical forest still remain along the margins 
of the Grijalva, primarily on the west side. In 
former years some commercial timber was 
rafted down river to Chiapa de Corzo, but 
the deforestation resulting from accelerated 
ranching activities has doomed any further 
timber harvest. 

ELEVATION AND RAINFALL 

No rainfall data have been published for 
the river region but it undoubtedly receives 
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TABLE 3. RAINFALL IN THE CHAPATENGO-CHEJEL SUBREGION 

Meters 
Elevation Station Jan. Feb. Mar. 

555 La Concordia 1946 10 20 15 

(1820 ft.) Days with rain 1 I 

600+ A. A. Corzo Galten.) 1945-1948 1 0 
(1968 ft.) Days with rain 1 0 

1530 Sapaluta (Trinitaria) 1947-1948 14 16 
(5019 ft.) Days with rain 7 3 

less than any station listed above, lying as it 
does in a sunken trough within the Central 
Depression. 

LOCAL GEOGRAPHY 

Certain topographical factors have played a 
dominant role in the location of settlements 
in the Chapatengo-Chejel subregion and the 
principal of these is the availability of surface 
water. W"ith the exception of the tributary 
rivers on the downstream end of the district 
and a small spring at Laguna Francesa, there 
is no source of water in this valley except for 
the River Grijalva itself, and this has natural
ly required that sites be located nearby. The 
uniform physiographic structure of this sub
region facilitated the development of an 
equally uniform settlement pattern for the 
area but one with distinct variations accord
ing to time periods. An understanding of the 
local geography will aid visualization of the 
occupational sequence. 

A distinct ecological succession is obser
vable in a profile of the valley floor where 
vegetative types have been dictated by avail
able moisture and soil construction. This is 
particularly noticeable on the southwest side 
of the Grijalva where the river plain has a 
general width of five or six kilometers and 
ascends gently away from the river in a series 
of broad level terraces. The sandy flood plain 
along the river sustains tall grass and shrubs 
with low willows and giant cottonwoods 
(populus arizonica Sag.) which look some
what incongruous in a tropical setting (Fig. 
51, a). Back of the flood plain, on the first 
terrace level, tall evergreen broad-leaf forest 
is the rule wherever the land has not been cut 
over. These forests contain typical tropical 
hardwoods and supply the local demand for 
lumber. Since the shade keeps undergrowth 
to a minimum, the forest areas are suitable 
only for limited stock grazing and shelter 
(there is no true jungle on the upper Gri-
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9 
l 

7 
1 

April May June July Aug. Sept. Oct. Nov. Dec. Annual 

124 23 183 254 170 322 102 19 54 1709 
5 6 16 10 12 10 15 3 1 87 

35 145 422 283 234 456 195 60 50 1889 
2 10 17 13 13 19 11 5 5 95 

63 119 133 140 123 191 92 60 57 1014 
7 11 15 14 19 22 15 9 15 138 

jalva, for the rainfall is insufficient to support 
it, but lower forest away from the river is 
frequently so dense and thicket-like as to be 
almost impenetrable). The tropical forest is 
confined to a limited strip along the river, 
usually less than a kilometer in width, where 
it is sustained by the nearness of the subsoil 
water level, and by river mists. 

Beyond the tall forest zone, ascending an
other terrace level, the now more gravely soil 
supports a low semi-deciduous type of forest 
often dominated by thorny acacias and inter
spersed with open grasslands comprising in 
total a band several kilometers wide. The 
region provides excellent pasture until it be
comes too dry toward spring. Broken only 
occasionally by rolling hills and gentle ar
royos this veldt land permits one to drive, in 
a rugged vehicle, almost at will anywhere in 
the forty-kilometer stretch from Santa Rosa 
to Chejel and Argelia where the hills begin to 
close in. One supposes that this natural pas
ture land once supported great herds of wild 
game. The striking situation of this fertile 
river valley and its suitability for human 
occupation, as amply evidenced by abundant 
archeological remains, thus stand out in con
trast to its present-day sparse population and 
simple economy. 

The region under consideration is a basin 
within a basin and its study may be consider
ed a micro-study of the greater Central De
pression, but to round out the visualization of 
the over-all setting it is necessary that the 
ecological cross-section be carried out of the 
Chejel valley and extended across the remain
der of the Depression. Between San Jacinto 
and Santa Rosa there appear at places in the 
valley plain outcroppings of limestone beds 
which are outriders of the rough hills and 
ledges forming the valley's border. Farther to 
the southwest, beyond the more luxuriant 
forest vegetation supported by the limy soils 
of this hill range, are the extensive grassy 
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plains of the Custepeques lying at an eleva
tion over 100 meters above the Grijalva. Flat, 
level, almost treeless (Fig. 49, a), the Custe
peques llanos extend from Chicomuselo 
through La Concordia and on beyond to con
nect with the plain of Villa Corzo, inter
rupted only by dissecting rivers and arroyos. 
Beyond the grassland belt begin the foothills 
of the Sierra Madre de Chiapas. Returning 
to the Grijalva and extending the profile 
northward, a similar succession is repeated, 
but in shorter steps with the river plain fre
quently pinched to nothing as the closely en
croaching hill lands push against the river 
(Fig. 52, c). Looking southeastward or up
stream, the hills are seen to shut off the valley 
as the Grijalva splits into the San Gregorio 
and the San Miguel, and on beyond are seen 
the towering peaks of the Cuchumatanes 
range in Guatemala. To the northwest or 
downstream, the valley is again pinched off at 
Chapatengo by the chain of hills and ledges 
which culminate in the formidable Canyon 
of Angostura. Thus relatively isolated, the 
Chapatengo-Chejel subregion is viewed as a 
distinct geographical zone with unifying fea
tures to which cultural developments appear 
to have closely conformed. 

ARCHEOLOGICAL SITES IN THE 

CHAPATENGO-CHEJEL SUBREGION 

According to present knowledge, the abund
ant Preclassic settlements in the Chapatengo
Chejel subregion were principally earthen
mound sites confined to the margins of the 
tall-forest zone occupying the first river ter
race as mentioned above. This position gave 
the early occupants ready access to culinary 
water from the Grijalva River, and the low 
bajio lands of the flood plains were close by 
for certain single crop or possible two-crop-a
year agriculture. Most sites during the Pre
classic period were on the southwestern side 
of the river where the plain lands are widest. 
The second major occupation of the valley 
apparently began toward the end of the Late 
Classic period and witnessed a shift of most 
ceremonial centers to the northeast side of the 
river, where they were built at the base of the 
bordering ridge. Although a number of the 
Preclassic sites received a Late Classic veneer, 
emphasis in this latter period was placed 

upon construction of new sites utilizing much 
rough stone for mound fill. 

It will be noted in the following list of sites 
that there is a lack of any discovered occupa
tion of the Chapatengo-Chejel subregion dur
ing the Early Classic period. This apparent 
abandonment of the area during the Early 
Classic appears to be real rather than illusion
ary, as the valley has been thoroughly scouted 
and large collections of ceramics made in 
addition to pits having been dug at two sep
arate sites. It is still possible, of course, that 
continued investigation will find a regional 
form of Early Classic occupation which has 
not been recognized to date. 

Las Maravillas 

A finca on the north side of the Rio La Con
cordia, about midway from La Concordia to 
the Rio Grijalva, this site is reached by horse
back from La Concordia and consists of a 
formally arranged group of about twenty 
mounds (Fig. 23, a) located on a narrow bench 
overlooking the La Concordia River. Sherds 
are very rare and eroded but indicate a late 
occupation. No collection was made. 

El Laurel 

Comprising a site very similar in location to 
the preceding, the El Laurel mounds are 
strung out over a long axis on a bench high 
up on the north side of the Rio La Concordia 
canyon (Fig. 48, b). Mounds are of the stone
filled pyramidal and platform variety. No 
sherds could be found, but a late date is 
probable for the site. Both the Las Maravillas 
and El Laurel sites appear to have been 
selected for their defensible positions and this 
would conform to a Postclassic temporal place
ment. Access to the El Laurel ruin mounds is 
made from the south, crossing the Rio La 
Concordia near the El Laurel ranch house. 
Vehicles may enter to the latter point in the 
dry season by skirting a long narrow meadow 
behind and paralleling the high hill range 
bordering the river canyon. 

El Cuadro 

From the El Laurel ranch house a trail 
leads over the mountain to the junction of the 
Rios La Concordia and Grijalva. In the 
northwest quadrant of this 'T' are located the 
El Cuadro finca buildings and corrals and 
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immediately adjoining them is an archeo
logical site of a dozen mounds (Fig. 49, b), 
distributed about a plaza conforming to the 
delta-like fan of level land (Fig. 49, d, left 
foreground) at the foot of El Cuadro Cerro, a 
peak forming the terminus of the same steep 
hill range which continues eastward from the 
El Laurel site. An interesting feature of the 
El Cuadro ruin is a plain stela set in the sum
mit of one of the low mounds on the north
east of the plaza. The stela has been broken 
in two and an unsuccessful attempt made to 
dig out the base. The top still lies on the 
mound summit, a gray block of roughly 
square limestone about 1.50 m. long . an� 60
cm. in section. Sherds are scarce but mdrcate
a Late Classic or Early Postclassic date for the 
mounds. From eroded sections in the plain 
toward the river, however, come abundant 
sherds of the Early Preclassic period. 

Cerro El Cuadro 
The peak of the high hill noted above (see 

Fig. 48, b) has been terraced to accommodate 
several levels of ceremonial precincts featur
ing low mounds on their margins (Fig. 49, c). 
Only on the very summit does there appear 
a pyramidal structure. In this latter mound 
a huge pit has been dug but nothing could be 
learned of any possible finds from the pit, and 
the assumption is that little of moment was 
recovered from the stony fill. A marvelous 
view may be had from this lookout point, ex
tending from the Rio Blanco on the west to 
beyond Chapatengo and Nifios Heroes on the 
east (Fig. 49, d). Sherds were rare at this site 
but indicate a Late Classic or Early Post
classic date. An example of one of the dressed 
stone blocks still in place on some of the 
mound summits is shown in Fig. 49, c, inset. 

Chapatengo 
There are two archeological sites on the 

pasture lands of this finca both of w�ich may 
be viewed from Cerro El Cuadro (Frg. 49, d). 
Sherds are very scarce and difficult to find in 
the tall grass covering both sites, but the 
architecture of the big mound site on the up
stream side of the property (Fig. 24, a) indi
cates a Late Classic or Early Postclassic period 
of occupation for this ceremonial center. Pre
classic sherds found in the adjacent river bank 
show an earlier occupation of the general 
area. 

Colonia Nifios Heroes 

On the left bank of the Grijalva, continuing 
upstream from El Cuadro, the hills come 
right to the river and no level lands occur until 
one reaches the beginning of the broad Agua
cate delta occupied by the Colonia de los 
Nifios Heroes. At this Colonia, the only vil
lage in the Chapatengo-Chejel subregion, 
sherd deposits are found on the slopes near the 
river, and a large site with many mounds, hav
ing almost pure rough limestone fill, is located 
on the edge of the Colonia (Fig. 23, b). In 
addition, stone foundation lines run across 
streets and yards all through the Colonia. 
Small figurines of the Late Classic or Early 
Postclassic type, including many animal forms 
(Fig. 26, a-h), are found frequently by children 
playing in the streets, and the sherd collection 
contains one example of effigy plumbate per
taining to the latter period. 

Santa Maria 

This non-nucleated site located between 
the Fincas Chapatengo and Horcones consists 
of terraced hillsides now covered with forest, 
and occasional mounds in intermittent pas
ture lands with sherd deposits noticeable here 
and there in the woods. Ceramics indicate an 
occupation in Late Preclassic, Late Classic, 
and Postclassic times. A solid, mold-made 
Maya-like figurine head was found here (Fig. 
26, Z) as well as a single example of Tohil 
plumbate ware. 

Horcones 

The houses of the Finca Los Horcones are 
built at the base of a rocky ridge which meets 
the river plain about one kilometer distant 
from the river. Remains of ancient stone foun
dations and low platforms extend beneath the 
present finca houses, and are exposed in cuts 
to the rear of the dwellings. Sherds from this 
zone indicate a Late Preclassic and Late Clas
sic occupation, with emphasis on the latter. 
A carved stone monument is said to have been 
removed from here and sent to the Tuxtla 
Museum, but no record of this has been found 
there. Rough foundation mounds of small 
size extend along the hills in both directions 
from the Horcones houses. 

Guanacaste 

This fin ca occupies a broad expanse of very 
level river alluvium on the downstream side 
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of the Rio Aguacate junction with the Gri
jalva. A small group of mounds is located in 
one of the finca pastures, but sherds are very 
rare and appear to be late. In a river-cut bank 
of the Grijalva below the mouth of the Rio 
Aguacate, however, heavy deposits of sherds 
are exposed for a half kilometer (Lowe, 1959, 
Fig. 7, c). In the bank's lower levels are abun
dant late Preclassic and Protoclassic sherds, 
and in the upper level are found Late Classic 
or Early Postclassic sherds in abundance. The 
large vessel fragments illustrated in Figs. 29, f 

and 50, a-c are from this river bank; the 50, 
a example was recovered by ranch hands, 
but 50, b, c were dug by myself from the lower 
section of the river-bank deposit. 

A site with extensive stone foundations is 
reported in the limestone hills of the finca. 

Linda Vista 

Immediately south of the finca houses of 
Guanacaste and Santa Rosa the course of the 
Rio Aguacate is restricted to a canyon with 
a narrow floor between two high hilly ridges. 
On the rim of the west ridge a small site with 
terraces and low stone platforms (Fig. 50, d) 
was visited on the farm called Calzada de 
Linda Vista. Other similar ruins are said to 
be found on adjacent hilltops. The land is 
extremely eroded and rocky. The sherds noted 
were badly water-worn and not distinctive. 
The site probably is Postclassic in date. 

El Rosario 

El Rosario appears to be a colonial-period 
site (Sorenson, 1956: 12) and is located in the 
vicinity of what was formerly the Dominican 
headquarters area for the operation of the 
haciendas in the lower river valley. 

Cueva La Providencia 

One of the most interesting lots of pottery 
in the Foundation collections was recovered 
in the spring of 1958 by Agustin Delgado in 
the course of a trip through the canyon of 
the Rio Aguacate above the site of Santa Rosa. 
The cave of La Providencia is a small grotto 
entered through a narrow orifice located in 
the rocky hills near El Rosario, well above 
the plain of the river. The cultural deposit, 
located in the interior room of the cave meas
uring about three meters across, is described 
as consisting of about 50 cm. of broken pot-

tery piled over the relatively clean stone of 
the cave floor. Many nearly whole pots were 
recovered and reconstructions of the princi
pal vessel forms represented in the collection 
are shown in Fig. 25. The lot of unusually 
large vessel fragments (examples in Fig. 50, e) 
is of importance in that it represents a group 
of vessels probably assignable to the Late Clas
sic horizon and with apparent resemblances 
to the Usumacinta variety of Maya ceramics 
(Butler, 1935; also see Fig. 59, a £or compari
son with the site of Yaxchilan). Ceramics simi
lar to some of these Providencia specimens 
have been found by the University of Chicago 
group working near Teopisca and by Blom 
at Moxviquil near San Cristobal (Blom Col
lection). 

Las Gracias and Salinas de Portatengo 

Neither of these upper-plain sites has been 
visited by the Foundation. Plan de Las Gra
cias is said to be a site with many stone foun
dation platforms and suggests a Late Classic 
date, as do the few objects recovered (Fig. 26, 
i-k). Las Gracias is only one of many such
sites reported for the northern base of the
Sierra Madre mountains. Several mound sites
and abundant potsherds are said to be in the
vicinity of the Salinas de Portatengo, and it
is probable that evidence of a long occupa
tion will be found in the neighborhood of
these salt springs.

Santa Rosa 

The Finca Santa Rosa occupies an area ex
tending about six kilometers southeastward 
from the Rio Grijalva above the confluence of 
the Rio Aguacate. Small zones near the river 
have been cleared and planted to grass, but 
most of the area is still covered with evergreen 
or semi-deciduous forest (Fig. 51, a). Ceramics 
found superficially on low hills located to the 
south and to the west of the finca houses (see 
map, Fig. 64) date mainly to the Early Pre
classic and include a portion of a hollow 
cylinder seal (Fig. 51, b5). Low mounds, now 
almost lost in the forest near the Rio Agua
cate, are all that remain of a pueblo viejo 
which was once the chapel and administra
tive center of the Dominican operations of 
the colonial hacienda Santa Rosa. Near the 
mouth of the Rio Aguacate, at the edge of 
the first river terrace ,  are three earthen 
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d: Polished, lustrous black. c, j-m: Black-and-red-on-orange polychrome, badly eroded. h, i:

Unslipped brown. Remainder are of a porous light brown paste with a thin orange to red 
easily erodable slip. All probably Late Classic. Scale 1/5. 
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Figure 26. ARTIFACTS FROM THE CHAPATENGO-CHEJEL SUBREGION 

a-g: Mold-made hollow (except c and f) figurine heads, and h, solid effigy-slab vessel support,

from Ninos Heroes. i, k: Hollow animal heads, and j, Cipactli year glyph, from Las Gracias.
l: Hollow, mold-made head; Santa Maria. m: Stone support from Paso de la Vega (Fig. 43, f).

All Late Classic (?). 

51 



52 N.W.A.F. PAPER No. 2. LOWE: EXPLORATION OF UPPER GRIJALVA RIVER 

mounds of fair size with abundant ceramics 
indicating an occupation from Preclassic to 
later times. Ceramics are found in the steep 
river cut of the Grijalva upstream from the 
mouth of the Rio Aguacate and are primarily 
of Preclassic date. The principal site at Santa 
Rosa is located inland from this river bank 
and consists of approximately thirty earthen 
mounds arranged informally at the base of 
a broad goose-neck of the river. 

In l\tiay of 1956, test excavations were made 
at the Santa Rosa mound site. Twelve test 
pits were sunk in the vicinity of the principal 
mounds, and ceramics recovered indicate that 
the principal occupation ran from Early Pre
classic times through the Protoclassic. The 
early three-horned burner bowl shown in Fig. 
46, c is from the fill of one of the larger 
mounds. A very shallow Late Classic or Early 
Postclassic occupation is also indicated; at 
least two sherds with decorative pseudo-glyph 
bands were recovered. 

Santa Rosa appears to be the largest Pre
classic site on the River Grijalva between 
Chiapa de Corzo and the Guatemalan fron
tier. More extensive excavations undertaken 
at this site in 1958 are being reported by 
Brockington and Delgado in a publication 
now in preparation. 

San Francisco 

The San Francisco site is located amid a 
palm-studded plain (Fig. 52, b) on the eastern 
portion of the Finca Los Horcones lands and 
consists of an unusual quadrangular plaza 
(Fig. 24, b). The arrangement of the stone
lined mounds is formal and includes a ball 
court. Limestone walls are still visible on 
the mound summits. Ceramics are Late Clas
sic or Early Postclassic and include examples 
of Tepeu 3-like pseudo-glyph decoration (Fig. 
52, a). 

Poblason 

In the pasture lands of this finca very near 
the river Grijalva is a large and impressive 
site (Fig. 27, a). Both sherds and architecture 
indicate a Late Classic or Early Postclassic 
period for the construction and occupation. 

San Pedrano 

A small site of two large earthen mounds 
and an unknown number of lower platforms 

obscured by underbrush is located on the 
river terrace near the houses of the small 
Finca San Pedrano. Sherds indicate a Late 
Preclassic occupation. 

San Jacinto 

Several small groups of low earthen 
mounds are scattered along the old Grijalva 
river terrace for two kilometers within the 
lands of the Finca San Jacinto. Sherd collec
tions are almost pure Preclassic samples, both 
Early (Fig. 51, b6, 8) and Late (Fig. 53, a), 
and include an abundance of polished black 
wares. These sherds are found in large quan
tities in apparent refuse dumps on the bar
ranca slopes near the river, but no major 
ceremonial site has been found in the vicinity. 
It appears probable that these were princi
pally agricultural sites and that ceremonial 
functions were relegated to the large site of 
Laguna Francesa on the opposite side of the 
river. A ceramic sample of Late Classic or 
Early Postclassic date was obtained from a 
small group of stone-surfaced platforms on 
the old terrace edge south of the trail leading 
to the river pass. 

Laguna Francesa 

This is the most impressive site located on 
the upper Grijalva. Situated a short distance 
from the finca houses, the Laguna Francesa 
ruins are built upon the very dry savanna-like 
bench at this point two kilometers north of 
the present river channel. The site is domi
nated by a huge acropolis structure (Fig. 54, 
a, b) built over a core of loose stone fill. 
Although the arrangement of the mounds is 
formal (Fig. 27, b) and many of the structures 
are covered with a cut limestone veneer and 
thus are surely of a Late Classic or Early Post
classic date, Preclassic sherds are abundant in 
many parts of the site. It appears probable 
that part of the late construction is super
imposed over Preclassic mounds. 

A cache of several vessels and a pyrite mir
ror back was discovered at surface level on 
the summit of the tallest mound on the site 
(Fig. 54, d). Two of the typical tripod vessels 
found in the cache are illustrated in Fig. 
29, b, c.

The impressiveness of the Laguna Francesa 
site is due not only to its size and compact
ness, but also to the fact that it stands in rela-
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Figure 28. PLAN OF THE TRES CERRITOS (LAGUNA DOLORES) SITE 

tively clear grassland and is open to vision 
(Fig. 54, c-e). Except for modern quarry pits 
made into the acropolis structure, the site is 
undamaged. 

A cave is located in the hills behind the 
finca from which pottery has been taken (Fig. 
29, g) and other small mound groups are 
located within the ranch boundaries. From 
Ojo de Agua, a terraced hillside site centered 
around a small spring-fed pond of water 
north of the finca house, comes the simple 
figurine body seen in Fig. 29, d.

Tepeguajal 

Low mounds of unknown but probably 
Late Postclassic date are located in the corrals 
of this finca; a small mound site is seen from 
the road to lie in the pastures nearer to the 
river, but no close examination has been 
made. 

Santa Cruz 

There is a small group of mounds located 
on these finca lands, one of which has been 
cut through by the road running along the 
north side of the Grijalva. A collection of 
fine Late Preclassic sherds was obtained from 

this mound cut. Isolated platforms and py
ramidal mounds of probably later date are 
located throughout the general area. 

Laguna Dolores 

There are a number of small sites located 
along the edge of the ancient river terrace 
which runs through the forest and pasture 
lands of the huge Laguna Dolores finca (Fig. 
52, c). Sherd collections are predominantly 
Late Preclassic (Fig. 53, b) with later wares 
found in certain places. 

In 1956 the Foundation spent about one 
week test-pitting a small Preclassic ruin lo
cated within the Potrero de los Tres Cerritos 
of Laguna Dolores. The group of mounds is 
located on the edge of the old terrace bank 
about a kilometer from the Grijalva River 
(Fig. 28). Pits were made at the base of the 
largest mound and at various levels on a line 
between the mounds and the river to test the 
occupational pattern. Surprisingly, sherds ap
peared at 60 cm. even in the pit nearest the 
river, although none were visible on the sur
face and the low area at this point is subject 
to periodic flooding. Cursory examination of 
the ceramics from the Tres Cerritos site indi-
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Figure 29. POTTERY FROM THE CHAPATENGO-CHEJEL SUBREGION 

a: Animal effigy (snout broken) on neck of coarse cream-ware olla; Laguna Dolores, Preclassic 
(?). b, c: Tripod vessels from surface cache on Laguna Francesa mound (Fig. 54, d)-b bears 
design in negative technique over vessel hal,ves painted in red and yellow (b'); Early Postclassic 
(?). d: Rude figurine body; Ojo de Agua, Laguna Francesa. e: Effigy vessel lug; Laguna Francesa, 
Late Classic. f: Pottery "mushroom stand" with fingernail punching on crown, from river bank 
at Guanacaste (Fig. 50, a); Late Preclassic (?). g: Effigy pot with head and tail of saurian miss-

ing; Laguna Francesa cave, Postclassic (?). 
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cates the large mounds to be Preclassic struc
tures - although no pits were made in the 
mounds themselves, those dug in the vicinity 
produced no ceramics of any period surely 
later than the Late Preclassic. 

Buena vista 

The Buenavista finca includes several kilo
meters of hillside land which parallel the very 
edge of the north side of the Rio Grijalva, 
downstream from the confluence of the Rio 
San Miguel and the Rio San Gregorio. The 
natural slopes of this section have been exten
sively modified through construction of stone
walled terraces and platforms, sometimes of 
great size. There are also a number of small, 
steep-sided, stone-filled pyramids located be
tween the hills and the river. Due to the 
forest cover present throughout this region, 
it is difficult to determine precisely what is 
man-made and what is natural, but it is obvi
ous that there has been a great reordering of 
the natural slopes throughout the zone. No 
worthwhile sherds have been recovered from 
this area despite frequent searching, but con
structions are almost surely of the Late Clas
sic or Early Postclassic period. 

Chejel 

Located at the edge of the now-much-eroded 
old river terrace on the south border of Finca 
Chejel are twenty mounds, mostly of small 
size, s,cattered in informal fashion (Lowe, 
1959, :Fig. 4, c). This site appears to be a 
typical Preclassic one according to pottery 
and mound placement, but a few sherds sug
gest a superficial Late Classic occupation. 

THE UPPER TRIBUTARIES SUBREGION 

The subregion of the upper Grijalva trib
utaries is a topographic zone of contrasting 
relief, and, as will be seen below, this contrast 
is reflected in the archeological occupation. 
As noted previously, the Grijalva is formed 
by the confluence of the Rio San Miguel and 
Rio San Gregorio at Argelia and San Felipe. 
The Rio San Miguel, forming the southern 
tributary, flows through a mountain-walled 
canyon at the Guatemalan border but broad
ens out slightly as it passes between hilly 
lands in the Comalapa-Chicomuselo area. 
Nearing its confluence with the San Gregorio 
the San Miguel runs through a narrow canyon 

with frequent sections of high cliffs. There 
are no extensive lowlands along its course. 
The principal economic activity is milpa 
farming and cattle raising. At higher eleva
tions to the south coffee is the staple, and 
very profitable, crop. An attempt is being 
made to exploit rich lead deposits in the 
Sierra Madre, but to date the lack of adequate 
transportation has made the venture unsuc
cessful. 

The San Gregorio likewise passes through 
a narrow channel lying at the bottom of a 
canyon with high limestone cliffs as it enters 
the Grijalva, but in the zone of numerous 
tributaries nearing the Guatemalan frontier 
upstream it drains extensive areas of level 
land. The structural basin forming the Cen
tral Depression of Chiapas comes to an end 
here a few kilometers within Guatemala as 
it meets the foothill ranges of the western 
Cuchumatanes mountains. The low plateaus 
between the river courses are utilized pri
marily for cattle pasturing and in many areas 
the forest has been cleared for planting of 
sacaton grass for improved pasturage. The 
land is primarily in the hands of large 
ranchers. 

The Pan-American highway traverses the 
northern part of this region, but access to 
remaining areas is made in the dry season 
only over very poor truck roads. From Coma
lapa to Amatenango de la Frontera there is 
no vehicular traffic whatsoever; communica
tion is by foot or mule over narrow paths 
which in places have been blasted out of the 
precipitous mountain slopes. From Amaten
ango to Motozintla trucks pass along the 
dried-up river bottom during the dry season. 
A graded road is being constructed by the 
state government from Motozintla to Huixtla 
on the coast (Lowe, 1959; Fig. 6, e) and year
round entry should be possible to this point. 

To facilitate travel by foot in this region 
of many swift rivers, numerous hammock 
bridges swung on multiple strands of fencing 
wire have been cons tru c te  d (Fig. 58, d). 
Eleven of these swinging bridges were crossed 
in the N.W.A.F. reconnaissance. 

ELEVATION AND RAINFALL 

There are only two published weather sta
tions for the Upper Tributaries subregion, 
those of Motozintla and Chicomuselo. Local 
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topographical conditions make Motozintla the 
driest point in Chiapas, notwithstanding the 
fact that surrounding areas receive heavy rain
fall (Motozintla's location at the bottom of 
a narrow canyon is one of extreme rain 
shadow). Average precipitation for the basin 
area of the zone must be in the neighborhood 
of 1400 mm. annually, rather similar to Chi
comuselo (Table 4). 

The mountainous nature of the southern 
portion of this region is evident in observing 
the elevations for the river-bottom towns, 
south to north: Motozintla, 1227 m.; Mazapa, 
1037 m.; Amatenango, 850 m.; and Comalapa, 
600 m. (approximately). The latter town is 
within the Central Depression and from there 
to Chicomuselo the slight drop of only 20 
meters is noted. 

TABLE 4 - RA INF ALL IN THE 

Meters 
Elevation Station Jan. Feb. Mar. 

580 Chicomuselo 1945-1946 0 14 15 
(1903 ft.) Days with rain 0 1 1 

1227 Motozintla 1945-1948 0 2 0 
(4022 ft.) Days with rain 0 

ARCHEOLOGICAL SITES IN THE 

UPPER TRIBUTARIES SUBREGION 

1 

As elsewhere in our survey, reconnaissance 
of the frontier region was confined to the 
areas close to the rivers. The upper portion 
of the Rio San Miguel and its principal Mexi
can tributary, the Rio Amatenango, are out
side the Central Depression of Chiapas. In
terestingly enough, not a single evidence of 
Preclassic occupation was found in this region 
of narrow mountain valleys, whereas in the 
more level lands adjacent to the northern 
tributary, the Rio San Gregorio, several early 
sites were found, one of them of extreme im
portance. Numerous sites reported for the 
Sierra Madre, north and west of Motozintla, 
have not been investigated, but descriptions 
of these sites indicate that they belong to the 
poorly defined Postclassic horizon manifest in 
sites known for the Motozintla area, as de
scribed below. 

0 

The following site description discusses first 
the upper Grijalva cultural zone as it con
tinues up the Rio San Gregorio, and, sec
ondly, the atypical archeological occupation 

beginning on the Rio San Miguel in the Chi
comuselo area and extending to Motozintla 
on the south (see map, Fig. 64). 

Argelia 

Distributed through the finca lands of 
Argelia are various small low mound sites 
with ceramics indicating a Postclassic occu
pation. Within the lands of Argelia, the broad 
river plain followed upstream without a break 
from Santa Rosa ceases to exist, and the lands 
here are generally dry and slightly hilly. This 
physiographic change no doubt explains the 
lack of ruins of earlier settlements in the zone. 

San Felipe 

On the hill overlooking the junction of 
the Rio San Miguel and Rio San Gregorio, 

UPPER TRIBUTARIES SUBREGION 

April May June July Aug. Sept. Oct. Nov. Dec. Annual 

56 155 256 240 262 402 117 1 10 1528 
5 10 16 17 21 23 14 1 3 112 

23 88 147 149 107 135 78 22 3 753 
3 12 22 18 19 19 13 5 113 

which form the upper Grijalva, is located a 
well-ordered group of mounds (Fig. 30, a). 
Sherd collections from this site are not very 
distinctive, but indicate both Preclassic and 
Late Classic occupation. The presence of an 
open-end ball court and the use of stone in 
the mounds suggest a Late Classic period of 
construction for the major portion of the site. 
Located close to the archeological zone is a 
series of cenotes or depressions which have 
been eaten out of the porous limestone 
plateau by a small stream of water, the Arroyo 
Onteli. Some of these cenotes are now dry, 
but two of them still have beautiful cascades 
of water and contain attractive lakes (Lowe, 
1959; Fig. 6, c). These lagoons have no exit, 
except in time of exceptional rainfall, and 
it is not unlikely that they contain ceremonial 
objects made as sacrifice during prehispanic 
occupation of the nearby zones. 

La Campana 

Descending from the Comitan plateau 
southward on the Pan-American highway one 
meets a picturesque palmar or palm-studded 
plain pertaining to the Finca La Campana 
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(Fig. 64). To the south of the highway is an 
extensive archeological zone recently brought 
to view by land-clearing operations. The area 
is stony and surface soil is generally calcareous 
and shallow. A small stream rises in the finca 
lands and flows to the westward where, after 
passing through extensive swamps, it turns 
south and, as the Rio Ontela, empties into 
the lagoons of San Felipe. We were informed 
that other groups of ruin mounds are located 
beyond the Campana lands, and this seems 
not unlikely, as the perennial watercourse 
would make for favorable settlement. 

The principal Finca Campana site consists 
of a number of scattered mounds of several 
meters height (Fig. 55, e) associated with 
clusters of lower platform mounds. Two 
parallel mounds indicate an open-end ball 
court. Sunken areas and holes in the surface 
rock suggest the presence of chultuns or 
storage pits. Remnants of retaining walls of 
roughly shaped limestone are still visible in 
at least one of the major mounds. Potsherds 
are fairly abundant in certain areas of the 
site but are all badly eroded with surfaces 
destroyed by fire as a result of the constant 
reburning of the covering vegetation. Two 
fragments of ring-bases and one of a platform 
base are present in the ceramic collection. An 
occupation during the Classic period is in
dicated. 

Santa Inez 

About two kilometers beyond Finca Cam
pana, and amid the same palmar, the Pan
American highway passes a bridge over a 
small stream, also a tributary of the Rio 
Ontela, and a little farther on is the entrance 
to the Finca Santa Inez. On the northern 
slope of a ridge nearby, behind the ranch 
houses south of the highway, is seen a single 
pyramidal mound of about six meters height 
(Fig. 58, a). Probably there are other low 
mounds in the vicinity, but no investigation 
has been made. Although no date can be 
assigned to the site, it is probably related to 
the previously described Campana site. 

A road to El Salvador and the Chapatengo
Chejel subregion leaves the highway at Santa 
Inez but is little used since the recent im
provement of the shorter road departing from 
Santa Elena westward. 

Santa Elena 

The ranch houses of Finca Santa Elena are 
situated on a dirt road a short distance west 
of the Pan-American highway about ten kilo
meters beyond Santa Inez, and shortly before 
reaching them a fork of the road turns south 
toward Santa Isabel. Before reaching this 
fork, low squarish platform mounds littered 
with river boulders are noted in the fields and 
beyond it to the south the road passes close 
by a small group of large mounds tightly clus
tered on the summit of a low rocky hill. 
Sherds are scarce and badly eroded, mostly 
coarse wares, but indicate Late Classic occu
pation. 

El Salvador 

The road continuing westward from Santa 
Elena through hilly semi-arid land covered 
with scrub forest passes by the crumbling 
foundations of the abandoned Finca Limon 
and, descending to a lower, well-watered and 
fertile plain, arrives at the Finca El Salvador. 
Here, about seven kilometers above the con
fluence of the Rio San Gregorio and the San 
Miguel, a small stream, the Arroyo Ocala, 
arises in the foothills of El Salvador and, after 
meandering through undulating pasture 
lands, ends in a lagoon on the plateau which 
terminates abruptly at the edge of the canyon 
of the Rio San Gregorio. A branch of the 
arroyo forks off to enter the canyon. Early 
occupants of this area apparently took agricul
tural advantage of the fertile bottom lands 
along the creek and built their ceremonial 
center and possibly their dwellings on the 
gentle slopes and surface of the low plateau 
near the arroyo (Fig. 30, b). Sherds from the 
site are predominantly Late Preclassic but this 
may be because they were gathered primarily 
from the vicinity of low platforms (house 
mounds?) on the fringes of the site. Other 
sherds suggest the Protoclassic, and Late Clas
sic or Early Postclassic examples appear to 
date the final occupation of the site and pos
sibly the majority of the mounds. The base 
of a hollow Maya-type figurine is shown in 
Fig. 32, c. 

A fine example of carved orange ware (Fig. 
32, a) was recovered by the owners of the finca 
from a cave in the limestone hills nearby. 
This rare find may be a product of the artistic 
ability of Early Postclassic occupants of Finca 
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El Salvador but it more probably is a trade 
item brought in from elsewhere. The piece is 
remarkably similar to a sherd illustrated by 
Smith and Kidder (1943, Fig. 19, e) from 
Guaytan in the Motagua Valley of Guatemala 
ascribed to the Magdalena phase (Early Post
classic). An even closer resemblance is seen 
to a vessel illustrated by Butler (1940, Fig. 24 
and Plate IX, i) from the Early Postclassic 
period at Chipal in the Alta Verapaz, Guate
mala. Each of the three vessels bears the 
carved figure of a reclining person holding 
an atlatl or spear-thrower in his extended left 
hand, and in the glyph band above in each 
case appears a closely similar parrot-like glyph 
preceded by what may be the bar and dot 
numeral nine. The three examples are so 
similar as to indicate a common source of 
origin and contemporaneity for the three 
sites concerned. 

An intact olla with tall neck and three 
handles (Fig. 55, b) and fragments of others 
(Fig. 32, d-g) also found in the Finca El Sal
vador cave are decorated in the Chinautla 
polychrome style known to have had a wide 
distribution at the time of the Conquest, par
ticularly through the Guatemalan highlands 
(Woodbury and Trik, 1953: 195-196). The 
present examples, together with others from 
west-central Chiapas (see below, San Antonio 
Playa Grande), constitute additional archeo
logical evidence for cultural continuity be
tween the Chiapas and Guatemalan high
lands in Late Postclassic (Protohistoric) times. 

Finca Zapotal 

A short distance south of the El Salvador 
ranch houses a little-used road turns south 
and leads down to the narrow canyon traversed 
by the Rio San Gregorio. At this point there 
is an old bridge, originally built by revolu
tionaries and now kept in dubious repair by 
adjacent ranchers. In the high bench country 
south of this bridge and in the direction of 
Finca Zapotal is an apparently Late Post
classic site. Several mounds up to four meters 
high and numerous small stony platforms are 
scattered through the low forest, but the 
denseness of the underbush prevented any 
perception of arrangement pattern. Sherds 
were very scarce and no adequate collection 
was possible. 

Near the ranch house are some tiny mounds 

of no probable significance, also likely Post
classic in date. All of the country hereabouts 
is high and dry and presently unutilized for 
anything except sparse cattle range. Reports, 
however, indicate that there are other ruins 
and caves a considerable distance to the south 
in a valley bordering the small stream which 
passes close by Zapotal, but no investigation 
was made. 

Colonia Tierra Blanca 

A newly opened road runs southeast from 
Zapotal to the agricultural colony of Tierra 
Blanca, a recent village built in a gently roll
ing limestone hill region nearer the San 
Gregorio River and behind a favorable farm
ing district which is planted to corn and sugar 
cane. At the western edge of the latter dis
trict there is an archeological zone of consid
erable importance, along one side of which 
the present road passes. There are several 
large mound complexes  constructed with 
stone and earth fill and extensive areas of 
what are apparently house mounds. Two ball 
courts were noted, each with still visible lines 
of stones outlining what must have once been 
low-walled end-zones. Surface sherds are much 
eroded and no collection was made, but a 
Late Classic or Early Postclassic date is in
dicated for the site. 

San Caralampio 

Another farming colony, San Caralampio 
is located several kilometers southeast of 
Tierra Blanca on the edge of the small but 
picturesque Rio Santo Domingo. There are 
one or two partly destroyed ancient mounds 
within the village but the principal archeo
logical site is a formal group of large mounds 
built on the summit of a broad low hill to 
the east (Fig. 55, d). There is an open-end 
ball court. Sherds are badly eroded but sug
gest a Late Classic date. 

Santa Isabel I 

There are two sites known on the Finca 
Santa Isabel property, entrance to which is 
had by a cobblestoned road entering from 
Santa Elena. The first is located in the cleared 
pasture lands on the down-river side of the 
ranch houses and is composed of a group of 
earthen mounds arranged in the informal 
manner typical of other Late Preclassic sites 
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on the upper Grijalva (Fig. 31, b). The pres
ence of polished black and polished orange 
sherds and the situation of the site near the 
low, narrow but moist river plain complete 
the assemblage characteristic of the early 
period but rarely found in this area largely 
lacking favorable alluvial soils. 

Santa Isabel 2 

A small formally arranged group of plat
forms is found in the dry scrub forest east 
of the Santa Isabel ranch houses, on the high 
bank overlooking the Rio San Gregorio. No 
sherds could be collected but the site is surely 
Late Postclassic. 

Esquintenango 

A colonial church ruin, Esquintenango is 
located on Finca Santa Maria lands near the 
south bank of the river San Gregorio just 
across from the site described above. The 
ruin itself is extensive (Fig. 58, b), but the few 
low mounds ranged in the area in front of 
it represent all that remains of the once
important colonial town. It may be that the 
Spanish settlement was built over a small pre
hispanic village related to the Santa Isabel 2 
site, but few sherds could be found in the 
vicinity. 

San Francisco Playa Grande 

A few hundred meters east of the Esquin
tenango ruin the road passes by the houses of 
the small Finca San Francisco Playa Grande. 
In the corrals and dooryards there are a num
ber of low earthen mounds, most of which 
have been pitted by treasure seekers. No pot
tery collection was made. The most likely 
period is Postclassic. At the time of our visit 
the finca owner possessed an effigy whistle 
in the form of a bat and other objects recov
ered from the mounds. 

San Antonio Playa Grande 

Located two kilometers farther east than 
the preceding site but still within the area 
of broad gravel beaches found in this section 
of the San Gregorio River, the site of San 
Antonio Playa Grande consists of a number 
of earthen mounds situated on both sides of 
the road. The two jars shown in Figs. 32, i; 
55, a, c were found close together beneath the 
surface slope of one of the larger mounds. 

Filled with partly cremated human bones, 
these ollas apparently represent intrusive 
burials in already abandoned structures and 
pertain to the Late Postclassic period (see dis
cussion above for Finca El Salvador). Sherds 
in the surface collection indicate that the site 
was occupied from Late Preclassic times at 
least intermittently up to the Conquest. There 
is an open-end ball court suggesting that 
much of the site may have been constructed 
in the Late Classic period. 

Playa Grande 

From the previously described site may be 
seen a group of several tall earthen mounds 
in the pasture lands of Finca Playa Grande 
on the opposite or east side of the river. No 
investigation was made, but the mound ar
rangement suggests a Preclassic date. The site 
may be reached via a road leaving the Pan
American highway north of the San Gregorio 
bridge. 

Carretera Site 

Just south of the San Gregorio bridge a 
group of mounds was seen east of the high
way in newly cleared milpa lands along the 
river bank, but it was not visited. 

San Gregorio 

Finca San Gregorio incorporates pasture 
and forest land west of the Pan-American 
highway and south of the Rio San Gregorio 
which here passes through a steep-walled can
yon. The archeological zone visited is very 
small, consisting of a few low platforms on 
the edge of a dry arroyo some distance west 
of the highway. Sherds are very infrequent 
but indicate a Postclassic date. Similar low 
mounds are seen on the east of the highway 
north of the river, as noted by Shook (1956: 
23). 

Aquespala 

The probably Late Classic site at Aques
pala has been described by Shook (1956: 23, 
mistakenly called Espala). The ruins of the 
colonial church are located on the opposite 
or northern side of the river. No new inves
tigation was made. 

Santa Amelia 

The dirt road which leads from the Pan
American highway past Aquespala ends at 
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the Rio San Gregorio near the Guatemalan 
frontier. Crossing a hammock bridge at this 
point, the trail ascends a steep earthen bluff 
to the pasture lands of the Finca Santa 
Amelia. Sherds are abundant in erosion cuts 
in this bluff, and distributed through the level 
field above are numerous low mounds not 
over two meters high. A Late Postclassic 
period of occupation is indicated by the con
structions and pottery fragments (Fig. 57, a). 

La Libertad 

Continuing on the foot trail from Santa 
Amelia one arrives within half an hour at 
Finca Dolores at the edge of the Rio Dolores, 
a northern branch of the Rio San Gregorio. 
At this point the trail descends from the riv
erine plateau to the river edge and once again 
crosses a swinging hammock bridge to arrive 
at the Finca La Libertad. The mounds of 
the principal archeological site are located a 
few minutes' walk from the river, in level 
pasture lands (Figs. 56, a, b). 

Sherds were so abundant in eroded sections 
of the large earthen mounds at La Libertad 
(Fig. 56, c) that an attempt was made to select 
representative rims only; nevertheless, the 
sample collected was unusually large for a 
surface collection and is impressive for the 
fact that it appears to be 100 per cent Pre
classic in date. Emphasis is on polished red 
wares and the Mamom-Chicanel resemblance 
is at once apparent (Fig. 57, b). The scattered 
nature of the mounds (Fig. 31, a) and figurine 
fragments (Fig. 56, d) confirm this early chron
ological placement. 

A black-ware vessel of Preclassic type (Fig. 
32, h) was found smashed where grazing cattle 
had exposed it on the surface of one of the 
smaller mounds. Another black-ware vessel 
from the site, also Preclassic in type (Fig. 32, 
7), was given to us by a farm hand. A portion 
of a retaining wall of roughly squared stones 
is visible in the eroded edge of one of the 
smaller mounds. 

North of the above site, closer to the Rio 
Coneta or Lagartero, is another smaller site 
with ceramics entirely Late Classic, suggesting 
that the occupation shifted to here in the 
later era. The Guatemalan border is marked 
by the _presence of the finca's fence-line on the 
east_of this site. No investigation was made 
across the border, although an additional 

group of mounds is visible from the Mexican 
side. 

La Libertad appears to be one of the most 
important Preclassic sites so far located in the 
Central Depression. In size it ranks next to 
Chiapa de Corzo and Santa Rosa, but ceram
ically it appears to represent a shorter life
span than either of these two sites. Absence 
of the relatively late polished black wares 
with their elaborately modeled and grooved 
wide everted rims abundant in surface collec
tions from Late Preclassic sites lower down in 
the Chapatengo-Chejel region (Fig. 53) indi
cates two possibilities: 1) that occupation at 
La Libertad ceased before these traits became 
prevalent, or 2) that La Libertad represents 
a somewhat distinct cultural development 
more closely allied to the Preclassic of the 
Guatemalan Peten. For those interested in 
the historical development of the Preclassic 
cultures, La Libertad is undoubtedly the up
per Grijalva site likely to repay best further 
investigation. 

Jocote 

A small site of Preclassic and Late Classic 
date located beside the Pan-American high
way near J ocote has been described by Shook 
(1956: 23). 

Tiju 
During several days spent on the trails 

north and east of Chicomuselo we failed to 
find a single site of major importance. Only 
at Tiju were a few mounds located on the 
surface of a broad hill, just after crossing a 
hammock bridge over the Chicomuselo River. 
Ceramics from the zone appear to be late, 
most likely Late Classic. No evidences of a 
Preclassic occupation were noted anywhere in 
the vicinity of Chicomuselo. 

San Juan Chamique 

With difficulty vehicles can travel westward 
from Jocote as far as Portal or Comalapa in 
the dry season, and a foot trail continues to 
San Juan Chamique. This trail crosses the 
San Miguel River in a place where the canyon 
walls are so close that long poles can bridge 
the gap. The archeological site at Chamique 
is an unimpressive one of a few mounds lo
cated on a rather broad river terrace. Pot
sherds are very scarce and badly eroded. A 
Postclassic date is postulated. 
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No survey of the river between Chamique 
and Mango was made, as the valley is very 
narrow and cultivable land very limited. No 
information was obtainable about the exist
ence of ruins near the river, although it is 
probable that some small sites similar to those 
described below exist in the area. Many re
ports were heard of ruins in the mountain 
region of Siltepec-La Grandeza, however. De
scriptions of these mountain-top sites with ter
races and fortifications (Culebro, 1939: 39-41) 
suggest that the major occupation of the 
Sierra Madre region pertains to the Post
classic period. 

El Mango 

This site, situated about one kilometer 
downstream from Amatenago de la Frontera, 
consists of a number of scarcely distinguish
able mounds perched on the edge of the high 
river bank. The flood waters of the Rio San 
Miguel (here called the Rio Cuilco) continue 
to undercut the site, destroying the mounds. 
About the time of our visit a cave-in of the 
bank had revealed a huge pottery olla con
taining a burial, but curious passers-by had 
hacked the pot to pieces, and nothing but 
fragments remained by the time of our ar
rival. The olla had been equipped with mam
moth strap handles over 8 cm. wide and had 
been severed below the rim to permit entrance 
of the body. This piece indicates a Late Clas
sic date for the site on the basis of similar 
pots and practices in this period at Zaculeu 
in the not-far-distant Department of Huehue
tenango in Guatemala (Woodbury and Trik, 
1953. 179-183, Fig. 252). 

The river canyon here is narrow with steep 
mountain sides coming right to the river edge, 
reducing cultivable land to a few more-fav
ored slopes (Lowe, 1959, Fig. 6, b). This doubt
less explains the failure to locate further 
archeological sites in the Amatenango region. 

Valle Obregon 

Ascending the narrow canyon of the Rio 
Amatenango entails following narrow trails 
on the mountain side or keeping to the rocky 
bed of the river below, but at Valle Obregon 
there is a slight widening of the canyon floor. 
Scattered over this slightly elevated level zone 
on the east of the river are a number of very 
lo'Y platform mounds. No sherds were found 

but it is probable that the site pertains to 
the Late Postclassic period. 

Tierra Blanca 

The Rio Talcanac descending from Niqui
vil on the Guatemalan border has deposited 
a great gravel bed at its point of confluence 
with the Rio Amatenango. Rising above this 
barren area may be seen the peninsular hill 
of Tierra Blanca (Fig. 58, d) upon which 
there has been built a single mound complex 
overlooking the river valley. The nature of 
the site (Fig. 33-A, a) and ceramics indicate a 
Late Postclassic occupation. 

Moj6n de Mazapa 

On top of a tall steep bluff jutting out into 
the Rio Amatenango Valley midway between 
Mazapa and Motozintla there is a site consist
ing of a group of three mounds arranged about 
a small court (Fig. 33-A, b). Behind the mounds 
are the remains of a stone wall which prob
ably once extended across the peninsula as a 
defensive measure. The period of the site is 
thought to be Early Postclassic. 

Motozintla 

Motozintla is a small town built on hilly 
land near the head of the Rio Amatenango 
which is here only a small stream. The canyon 
floor is dry and rocky, and cultivable land is 
limited to small areas on either side of the 
river (Fig. 58, c). There is an archeological 
mound about three meters high situated in 
a yard on the western outskirts of the town 
on low land near the river. This mound has 
been about one third dug away, revealing a 
stone-and-earth fill. According to reports, no 
cultural material was encountered in this ex
cavation. No worth-while sherds were recorded 
and no period of occupation is indicated other 
than that the paucity of ceramics is a late 
trait. 

The archeological site labeled on the map 
as "Motozintla" is a small group of mounds 
located one kilometer across the valley floor 
from the town (Fig. 33-B, a). A similar plan of 
this site is in the Frans Blom file of sites for 
Chiapas. Sherds collected from the mounds 
and surrounding fields indicate a Postclassic 
date. 
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Cerro La Campana 
A tall, steep hill rises behind Motozintla to 

a height which overlooks the entire valley 
(Lowe, 1959, Fig. 6, a). On the summit of this 
peak is an interesting series of mounds ap
proached by a long ramp paved with boulders 
(Fig. 33-B, b). Sherds recovered are small and 
unindicative but give a slight suggestion of 
the Late Classic, although the position and 
nature of the site are more typical of a Post
classic period of occupation. 

SITES VISITED OUTSIDE THE 
GRIJALVA REGION 

Members of the Foundation staff had op
portunities to visit certain archeological sites 
in regions adjacent to the Central Depression 
of Chiapas and the following data are pre
sented for the value they might have for fu
ture research. 

Tenam Puente 

Tenam Puente is a well-known Late Classic 
Maya ruin built on the summit of a ridge on 
the Comitan plateau which divides the Gri
jalva and Usumacinta drainages. Tenam (de
scribed by Blom and La Farge, 1926-1927: 
423-428) has the distinction of being the Clas
sic Maya site (Proskouriakoff, 1950: 149) lo
cated nearest to the Grijalva drainage and
we had hoped to find revealing ceramic con
nections here. Unfortunately, however, the
numerous sherds found in the plazas of the
Tenam hilltop ceremonial center and on ad
jacent slopes are both badly eroded and of
very rude types originally, and no clear paral
lels with Grijalva Valley types can be noted.
Only one sherd in the Tenam collection is
of particular note, and this is part of a tall
annular base in a fine hard ware resembling
either San Juan or Tohil plumbate. The
rudeness of the Tenam ceramics is in contrast
to the fine stone masonry and capable stucco
modeling now evidenced only in fragments
of fallen friezes (Fig. 59, b) abundant in the
cornfields covering much of the site.

Yaxchilan 

Perhaps the most famous Maya city in 
Chiapas next to Palenque is the great Yax
chilan ceremonial center occupying a hilly 
peninsula within a huge bend of the Usuma
cinta River (see map, Figure 1). The site 
has been vi_site_d _and _ges_cribed by most of the 

famed Americanis ts, including Maud slay,  
Charnay and Maler toward the end of the 
last century, but has been most thoroughly 
studied by the Carnegie Institution of Wash
ington (Morley, 1938: 341-607). Known best 
for its lengthy hieroglyphic texts and their 
unsurpassed artistic presentation, the ruins of 
Yaxchilan have never undergone any exca
vation or restoration and are falling further 
into decay each year. No study or publica
tion of Yaxchilan ceramics has ever been 
made and therefore on a brief visit to the 
site in 1957 an attempt was made to recover 
a representative sherd collection. For photos 
of the Yaxchilan trip see Lowe, 1959, Fig. 2. 

The steep, eroded and stony nature of the 
limestone hills on which the Yaxchilan pyr
amids are built plus the exuberant vegeta
tion encountered everywhere made extensive 
sherd recovery impossible. Only from a ter
race for modern habitations cut into the 
earthen bank bordering the river (underlying 
Structures 15, 16, and 17) could a sizable sam
ple be obtained. Distinctive wares from this 
collection (Fig. 59, a) show the expected simi
larity to pottery from Piedras Negras some 
50 kms. farther downstream (Butler, 1935). 
General resemblances to certain Late Classic 
collections from southern Chiapas may also 
be noted. No Preclassic potsherds were found, 
despite diligent searching in the more level 
areas near the river. 

Izapa 

Situated near Tapachula in the southeast 
corner of Chiapas, the ruins of Izapa, and 
more especially the carved stone monuments 
located there, have been discussed by many 
authors (Coe, 1957a: 602; Culebro, 1939: 34, 
38; Drucker, 1948: 153-154; Duvalier, 1956; 
Jakeman, 1953; Orellana, 1952; Proskouria
koff, 1950: 177; Stirling, 1941: 280, 287, 327; 
1943a: 61-72; Thompson, 1948: 30-32). Small 
excavations were made at Izapa by Stirling, 
Drucker and Orellana but no details have 
been published and to this date no chronol
ogy for the ruins has ever been put forth, 
although it is generally suggested that many 
of the stone sculptures represent an early style 
(Coe, Proskouriakoff, ibid.). 

On a visit to Izapa in 1956 we were able 
to find only small and eroded sherds on the 
mound surfaces or n_ea_!: th� mo1rnments, but 
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in a drainage canal passing in front of the 
guardian's house a level of large pottery frag
ments was discovered. Consisting of Preclassic 
wares with emphasis on wide everted rims and 
composite silhouettes (Fig. 59, c), the collec
tion suggests close connections with the early 
part of the Late Preclassic of the upper Gri
jalva region (cf. Figs. 43, a; 53; 57, b). Some 

of the smaller sherds from the surface at 
lzapa, however, indicate a later period, agree
ing with the informal observations of Drucker 
(ibid.). Only by careful and intensive excava
tion will it be possible to demonstrate the 
sequence of ceramic and art styles at Izapa 
and subsequently to relate the important 
Izapa monuments to particular time periods. 

IV. DISCUSSION

The present survey has served only to pro
vide a general knowledge of the archeology 
of the Grijalva region. Confined to surface 
examination with the aim of locating sites 
best suited for investigation of the Preclassic 
cultures, the reconnaissance results can be ex
pected to provide only a preliminary outline 
of the features characteristic of the valley's 
total archeology. It is regrettable that more 
careful planning did not allow for adequate 
survey time to permit both clearing for careful 
mapping and test pitting of a large number of 
sites. Had this been done, the tentative con
clusions respecting the region's precolumbian 
history put forth in the concluding portion of 
this section would be more solidly based and 
could have been more amply presented. 

The chronological placement of sites made 
in this report on the basis of surface pottery 
collections and/ or architecture is thought to 
be reasonably correct. Some problem cases 
obviously remain as a result of our failure to 
excavate late period sites, and this is particu
larly true when dealing with sites thought to 
date to the end of the Late Classic. This is 
noted in the text by the frequent reference 
to a "Late Classic or Early Postclassic" date 
for the postulated period of occupation for 
many of the largest sites in the uppermost 
subregions of the Grijalva. It is my belief 
that these large ceremonial centers represent 
an occupation continuing after the abandon
ment by the Maya of most of their southern 
lowland cities, but failure to locate here many 
traits characteristic of the "Toltec" or usually 
Mexican-dominated Early Postclassic era is 

responsible for my inclination to retain the 
Late Classic possibility. In describing a sculp
ured monument from nearby Comitan, dated 
to shortly before A.D. 900, Proskouriakoff 
(1950: 153) notes the depiction of Mexican
type sandals and the non-Classic Maya aspect 
of the sculpture in general. She postulates the 
presence in this area of a foreign (i.e., non
Maya) group which may have contributed to 
the ultimate decline and disappearance of the 
Maya civilization. The role that the Grijalva 
basin occupants may have played in this cul
tural change can be determined only by more 
thorough investigation. The failure to fill 
in more completely this gap in our knowl
edge is most regrettable. 

Respecting Preclassic developments, how
ever, we can speak with more assurance as 
a result of a number of site excavations, 
although even here, dealing with so ancient 
a cultural horizon, we have recovered only 
fragments of information. Extracting signi
ficant data from the small portion of early 
cultural inventories still remaining intact 
after centuries of exposure to nature's leach
ing is proving to be a slow and costly process. 

ARCHEOLOGICAL CHARACTERISTICS 

OF THE GRIJALVA REGION 

The scheduled appearance of detailed de
scriptions of Preclassic archeological materials 
in publications now in preparation obviates 
the need for such descriptions for the ran
domly gathered data presented in this report. 
Similarly, the skimpy and inadequate ceramic 
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c ollections  and architectural observations 
made at Classic and Postclassic sites argue 
against the validity of any present attempt at 
their minute description. Most of the essen
tial data at hand have been presented inci
dentally in the text or included in legends 
beneath illustrations. For present purposes 
a summary account of archeological sites, their 
architectural features and recovered cultural 
artifacts will suffice. 

NATURE OF ARCHEOLOGICAL SITES 

With the exception of those few instances 
where subsequent excavations were conducted, 
archeological sites visited were not cleared of 
brush or otherwise cleaned, and no minute 
studies of site patterns were made beyond the 
superficial observations needed to compose 
the site plans included in the text. As has 
been noted, Preclassic assemblages usually 
show little formal arrangement and are almost 
always built on level tracts, while remnants 
of structures are encountered as almost shape
less mounds. Noteworthy is the consistent 
orientation of early sites on a line approxi
mating 20° east of present magnetic north. 
Sites of the Classic periods show more formal 
arrangement of structures about plazas, but 
inconsistent site orientation with reference to 
the cardinal points indicates that conforma
tion to the natural terrain took priority over 
any directional preference. At the end of the 
Classic much reshaping of hill slopes was 
resorted to and the resulting terraces contain 
some of the most extensive ruins in Central 
Chiapas. Postclassic assemblages varied great
ly, from lightly clustered plaza sites and 
densely built-up sites of near urban propor
tions to ceremonial centers of varying size 
built on hilltops without regard to the cardi
nal points. 

It has been noted that few sites in the 
Grijalva region show an occupation continu
ously from earliest to latest times. It is true 
that surface collections of potsherds may not 
always show the total span of occupation, but, 
coupling ceramic and architectural evidence, 
there seems little doubt that numerous sites 
had relatively short occupations, many of 
them confined to single cultural periods. This 
is not a condition exclusive to the Grijalva 
basin, of course, but it is one which seems to 
stand apart from that of the pattern known 

for both the Zapotec and lowland Maya re
gions where numerous sites had relatively 
stable occupations from the Preclassic era up 
into the beginning of the Postclassic (Bernal, 
1949: 212-216; Smith, 1950: iv-vi). Changes 
in settlement sites were easily made in the 
Grijalva region as a result of there being 
abundant locations near the rivers which met 
the need for land and water; nevertheless, 
sedentary man the world over shows the con
servative tendency to occupy the same village 
or town site century after century, and the 
apparent nonconformity of our region sug
gests an unstable social or political environ
ment during much of its history. 

No formal graves were found during the 
survey. With the exception of a few late urn 
burials, no evidence of surely ancient inter
ment of the dead was recovered. The absence 
of tombs in the Grijalva region is noteworthy 
in view of their relative abundance in the 
neighboring regions of Oaxaca and Guate
mala. The extensive excavations at Chiapa 
de Corzo have uncovered only seven tombs to 
date, all located within the cores of temple 
mounds, and no other single instance has 
been reported from elsewhere along the river. 
This condition remains despite our own ex
cavations at several sites and the not infre
quent "treasure seeking" pits in many of the 
large and small mounds at other sites. 

The scarcity of discovered tombs or offer
ings joins with the rarity of carved monu
ments and the near absence even of plain 
stelae in support of the idea that the Grijalva 
region was generally one of impoverished or 
unstable cultures, or else one of extremely 
conservative people who rejected the more 
exhuberant ceremonial trappings throughout 
most of the region's history. More excavation 
may modify this view, but when tombs and 
offerings are abundant in a region this is 
usually at once apparent through activities of 
the local populace, and nowhere did we hear 
rumors of tombs ever having been found. 
That the Grijalva is somewhat distinctive in 
this lack of noted graves may be seen from 
the comments of Smith and Kidder (1943: 
172) in discussing the nature of archeological
sites in the Middle Motagua Valley of Gua
temala, a geographic region lower and drier
but generally similar to that of the Grijalva
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and located only some 170 miles southeast 
of it: 

The Middle Motagua sites served to an unusu
ally great extent as cemeteries. Throughout the 
area of high culture in Mexico and Central 
America mortuary rites were evidently of much 
significance and the provision of suitable resting 
places for priests and rulers may well have played 
a greater part in stimulating architectural activity 
than is as yet fully realized. But at Guaytan and, 
as far as we could determine from rifled mounds, 
at other sites, the disposal of the dead was of out
standing importance. A very large percentage, 
probably a majority, of the tumuli contained 
graves, and these were not dug, as was often the 
case elsewhere, into already existing buildings, or 
produced by sealing chambers originally used for 
other purposes, but actually formed the nuclei of 
the structures erected over them. Furthermore, 
each tomb was provided with an entryway and a 
slab door which permitted its continuing use, seem
ingly over considerable periods of time. In addi
tion minor crypts, also used for successive inter
ments, and single graves were clustered about the 
burial mounds. Thus the primary function of 
Middle Motagua mound sites may have been 
mortuary, although the presence of ball courts 
and of such multi-chambered buildings as Struc
ture 23 indicates that other ceremonies took place 
in them. The stela cult, however, was not prac
ticed, or at best was weak, for although a few 
rather rough monoliths were found at Guaytan, 
none appeared elsewhere, nor did any fragment 
of a sculptured monument. That this was not due 
to absence of stone suitable for carving is proved 
by the serpent heads in the ball courts; and the 
Middle Motaguans certainly had knowledge of 
stelae, as both Copan and Quirigua, in full flower 
during Middle Motagua times, were within a 
couple of days' foot travel. The lack of inscribed 
stelae was therefore presumably a characteristic of 
the local culture. 

Similarly, in a four-season reconnaissance 
of the intervening drainage of the Rio 
Grande (Upper Motagua) and the Rio Negro 
(uppermost tributary of the UsumacintaRiver), 
A. L. Smith (1955: 75) noted the presence
of "a variety of graves: simple, vaulted cham
bers, stone-lined cysts with flat roofs, two
chambered graves, urn burials, and stone
boxes." From a single mound at Nebaj, in
the above region, tomb contents were found
(Smith and Kidder, 1951: 22-27) which exceed
in quantity and quality all of the tomb speci
mens recovered to date from the Grijalva
region.

SETTLEMENT PATTERNS 

Unfortunately, few data were gathered re
specting domestic dwelling areas and their 
relationships to adjacent ceremonial centers. 
Small rises in the land level in the vicinity 
of ceremonial centers, common in many re
gions and usually referred to as "house 
mounds," appear to be very rare along the 
Grijalva. No single large zone of early-period 
house mounds was noted anywhere in the sur
vey despite frequent attempts to locate such 
residential areas. Extensive sherd deposition 
noted in many places, with or without accom
paniment of two or three mounds in a small 
central group, suggests domestic occupation 
of some intensity, but delineation of single 
dwelling structures is impossible. 

After careful mapping at Chiapa de Corzo, 
a large site for the region and one occupied 
for over a thousand years, only eighty-one 
mounds were located, including even the 
smallest platform remains. No areas of small 
mounds are found on the lower land sur
rounding the site. From such evidence one 
might conclude that the bulk of the populace 
were living near the cultivated fields in the 
surrounding hills or near the river, and that 
even here they did not raise their dwellings 
over supporting platforms nor occupy them 
for long enough periods of time to permit 
an accumulation of debris that would leave 
tell-tale humps in the fields. But the tremen
dous amount of cultural debris at the site itself 
requires some explanation, for the bulk of it 
is domestic refuse. Even assuming a transitory 
nature for the farmers' homes, one must still 
account for the town dwellings of a not in
considerable lot of priests, acolytes, craftsmen 
and merchants, all with their families, who 
attended the constant needs of a major cere
monial and market center. Here again we 
must suppose that 1) dwellings of such inha
bitants were constantly shifting, and that 2) 
being built largely of perishable materials 
their foundation remains were either gathered 
up and included in the fill of substructure 
platforms to support more elegant buildings 
or were simply obliterated or covered by clear
ing and filling operations during successive 
occupations. 

The numerous stone foundations at certain 
late sites which underwent no subsequent oc
cupation do, however, provide some concep-
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tion of town composition. For instance, an 
adequate study of the Laguna Mora (Figs. 22, 
47) and San Marcialito (Fig. 18) zones could
be ,expected to yield rather complete data
respecting settlement patterns during the Late
Classic and Late Postclassic periods respec
tively. For purposes of this survey only cen
tral portions of the occupied areas were
mapped, but the custom in these zones of
aligning rough stones about the base of every
structure and the fact that these have been
relatively unmolested since their abandon
ment should facilitate the location here of
every built-up spot in the vicinity.

ARCHITECTURE 

Few vestiges of what could properly be 
called "buildings" were found in the Grijalva 
survey. This failure to find remains of walled 
structures resulted not so much from the 
overgrown or eroded nature of the ruins as 
from the fact that the Grijalva occupants 
usually elected to construct their superstruc
tures of perishable materials. Naturally, of 
these doubtless once impressive timber and 
plaster structures nothing now remains visible 
on the surface of the platfo1m mounds which 
supported them. ·when we speak of "ruins" 
in the Grijalva region, therefore, we are re
ferring only to the substructural platforms, 
and, as to the nature of the temples, palaces 
or houses which they once supported, we can 
only guess until excavation turns up stone 
foundation lines or floor areas which give an 
idea of floor plan. Details of walls and roofs 
of wooden structures we can not expect to 
recover unless by some fortunate chance 
model or painted representations of buildings 
are found, as has already happened in many 
other regions of Mesoamerica. 

The few known instances of the use of 
stone for superstructures, as at the late 
Ruiz site and in the buried structures of 
Chiapa de Corzo, enable us to reconstruct a 
type of edifice which may or may not be 
typical for the Grijalva region during their 
respective eras. However, the supporting plat
forms and reconstructable superstructure types 
determined for each of the major time periods 
of the region on the basis of both survey and 
excavation data are presented in Fig. 34. 

Material used in the construction of the 
supporting platforms or "pyramids" was usu-

ally stone rubble mixed with earth. The pro
portion of earth to stone varied according to 
the locale: where little stone was available it 
was used only to construct narrow inner re
taining walls to support faces of otherwise 
earthen terraces. There is a certain evolu
tion noted in mound core types. Preclassic 
substructures, almost invariably built up by 
gradual accretion through the laying down 
of one floor level over another, favor earthen 
fill, but in raising the huge late structures 
where a great increase in height was desired 
in a single construction, a core of rough stone 
fill with little earth was utilized, since it could 
be relied upon to sustain a greater vertical 
mass with slight danger of settling and slump
age. Floors and faces of the substructures were 
plastered, either with an adobe mixture, ap
parently sometimes fired in place, or with a 
thin surface of lime stucco. 

No single instance of the use of lime cement 
or mortar as a between-stone bonding agent 
has been noted in the Grijalva region. Coursed 
walls were either laid up dry or set with a 
mortar of puddled adobe. 

Few examples of cut stone masonry are 
known in the Grijalva region, but the Late 
Preclassic stone-faced platforms uncovered at 
Chiapa de Corzo, and the quarry-pit view of 
well-shaped stones fitted into the pyramid 
base at the site of Laguna Francesa indicate 
that the ancient Grijalva craftsmen were well 
acquainted with the stone-cutting technique. 
The stone used at Chiapa is a soft lime which 
is readily worked; customarily it was faced 
square and smooth on five or even six sides, 
apparently by rubbing, though only one face 
showed and only four edges met on the sur
face, and despite the fact that a coat of stucco 
eventually covered all trace of stone. No ap
parent effort was made to "break joints," and 
spalls were frequently used to correct the 
height of wall courses without regard to ap
pearance, since the stucco surface was counted 
upon to cover such evidence of careless work
manship (Fig. 40, a). 

The Late Classic masons used a hard lime
stone and accordingly worked it less thor
oughly, being satisfied with stone faces squared 
up by spalling (Fig. 49, c inset) and with back
sides beveled in tenonlike shape to adhere 
into the mound hearting (Fig. 47, d). Laguna 
Francesa shows perhaps the most highly devel-
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oped masonry of the region, with close-fitting 
joints, vertical walls with niches and super
position of successive structures. Unfortu
nately, I have no photograph of this example 
which appears to be unique but which could 
probably be found duplicated within the 
mound heaps of similar late sites on the upper 
Grijalva. 

Data from Chiapa de Corzo indicate a break 
in the stone-cutting tradition during the Early 
Classic period. Cut stones robbed from older 
edifices were sometimes combined with the 
water-worn boulders typically used to form 
platform faces during this period, the whole 
being smoothed over by a lime plaster face, 
but there is no indication of new stone work
ing. 

Little can be said about the types or func
tions of archeological structures in the Gri
jalva region. Observing general Mesoameri
can practices I have assumed that within a 
plaza assembly the larger and higher mounds 
once supported temples and that broader low 
platforms supported "palace" structures or 
edifices dedicated to auxiliary priestly func
tions. Excavations at Chiapa tend to bear out 
this supposit ion.  Altar platforms, small 
mounds not over five meters square, are 
located in the centers of plazas at a number 
of the late sites. The only one investigated, 
that at the Ruiz site (Fig. 44, a, foreground), 
contained extended burials but no other offer
ing of any sort. The parallel mounds con
stituting ball courts are also frequent at many 
of the late sites (Fig. 47, a, c). Study of these 
structures is inadequate to permit assigning 
particular types to cultural periods, but at 
least the evidence at hand seems to sustain 
the general opinion that open-end courts cor
respond to the Late Classic period (A. L. 
Smith, 1955: 71; Shook, 1956: 23). 

Respecting domestic architecture ,  note 
should be made of the remarks given above 
in the discussion of settlement patterns. There 
is little reason to believe that ancient homes 
varied much from the rural houses of the 
region today. The probable construction 
method most prevalent was to enclose a pole 
framework with reeds and to cover it with 
a mud plaster reinforced by grass. Burned 
fragments of this "wattle and daub" construc
tion have been found archeologically at 
Chiapa de Corzo and elsewhere. Such houses 

were probably square or rectangular in out
line, with a single entrance, and roofed with 
thatch of grass or palm leaf. Pliant vines 
were used to lash the components together 
in the same fashion as they are used today 
in those few places where they can still be 
found. In fact, the replacement of vines with 
wire and the use of the steel machete or axe 
for cutting wooden members are probably the 
only contributions of modern technology to 
the construction of poorer houses in the rural 
parts of present-day Chiapas (see Fig. 42, d for 
a view of the thatching operation on an hum
ble village house that would probably be "at 
home" in any ancient Chiapas community; 
in Fig. 42, b may be seen both daubed and 
undaubed wattle walls and the chief Spanish 
contribution to local rural housing, the fired 
clay roof tile). 

STONE MONUMENTS 

The only monuments of stone known to be 
located at sites along the Grijalva are the 
plain stela at El Cuadro, the bust of a crude 
figure with crossed arms noted at San Luis, 
and a sandstone stela now lying on the edge 
of a peanut field in Chiapa de Corzo (Fig. 
60, e). The latter object is thought to be im
portant for its being the only carved monu
ment so far located at the site. The sculpture 
appears to represent an upraised arm support
ing a model of a temple pyramid shaped like 
Late Preclassic platforms at Chiapa (Fig. 34). 
On the upper part of the U-shaped arm is a 
carved glyph-like symbol in the form of a 
knot. This stela probably once stood upright 
in the field near which it now lies, or else it 
was erected at the foot of one of the nearby 
mound structures. 

ARTIFACTS 

Practically the total catalog of cultural arti
facts encountered in the Grijalva reconnais
sance is illustrated in the Figures of this re
port and their description may be found in 
the accompanying legends. Heavy items, how
ever, such as grinding stones and mullers, 
were not picked up, even though examples 
were numerous at many sites. As noted by 
Kidder (1947: 2), artifacts are not numerous 
anywhere in the Maya region, and certainly 
this proved true for our survey. All of the 
stone projectile points, blades and axes found 
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are known to be most abundant, these objects 
universally have a roughened, some t imes  
eroded crown, as if they may have served 
some utilitarian function. Distribution of 
mushroom stands is thought to approximate 
that of the mushroom-shaped stones rather 
closely, that is, confined to southern Meso
america (Kidder, Jennings and Shook, 1946: 
142). 

The few examples of the Preclassic hand
modeled type of human figurines and the 
abundant Late Classic or Postclassic human 
or animal figurines, usually mold-m ade,  
acquired by the Foundation from the Grijalva 
region, are illustrated throughout this report. 
The "archaic" objects relate to widespread 
Mesoamerican types, but the bulk of the more 
abundant mold-made items suggest relation
ships with the Maya groups on the north and 
east. 

EXTERNAL RELATIONSHIPS 

Results of the New World Archeological 
Foundation program of research to date show 
the Central Depression of Chiapas to be an
other of the numerous distinct geographic 
regions of Mesoamerica which underwent a 
development influenced in varying degrees at 
distinct periods by surrounding culture re
gions. Investigations at Chiapa de Corzo in 
particular have produced an impressive and 
consistent sequence of ceramic and architec
tural development during the early periods 
of the valley's history, but nothing has been 
found that would indicate this area to have 
had any definite cultural influence upon sur
rounding regions. 

Trade wares at Chiapa show early arrival 
of traits from areas as distant as El Salvador 
and Oaxaca. Striking inter-regional relation
ships are known to have existed between the 
Central Depression and the Peten of Guate
mala during the Late Preclassic. Still, it is not 
practical to postulate directions of influence 
or migration until more is known of cultural 
sequences in the intervening area of the Usu
macinta drainage basin and of a greater area 
of the Peten itself and its bordering zones. 

During the Early Classic, on the other 
hand, comparisons with the Peten are so few 
as to demonstrate little movement from that 
region towards Central Chiapas. New cul
tural elements at this time seem to owe their 

inspiration to a mixture of Teotihuacan and 
Gulf Coast influences. 

The Late Classic development in the Gri
jalva region saw a re-entry of Maya influence, 
apparently on the late Tepeu 3 level. Rela
tionships, however, are much closer with the 
Usumacinta-Palenque region of the Maya sub
area than they are to the Peten. San Juan 
plumbate and hard wares of the Amatle type 
speak for diffusion into the Grijalva Valley 
from the south also during the Late Classic. 

Fine orange wares, apparently with a Gulf 
Coast Tabasco source, and Tohil plumbate 
thought to be of Pacific Coast Guatemalan 
manufacture, give evidence of continuing for
eign contact during the Early Postclassic. Not 
enough is known of the archeology of this 
period to postulate accompanying historical 
developments. 

Discussion of the Late Postclassic and his
torical contact period in Chiapas necessarily 
brings up the problem of the Chorotegan
related Chiapanec conquered by the Spanish 
upon their arrival in the valley of the Rio 
Grande de Chiapa in the early 1500's. Since 
the investigations of the New World Archeo
logical Foundation have been purposefully 
aimed at study of the early periods, it is per
haps not surprising that we have learned little 
that contributes to elucidation of the Chia
panec problem. Still, it is significant that our 
examination of most of the possibly Chiapa
nec territory has failed to produce artifacts 
which demonstrate any clear relationship with 
the southern Chorotegan areas in Costa Rica 
and Nicaragua. Copper objects and ceramics, 
including polychrome vessels pertaining to 
the contact period, have been found both at 
Chiapa de Corzo and in the vicinity of Tuxtla 
Gutierrez, but the affinity of these objects 
seems to be closer to late Mexican traditions 
than to known types from southern Central 
America. This would seem to support the 
thesis that the Chorotegan groups in Central 
America moved south from Mexico and not 
vice versa. 

In any case, the Chiapanec occupation at 
Chiapa appears to have been one of relatively 
recent date, and no evidence is anywhere 
found to support the tradition quoted by 
Viv6 (1946: 299) to the effect that the Chia
panec entered the area around A.D. 500. 

It is at once obvious that it is impossible 
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to make objective comparisons between 
Chiapas on the one hand and Nicaragua and 
Costa Rica on the other when knowledge of 
late occupations in the former is very limited 
and sound chronological data for the latter 
almost entirely nonexistent. Careful stratigra
phic investigations of late sites in both these 
and other areas might be able to settle the 
problem of the original homelands of the 
Chorotegans, but, even so, extensive cultural 
borrowing over the years may have made the 
problem all but irresolvable archeologically. 

This example of the difficulty experienced 
in securing archeological corroboration of 
material cultural relations between distinct 
groups known to be related historically and 
linguistically points up the much greater 
obstacles that one must expect to encounter 
in seeking to relate more ancient archeologi
cal entities of suspected cultural affinity. 

EARLY IMPORTANT SITES 

The N.W.A.F. investigations have deter
mined the major archeological sites along the 
Grijalva River which had lengthy early occu
pations. These are: Chiapa de Corzo (p. 26; 
Lowe, 1959), Santa Cruz (p. 34), Santa Rosa 
(pp. 49-52), and La Libertad (p. 64). Strati
graphic excavations have been made at the 
former three, but not at the last. La Libertad 
remains perhaps the site of most promise for 
further investigation of the Preclassic civiliza
tion in the Grijalva region. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The Central Depression of Chiapas appears 
to have served through three thousand years 
as the meeting ground for distinct culture 
groups reflecting various high cultures of 
Middle America, a role it was still playing 
at the time of the Conquest. Except for its 
earliest centuries, the great valley's human 
occupation seems to have been typified by 
subregional nuclei. 

Despite the apparent cultural heterogeneity 
of the region, it is felt that for historical 
purposes the Central Depression should be 
treated as a whole. No separate structuring 
of the culture history of the Grijalva sector 
will be attempted. Such an interpretative 
effort will be more valid once the Grijalva 
survey and excavation data are combined 
with those from the La Venta River drainage 

accumulated by Peterson and those from the 
Frailesca recovered by Navarrete during the 
present year. The Grijalva occupation pattern 
evident from survey data seems typical enough 
of the greater Depression, however, to justify 
speculation about the failure of the region 
to develop a distinctive local art style or an 
outstanding regional civilization. 

It may well be, according to the hypothesis 
discussed by Lathrap (1957: 60-61), that the 
central position of the Chiapas Depression 
exposed the local populace to such constantly 
shifting foreign influences that no continuous 
local stylistic development was able to take 
place. Unlike the lowland Maya, who in the 
undisturbed isolation of their forest regions 
were able to develop the New World's most 
spectacular civilization, the Central Chiapas 
inhabitants were never "left alone" sufficiently 
to permit them unifying organization or 
grandiose enterprises. 

Although culture groups surrounding Cen
tral Chiapas appear always to have had their 
outpost representatives in this central region, 
none of them seems ever to have long domi
nated it-whether this be the result of the 
natural "buffer" nature of the region's posi
tion or of the presence of a stubborn, conser
vative home population which resisted for
eign inroads we cannot say. The former 
postulate seems the more probable, but the 
lengthy use of the three-homed incense
burner bowls unique to the Grijalva zone 
lends some support to the latter possibility, 
at least for the Late Preclassic through Early 
Classic periods. 

Whatever the situation relative to the cul
tural development of the Central Depression 
may prove to be, it appears certain that the 
over-all role of the Grijalva River within that 
province was more one of a boundary or divi
sion than of a unifier. In the Conquest period 
the Grijalva formed the border between the 
Zoque and Maya tribes, as essentially it does 
to this day in the lower end of the Central 
Depression. This also appears to have been 
the archeological situation as far back as the 
Classic period, and the pattern may have been 
established early in the Preclassic. 

Below El Sumidero, however, the Zoque 
have traditionally occupied much of the land 
on the east of the Grijalva, and the presence 
of the river (there are no fertile river low-
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lands there) seems not to be a factor demo
graphically; nevertheless, that this northern 
portion of the river was once Maya dominated 
is shown by archeological evidence for the 
Late Classic. A similar play of influence seems 
to have existed between lowland and high
land Maya groups on the upper river. 

There is considerable suggestion that the 
low, fertile, river plains of the upper Grijalva, 
perhaps together with fishing rights in the 
river proper, served as a source of conflict in 
ancient times. Even at the time of the Con
quest, the Chiapanec tribes were occupied 
with controlling the Grijalva margins from 
the Angostura canyon on the south to El 
Sumidero on the north against raids from the 
Aztec-dominated highland Maya tribes on the 
one hand and from the western Zoque on the 
other. According to historical sources, the 
Chiapanec never settled lands far from the 
Grijalva or Santo Domingo-Suchiapa Rivers. 
In view of the position of the Chiapanec as 
the most feared warrior group in all New 

Spain (pp. 5, 6) one must assume that they were 
settled upon the lands which they considered 
most desirable of retention. This fact of the 
favored status of the river lowlands may re
flect a long-standing archeological pattern. 

It appears that the Central Depression of 
Chiapas constituted an area perhaps to one 
side, though certainly not isolated from, prin
cipal avenues of Mesoamerican cultural in
terchange. It followed a conservative pattern 
of development which apparently spurned the 
calendrical and cultic practices of its stone
carving and stela-raising neighbors on all 
sides. When population pressure of surround
ing areas caused foreign movement into the 
Central Depression the valley became a buffer 
zone between east and west. 

The cleavage of the valley into east and 
west cultural divisions is apparent on both 
an early and late level. This border function 
of the valley is probably the key to its appar
ently secondary role in the historical develop
ment of Mesoamerican civilizations. 
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a: Gray-ware bowl and jar sherds. Soft white slip is well smoothed and polished when uneroded. 
Interior or exterior lip incising is common feature. b: Common tecomale or neckless "seed jar" 

types. Horizontal, double-strand handle is typical for this form. Scale ¼-
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Figure 36. ARCHITECTURE AND FIGURINES OF C�IIAPA DE CORZO 

a: Setting of Mounds I and 5 structures (left background) on outskirts of the modern town. 
b, c: Hand-modeled figurines of the Chia pa de Corzo Preclassic (except central one of b, which 
is from Acala; scale: b, %; c, ½- d: Face fragments from effigy-neck jars; Chia pa de Corzo, 

Late l'reclassic; scale ¾-
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Figure 37. EARLY CLASSIC POTTERY FROM CHIAPA DE CORZO 

a: Black-ware bowls, frequently white-rimmed, or incised with basal friezes. b: White-rimmed 
black (1, 4), orange ware (2, 3), three-horned burner .bowl (5), polychrome pedestal base (6), 
coarse-ware ollas (7, 9), and coarse-ware ladle (8). Both a and b are from surface clearing 

of Mound 1, Chiapa de Corzo. Scale ½-
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Figure 38. VIEWS OF THE CHIAPA DE CORZO SUBREGION 

a: Entrance to burial found in gravel pit at El Cairo. b: View of El Cairo gravel pit. c: Pot
tery from El Cairo burial; apparently Early Postclassic fine orange ware; scale ½- d: looking 
downstream on the Grijalva River into El Sumidero Canyon, near the mouth of the Rio Sabinal. 
e: The Grijalva River seen from the Belisario Dominguez bridge on the Pan-American high
way, looking upstream toward El Cairo on the right and Chiapa de Corzo in the left distance. 
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Figure 39. POTTERY OF THE CI-IIAPA DE CORZO SUBREGION 

b 

C 

a: Sherds decorated with negative (I) and polychrome (2) pai11ting; Berriozabal 2, Classic; scale ¼- b: Mammiform vessel supports typical of the Protoclassic development at Chia pa de· Corzo; scale ½- c: Late Postclassic polychrome grater bowl from Chiapa de Corzo (Fig. 11, 
a-d); scale ¼-
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Figure 40. ARCHITECTURE AND PorrERY OF THE Cl·IIAPA DE CORZO SUBREGION 

a: Front of Protoclassic stone structure in Mound 5, Chiapa de Corzo. b: Solid, mold-made 
figurine heads from Cahuare; Early Postclassic (?); scale ¾- c: Three-horned burner bowl, 
containing charcoal and ashes; Chorreadero Cave near Chiapa de Corzo, Early Classic; scale 
¼- d, e: Mold-impressed grater bowls from Chia pa de Corzo street burial (Fig. 12, a-d); 

· 
scale ¼-

) 



LOWE: ARCHEOLOGICAL EXPLORATION OF THE UPPER GRIJALVA RIVER 
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d 
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e f g 

h Figure 41. ARTIFACTS FRO�[ THE ACALA SUBREGION 

a: Late Classic figurine types; scale ¾- b: Limestone figure lying in the Finca Alfaro chapel; 
scale ½o- g: Jade necklace, earplugs, rose-painted rib bone, and clay double rings; scale ½- c-g

are from burial in back yard of M. A. Garcia, Acala; Late Preclassic. h: Mottled-black-white 
flat-bottom bowl in private Acala collection but said to have come from Chiapa de Corzo; 
scale �t- i: See Fig. 17, o. j: Heavy cylindrical tripod, orange ware; said to be from Nand:i
punga near Acala; scale �t- h-j are Early Classic. (c-j, field photographs by Heinrich Berlin.) 
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Figure 42. VIEWS OF SITES IN Tl-IE ACALA SUBREGION 

a: Air view of Santa Cruz peninsula. Site is located in wooded central zone. b: Cerro Banquillo 
lookout point, background, looking· across Fin ca Angostura and the Grijalva River. c: Tall 
earthen mound at Santa Cruz, looking northwest. d: Thatching common house in the village 

of Chachi; stone Jines in foreground are ancient foundatiOl)s. 
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Figure 43. PorrERY AND STONE FIGURE FROM THE ACALA SUBREGION 

a: Late Preclassic rim sherds from Paso de la Vega. b: Plum bate effigy jar from Delicias near 
Chia pi Ila; scale ¼- c: Negative-painted plate from Acala zone; exterior rudely finished, three 
nubbin feet; scale l/4. d: Spouted effigy vessel, rudely made; coarse ware with yellowish slip on 
face. Found in a burial urn at Chiapilla; scale ¼- e: Plumbate_ tripod fragment with cascabel 
feet from Acala collection; scale ¼- f: Granitic stone support (from metate?) from Paso de la 

Vega (see Fig. 26, m); scale ½-
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Figure 44. ARCHITECTURE AND CERA�IICS OF THE Ruiz SITE 

b 

m 

e 

a: Foreground, Adoratory E.; rear, columned Structure C, looking south. b: Foreground, A<lora
alory E; rear, Mound F, looking north. c: Small coarse unslipped olla with cover, found with 
k, polished brown tripod vase (hollow feet missing) on Floor 3 of Mound F (see 111). d, e, h, i: 

Effigy whistles found in fill over Floor 3 in Mound F (e has white calcareous substance over 
traces of blue paint). f: Trench cut showing interior wall in Mound F. g, j: Spiked vessel found 
in fill of Mound F. I: Black vase (pedestal base missing) from fill above Floor 4 in Mound F. 

in: Vessels c and k above Floor 3, Mound F. 
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Figure 45. ARCHITECTURE AND CERAMICS OF THE RUIZ SrrE 

a: Stairway of columned structure in Mound C. b: Red-painted floor design on broken floor of 
interior structure in Mound K. c: Mound K seen from northwest. d: Small bird effigy vase from 
upper floor in Mound K; fine-paste gray ware; scale ¼- e, f: Plaster-covered clay hearth (altar?) 

still containing ashes; interior structure of Mound K. 
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Figure 46. INCENSE BURNERS 

.. 
3 

a, 1: Late Classic or Early Postclassic incensario fragments from Acala (Puerto Mexico-C-57) 
and San Pedro Buenavista (C-41); a, 2: left, inner-handled burner fragment. much carbonized, 
from Izapa; center, inner horn from burner bowl, La Libertad; right, inner horn from Verge!. 
b: Inner-handle burner from Chia pa de Corzo. c: Inner-horned burner bowl from Santa Rosa. 
d: Three-horned cylindrical incensarios-1, 2, 4, Cupia, Late Classic; 3, La Libertad, solid horn; 

5, Chiapa de Corzo, Early Preclassic. 
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Figure 47, ARCHITECTURE AND PorrERY OBJECTS FROM THE LAGUNA MORA ZONE 

a, c: Views of the ball court at Las Posadas (Fig. 22). d: Stone construction at Las Posadas, 
/J, e-g: Clay effigy urns found in a Laguna Mora cave.-Note covering of lime deposit only partly 

removed, forming "snout" on f. Animals probably represent dogs. 
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Figure 48. LATE CLASSIC POTTERY AND CERRO EL CUADRO 
a, I: Hard fine-paste wares from Laguna Mora; top row are fine orange, I, 2, and 3 of second 
row are San Juan Plumbate. 2: Hard-fired, coarse·paste rim sherds from storage vessels found 
in deposit at summit of Cerro Banquillo (Fig. 42, b); scale l/i- b: Cerro El Cuadro viewed from 
El Laurel trail to the Grijalva River. Looking over the Rio La Victoria and El Laurel site (in 

forest, left center). 
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Figure 49. VIEWS OF THE CHAPATENCO-CHEJEL SUBREGION 

a: Looking north over the Custepeques llanos toward Finca Pencil. b: Mounds of El Cuadro 
site (left center), with the Rio La Concordia in foreground. c: View of the Cerro El Cuadro 
mounds, overlooking the Grijalva valley; inset: typical worked stone from the ruins. d: View 
of the Grijalva plain seen from Cerro El Cuadro; Finca Chapatengo on the far side of the 
river. The Rio La Concordia enters the Grijalva in center, foreground, with El Cuadro at the 

left. 
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Figure 50. MATERIAL FROM GUANACASTE, LINDA VISTA, AND PROVIDENCIA 

a-c: Late Preclassic pottery from the Guanacaste river bank;· a is an inverted mushroom stand 
(Fig. 29, !); b, polished black-brown, and c, polished red-and-cream bowl with red multiple
brush striping and four nubbin feet; scale l,{;. d: Rude stone platform at Linda Vista hilltop 

site. e: Potsherds from La Providencia Cave (Fig. 25); scale 1/4. 
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Figure 51. Vmw OF SANTA ROSA AND EARLY POTTF.RY 

a: Air view looking south across the Grijalva River and over lands of the Fin ca Santa Rosa 
(mounds of the archeological site are partly visible on the near edge of the clearing). b: Early 
Preclassic pottery: 5, hollow cylinder seal, Santa Rosa; 6, 8, San Jacinto (Beberia de Esperanza 
river bluff), remainder from finca Amata! river bluff in the Acala subregion. Early Preclassic. 

Scale l/4. 
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Figure 52. PorrERY ANO VIEW OF SAN FRANCISCO ANO LAGUNA DOLORES 

a: Coarse-paste rim sherds from San Francisco-molded glyph bands at bottom right; Late 
Classic; scale l/:;- b: View of San Francisco mounds (Fig. 24, b). c: Air view of pasture pertain
ing to Finca Laguna Dolores, looking north over the Rio Grijalva. A small Preclassic mound 

site is located in the corner of the pasture near the river. 
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Figure 53. LATE PRECLASSIC PO'ITERY 

b 

a: Polished white, brown, or black rim-sherds from San Jacinto (Potrero <lei Mango). b: Pol
ished white, brown, black, or red rim-sherds from Laguna Dolores (Potrero de los Tres Cer

ritos). Scale l/4. 
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Figure 54. LAGUNA FRANCESA MOUNDS 

a: The Acropolis viewed from the plaza (Fig. 27b) b: View from the south. c: Plaza seen from
the top of the Acropolis pyramid (note vehicle). d: Tall pyramidal mound on top of which 

the surface cache was found (Fig. 29, b, c). e: Air view of part of the site.
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LOWE: ARCHEOLOGICAL EXPLORATION OF THE UPPER GRIJALVA RIVER 
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Figure 55. POTTER v AND VIEWS OF U l'l'ER TRIil UTA RiES SITES 

a, b, c: Three-handled tall-neck ollas containing cremation burials; a (Fig. 32, i) and b bear 
simple (Chinautla) polychrome designs, and b and c have '"kill-holes" drilled into their shoul
ders; Late Postclassic; a and c are (rom San Antonio l'laya Grande, and /; is from Finca El 
Salvador cave. d: View of the San Caralampio mound site. e: The principal mound at Finca 

La Campana. 
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Figure 56. MOUNDS AND PorrERY OF LA LIBERTAD 

a, b, c: Various earthen mounds of La Libertad site (Fig. 31, a.). cl: Pottery and figurines from
La Libertad surface collection (see also Fig. 57, b); the human figurine heads are hollow, of 

coarse cream paste; Late Preclassic; scale l/4. 
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Figure 57. POTTERY FROM SANTA AMELIA AND LA LmERTAD 

� � 

> 

b 

a: Sherds from Santa Amelia; Late Postclassic. b: Sherds from La Libertad-all red wares 
except two cream examples (the two small sherds at center left); mostly date to the early part 

of the Late Preclassic. Scale ¾-
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Figure 58. VIEWS OF UPPER TRIBUTARIES SITES 

a: Mound in pasture (at rear) of Finca Santa Inez. b: Ruin of Colonial church at Esquinten
ango. c: Motozintla Valley looking northeast from Cerro La Campana; town is at right fore
ground, archeological site near river bed at left center, and the Moj6n de Mazapa site is located 
on the bluff in the center. d: Tierra Blanca site on hilltop (center); hammock bridge crossing 

the Rio Talcanac in the foreground. 
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Figure 59. ARTIFACTS FROM YAXCHILAN, TENAM PUENTE AND lZAPA 

a: Pottery from Yaxchilan. b: Stucco frieze fragmenls from Tenam Puente. c: Pottery from
Izapa, all with sandy paste and badly eroded red-to-brown slip. Scale ¾-
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Figure 60. STONE ARTIFACTS FROM TI-IE GRI.JALV,\ VALLEY
a: Complete assemblage of cutting, chopping, and grinding instruments collected from the 
Grijalva survey-upper left, flint or chert points and choppers; upper right, obsidian knife
blades; center, chisel or axe fragments, except upper left which are: 1, perforated mineral
object, 2, grooved drill core, and 3, large granitic drill core; bottom, left t:o right, hammerstonc,
mano or muller, metate fragment; scale ¼- b: Limeslone frog effigy, Chia pa de Corzo purchase;
scale l/4- c-d: "Mushroom" stones found on property of Teodoro Perez, Chia pa de Corzo; scale 

1/s· e: Sandstone stela found near Mound 6, Chiapa de Corzo; scale 1/4.
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Figure 61. MISCELLANEOUS CL.Av OBJECTS AND POTTER v TECHNIQUES 

a, 1-13, 21, 22: Hollow figurine fragments from the Grijalva survey; 14, 16, 18, 19, mold
impressed adorno fragments; 15, portion of pottery mold; 17, cylinder seal; 20, bird whistle. b: 
Fragments of clay stamps from Chia pa de Corzo; Late Preclassic, early part. c: Methods ol' 
pottery decoration-I, 2, modeled; 3-5, punctate; 6, 7, molded; 8, fabric-impressed; 9, carved; 

10-22, incised variations. Scale '\{1.
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Figure 62. CERAMIC APPENDAGES AND PAINTING TECIINIQUES 
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a: Above, vessel supports from Grijalva survey; below, handles, mostly from co111ales or tortilla 
griddles. b: Above, miscellaneous appendages; below, decorative techniques: upper lel't, white 
oxidized rim; remainder of top and middle row, polychrome paint; bottom, negative or resist 

painted; bottom center, portion of carved spindle whorl. 
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Figure 63. TOPOGRAPHIC MAP OF CIIIAl'AS 
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The physical map of Chiapas Jocat:etl in the Botanical Museum of Tuxtla Gutierrez shows 
plainly the course of the Grijalva River anti its tributaries, anti the mountain regions sur

rounding the Central Depression. 
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Figure 64. MAP OF THE CENTRAL DEPRESSION OF CHIAPAS 

Showing the archeological survey of the upper Grijalva River. 
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EXPLORATIONS AT SAN AGUSTIN, CHIAPAS, MEXICO 

THE ARCHEOLOGICAL ZONE 

T
HE SMALL archeological site of San Agustin 
is located on the lands of the ejido "Plan 

de Ayala," some ten kilometers west of Tuxtla 
Gutierrez, the capital of the state of Chiapas. 
The ruins lie on lands of the former hacienda 
San Agustin, between kilometers 1075 and 
1076 of the Pan-American highway and about 
450 meters to the north of it (Fig. 1 ). The 
ejido Plan de Ayala is better known today by 
its former name of "Juan Crispin," and is a 
part of the municipality of Teran. 

The site lies in the depression of a small 
stream that runs southward to join the river 
San Agustin which rises in the slopes of the 
Cerro de la Borcelana to the west of the site. 
Further on, at the town of Teran, this river 
meets the Sabinal River (Lowe, 1959: map, 
Fig. 64). The lowlands bordering these rivers 
are very fertile, and are today sown to corn, 
beans, sugar-cane, and similar crops. Archeo
logical mounds are frequent along the river 
margins, but no sites of large size have been 
found in the zone. 

Archeological sites near San Agustin have 
been noted previously. John L. Sorenson 
(1956: 9-10) mentions the town of Juan Cris
pin as being a possible Preclassic and Late 
Classic site and the Cerro de la Borcelana 
as Late Postclassic. Edwin M. Shook (1956:31) 
gives a brief description of the ceramics. We 
visited both of these sites but found them in 
very poor condition, especially the former 
which lies in the center of the town and was 
completely despoiled during a former admin
istration. 

A short distance to the east of our zone on 
the top of the San Agustin hill (Fig. 1) we 
found an additional site consisting of a series 
of terraces surrounding a plaza. These terraces 
were made by trimming the projecting bed
rock and filling the low places with slabs to 
the desired level. The complex gives the ap
pearance of a fortified hill, suggesting a Post
classic age. No ceramics were found on the 
stony surface. 

The San Agustin site consists of a pyramidal 
platform of several superimposed . construe-
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tions, with several small mounds surrounding 
it (Fig. 7). The latter are dispersed and very 
low, almost leveled due to having been plowed 
over through many years of cultivation. The 
same is true of the pyramid which was uncov
ered some years ago by private parties who 
left it partly excavated and in a complete 
state of disrepair. The fact that the pyramid is 
constructed of low-grade lime plaster placed 
over a limy earth core has permitted consider
able erosion during the rainy seasons, and the 
annual or frequent agricultural cultivations 
have contributed further to the destruction 
so that the uppermost constructions have en
tirely disappeared. 

Realizing the importance of securing data 
on this site whose pyramidal base is rare in 
this part of Chiapas, we decided to obtain this 
by a brief examination and excavation which 
took two weeks. 

EXCAVATIONS 

The work consisted of four trenches, three 
of which cleared sections of the pyramid and 
another which cut through its eastern exten
sion (Fig. 2, roman numerals). In the summit 
a separate pit was made which turned out to 
be of great importance since it revealed a 
tomb with important furniture. 

Two stratigraphical test pits were made on 
the margins of two small mounds, No. 1 some 
40 meters southeast of the pyramid and No. 2 
about 50 meters to the south. These pits 
reached depths of 1.55 and 1.30 meters respec
tively. They showed no visible change in the 
nature of the soil, the general appearance of 
the pit walls being of black earth with caliche, 

except for Pit 2, in which a flooring of stones 
laid in lime plaster appeared at a depth of 
30 cm. Hard caliche bedrock lay at the bottom 
of the pits. 

THE PYRAMID 

The pyramid is a massive platform structure 
5.25 m. high, 17.40 m. wide and 29 m. long. 
The orientation of the long axis is 20 ° north
east, with the staircase to the southeast. The 
material of construction, in all phases, is a 
mixture of calcareous earth and sand, which 
forms a very compact block. Surfaces were 
troweled to a hard finish. 

Six superimposed structures may be noted 
(Fig. 2, arabic numerals), the last one very 

much destroyed by agricultural cultivation 
and the pits made by treasure-hunters (Fig. 
8, a, b; before and after clearing). Many plaster 
layers could be seen which were not floors of 
separate structures but merely repairs to exist
ing ones. The south side had been destroyed 
(Fig. 9, d), and it was impossible to determine 
the profiles of the constructions here. 

Structure 1 

The floor and interior fill of Structure I 
were encountered in digging the central pit 
(Fig. 2, profile). Its floor and fill had been cut 
through to form the tomb chamber (Fig. 9, e). 
For lack of time it was impossible to find the 
front or other evidences of Structure 1. 

Structure 2 

Of this construction only the upper terrace 
face and floor could be identified (Fig. 2). The 
height of the remaining terrace is 1.6 m. Prior 
to erecting this structure the tomb had been 
dug into Structure 1. Settling of the fill over 
the tomb had caused a distinct slump in the 
Structure 2 floor (see below). 

Structure 3 

This phase consists of an added terrace 
body that meets Structure 2 at middle height 
(Fig. 2). The terrace has a tread of 1.2 m. 
width and a batter face that is lost a meter 
below. 

Structure 4 

This structure was uncovered by Trench IV 
(Fig. 2). It is composed of three terraces (Fig. 
8, b; left side). The first rises from a floor that 
is lost towards the front; it is 1.6 m. high with 
an uppt�r tread I m. wide. The second body 
is 1.25 m. high and has a tread of 70 cm. A 
completely destroyed upper body above is in
dicated. The uncovered front of the structure 
is 5.6 m. long and still preserves the remains 
of the northern stairway balustrade. The 
balustrade was constructed over the terrace 
steps of the earlier construction. 

In the northeastern corner of the mound 
(Trench I) the same terraces were observed 
(Fig. 8, f), with the sole difference that the 
lower terrace rises only 50 cm. This is due to 
differences in the level of the ground support
ing the pyramid, this northeastern edge being 
built on a higher level than the part revealed 
by Trench IV. 
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The six structures are in Arabic numerals, the four trenches in Roman. 
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The third or upper terrace of Structure 4 is 
still preserved in Trench I (Fig. 8, f); its height 
is 1.1 m. It terminates in a floor 13 m. long 
and 23.5 m. wide which forms the present 
uppermost floor of the mound. This paving 
is 3 cm. thick. Two other pavements were 
laid over the original floor, with a filled space 
5 cm. thick between each. In the floor some 
small holes may be perceived which must have 
served to hold posts; although there is no 
regularity in their positions it may be sup
posed that they were part of a temple which 
was presumably made of poles and palm 
thatch. 

Seven steps, broken at the sides, remain at 
the front of this structure (Fig. 8, e); there is 
no trace of the south balustrade, so that the 
width of this stairway, partly discovered be
neath that of Structure 5, is uncertain. 

The rear of Structure 4 is found almost in
tact in the west edge of the mound. The up
permost terrace may be seen here, and part 
of the second for 50 cm. depth where a floor 
appears that becomes lost in the unexcavated 
fill. 

At the north side, on the middle terrace, 
is found a small lateral stairway with double 
approach (Fig. 9, a, b). It is 2.1 m. long, 75 
cm. wide, and 85 cm. high. On the upper
tread, where it joins the terrace wall, there is
a post mold of 15 cm. depth and 10 cm. di
ameter. This may have been for a standard
bearing pole.

Structure 5 

Of this construction (Fig. 2) only the stair
way and traces of the balustrades remained 
(Fig. 8, d, e). It has twelve steps covering a 
front of 12.35 m. between the balustrades. The 
latter were restuccoed several times, and have 
a width of 2.8 m. 

Structure 6 

Only traces of the floor and of the much
destroyed uppermost step could be seen of 
Structure 6 (Figs. 2; 8, c), the remainder hav
ing been destroyed by the earlier clandestine 
excavation. 

North Platform 

These constructions w e r e discovered_ 
through the digging· of Trench II (Fig. 2) 
into what appeared to be a shapeless heap of 
sand and lime left by the earlier excavators. 

But, surprisingly, a series of platforms were 
found which appear to be additions to a low 
platform attached to the north side of the 
mound. Seven insloping platform faces were 
found (Fig. 2; 9, c). Their average height is 
90 cm. 

THEORETICAL RECONSTRUCTION 

To give a more realistic idea of what this 
pyramidal structure must have been like we 
have made a theoretical reconstruction (Fig. 
7), taking into consideration the general char
acteristics of the several buildings. The plan 
of the temple is purely hypothetical, based on 
the analogy of experience in other archeologi
cal regions, on present rural architecture, and 
on the postholes in the upper floor. 

THE TOMB 

A pit 5 x 3 m. in size was made in the upper 
floor of the pyramid for the purpose of exam
ining its interior and of seeking for possible 
offerings that would serve to date the struc
ture. 

Breaking through the already exposed up
per floor pertaining to Structure 4, a shallow 
fill of limy earth and sand was found. This 
rested upon a very broken floor sunken to
ward the center of our excavation. From ex
perience in other parts this led us to suspect 
a possible tomb or offering chamber in the fill 
beneath the floor, which was assigned to Struc
ture 2. The floor probably served for Struc
ture 3 also, since it was very much worn and 
had five distinct layers of plaster on it, and no 
other floor was found between those assigned 
to Structures 4 and 2 (Fig. 2, profile). 

Beneath this floor lay a deep fill of the same 
limy earth and sand, well compacted. At a 
depth of 1.7 m. the edges of a hard floor ap
peared around an opening which proved to be 
that of an early tomb chamber. Curiously 
enough, the location and orientation of this 
ancient pit coincided closely with those of our 
own. 

The earth within the broken floor section 
was extremely soft, which favored detection of 
the skeletal remains and pottery vessels de
posited in the interior. Apparently the com
paction of the fill over the tomb, and the pos
sible collapse of a wooden roof, contributed to 
the sinking of the Structure 2 floor above. 

The tomb had been intruded into Structure 
I. This platform was very low, since the bur-

- . 



BURIALS AND FURNITURE 5 

ials lie at a depth of 1.22 m. beneath the floor 
on the same caliche rock that we found at the 
bottom of the stratigraphic pits. The tomb 
measures 2.75 by I.75 m., its walls being 
formed by the platform fill of sandy lime, 
which was more compact here than in the rest 
of the constructions. 

Burials 

Two human skeletons were found within 
the tomb, with an offering that consisted of 
nine pottery vessels (Fig. 9, e; 10, f-n), six jade 
beads, two ear ornaments of green serpentine 
and a jade breast ornament worn by the prin
cipal occupant (Fig. IO, a-e). The excavation 
of this interment was extremely difficult owing 
to the very poor condition of the bones as well 
as the softness of the earth surrounding them; 
the latter did not permit leaving supports be
neath the objects and bones. Even the motion 
of the air disturbed the work. The second skel
eton, because of its semi-erect position (Fig. 9, 
f), was even more difficult to exhume, and had 
to be cleared gradually, first making notes and 
sketches, then removing the uncovered por
tions before disinterring more. 

The principal personage was interred in an 
extended position (Fig. 9, e) with head to the 
east. The second individual was placed 35 cm. 
from the southeast corner of the tomb (Fig. 9, 
f) and seemed to have been of minor impor
tance, perhaps interred as a companion to the
first. It was in a seated position, facing the
northeast, with the hands on the knees, the
head fallen between them, and had no objects
buried with it.

Both skeletons were those of adults. 

Grave Furniture 

The following objects were found in the 
tomb: 

I) Simple restricted bowl of dark paste with
a thin polished reddish slip and small flat 
base. Height: 6 cm.; diameter: 15.5 cm. (Figs. 
3, c; 10, J) 

2) Composite-silhouette bowl with slightly
convex base; reddish clay with flaky red slip. 
Height: 4 cm.; diameter: 16.3 cm. (Figs. 3, e;

10, g) 
3) Large vase with convex base, reddish

clay with flaky red slip. Height: 33.5 cm.; 
diameter: 31 cm. (Figs. 3, a; IO, f) 

4) Small restricted olla with everted rim
and flat base, of reddish clay, covered with a 

flaky polished black slip. The body is semi
undulate. Height: 6.5 cm.; diameter 5.5 cm. 
r(Figs. 3, f; IO, h) 

5) Plate with convex base and outward
sloping everted rim, of reddish clay and flaky 
red slip. Height: 3.5 cm.; diameter: 30.5 cm. 
(Figs. 3, g; IO, l) 

6) Fragmentary effigy plate with wide
everted rim in the form of a fish, of reddish 
clay with flaky brown slip. Height: 2.5 cm.; 
diameter 40 cm. (Figs. 3, h; 10, n) 

7) Composite-silhouette bowl with flat base
and lower part much sloping inwards. Red
dish clay with a double slip, flaky red over a 
closely adhering cream. Height: 6 cm.; dia
meter: 16.3 cm. (Figs. 3, d; 10, m) 

8) Multiple vessel with vertical spout and
decoration of incised geometric lines. Reddish 
clay with flaky polished black slip. Height: 7 
cm.; diameter: each mouth, 6 cm.; total: 20 
cm. (Figs. 3, i; 10, k)

9) Large complex vessel with slightly
everted rim. Body covered with flutings from 
the base of the rim to the point where the 
wall breaks inward and ends at the round con
vex base. Well-polished red slip with innumer
able rootlet markings. Height: 25.5 cm.; dia
meter: 28.5 cm. (Figs. 3, b; I 0, i) 

10) Two translucent green ear-ornaments of
a species of jade with muscovite. Length: 3 
cm.; diameter: mouth, 6 cm.; base, 3 cm. (Fig. 
IO, a) 

11) Large cylindrical jade bead. Possibly
the central piece of the necklace that bore the 
pectoral, since it was found together with the 
smaller jade beads. 1.5 x 11 cm. (Fig. 10, b) 

12) Four green jade beads, two with trans
verse lines from mouth to mouth. 1.4 x 2 and 
1.2 x 1.1 cm. (Fig. 10, d) 

13) Jade bead. Probably part of the same
necklace but considered separately because it 
is thinner and has a tiny central perforation; 
whereas the diameter of the perforation of the 
other beads is 4 mm., that of this one is 
scarcely I mm . .  02 x 1.3 cm. (Fig. 10, c) 

14) Three small fragments of jade and two
of green serpentine (Fig. 10, e), all of eccentric 
shape except a small, slightly rounded serpen
tine plaque with a flat base, highly polished, 
I x 2.3 cm., and 3 mm. thick. These small 
pieces appear to be part of a destroyed mosaic 
forming the pectoral lying at the side of the 
principal skeleton. 
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15) Bone mosaic. Near the fragments of
green stone lay a quantity of small bits of 
broken bone that had formed part of the same 
mosaic. It has been impossible to restore this 
piece; the position in which it was found indi
cated that it had rolled down from the breast 
of the buried person toward the left side near 
the shoulder, falling apart in the process. The 
fall of the roof and the decomposition of the 
bones furthered the destruction. 

CERAMICS 

As already noted, two pits were made to 
test for possible stratigraphy in the shallow 
soil of the San Agustin site. No natural soil 
changes were noted and only a few of the 
ceramic wares recovered indicate stratigraphic 
change. The percentages of the wares found in 
each layer ("C") are given in the following 
tables: 

The natural color of the clay is ocher, modi
fied in places by uneven baking. The temper 
is sandy and the firing average. 

The forms of this ware are simple round
sided bowls (Fig. 6, b) and flat-bottom vertical
wall bowls with either horizontal grooves on 
the interior wall near the rim (Fig. 6, a) or 
exterior incising (Fig. 6, c). The white oxi
dized areas on the latter form are frequently 
irregular and not confined to the rim. 

Polished Black: The slip employed gives a 
very polished appearance to this ware. Two 
distinct types may be distinguished, one a 
lustrous well-polished black, the other brown
ish with a flaky slip that may be removed with 
the fingernail. Nevertheless, since the number 
of sherds is relatively small and there is no 
fundamental difference in the forms, it seemed 
better to consider all as one type. The natural 
color of the clay is dark brown and it con-

TABLE 1. DISTRIBUTION OF POTTERY TYPES IN PIT No. 1 

WARE C.l % C.2
Orange ...................... 19 16 8
Polished Red ... ......... 43 37 27
Polished Black ............. ' .

Ocher ....................... 13 11 21
Polished Cream .............. 22 18 
Coarse Brown ................ 21 18 

--

TOTAL ................ 118 56 

% C.3
15 24
48 

25 
37 11 

60 

% 
40 

42 
18 

C.4
18
21
13
12
21

-

85 

% C.5 % 
21 31 36 
25 32 37 
15 24 27 
14 
25 

-

87 

TABLE 2. DISTRIBUTION OF POTTERY TYPES IN PIT No. 2 

WARE C.l % C.2 
Orange ...................... 11 12 26 
Polished Red ................. 31 35 34 
Po lished Black ............... . .

Ocher ........... ....•...... 22 25 64 
Coarse Brown ................ . . 29 
White-rimmed Black . . . . . . . . . . 25 28 19 

--

TOTAL ................ 89 172 

Total of sherds recovered in the two pits: 
1003. 

The principal characteristics of the ceramic 
wares are as follow: 

White-rimmed Black: Ware of polished ap
pearance, black in color except for the rim 
which has a continuous irregular light area, 
possibly produced by a manner of firing. The 
rim color varies from light gray to a reddish 
tint, through cream, the commonest. The 
width of this band is irregular also, varying 
from a few millimeters to several centimeters. 

% 
15 
20 

37 
17 
11 

C.3 % C.4 % C.5 % C.6 % 
33 45 28 33 26 29 
26 35 31 36 31 36 20 22 

26 31 20 22 
15 20 27 31 28 33 25 27 

- - - -

74 86 85 91 

tains a temper of sand or pulverized rock; it 
is well fired. 

The forms are simple bowls (Fig. 4, g); 
open bowls with straight walls, with hori
zontal grooving on the exterior rim, and deco
ration of parallel, vertical incised lines (Fig. 4, 
e); plain composite-silhouette bowls (Fig. 4, 
f); flat-base dishes with wide everted rims, un
dulating in some instances (Fig. 4, a, h); com
posite-silhouette bowls with a decoration of 
oblique bands of crossing incised lines (Fig. 4, 
d); ollas with straight necks (Fig. 4, b); ollas 
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Figure 4. SECTIONS OF RIM SHERDS OF POLISHED BLACK WARE 

with necks undulating on the exterior and 
with the neck walls slightly restricted (Fig. 
4, c); bowls with insloping walls, incised on 
the upper part (Fig. 4, i); and plain tecomates 
(Fig. 4, j-l). 

Polished Red: This is the most abundant 
ware on the surface and in the nucleus of the 
fill of the pyramid. It occurs in two types, one 
with a well-polished, closely adhering slip 
known as "waxy red," very characteristic of 
the Chicane! phase of Uaxactun (Smith, 1955), 
the other with a flaky slip. However, as their 
forms and stratigraphical positions coincide, 
they have been considered here as a single 
type. The paste consists of a reddish clay with 
a temper of fine sand. The firing varies from 
good to fair. Sometimes there are darker or 
lighter areas on the surface that resemble the 
technique of negative painting, but the spots 
seem not to form any design. 

The forms found in this ware are: dishes 
with wide everted rims, plain (Fig. 5, k), un
dulating (Fig. 5, h, p), or incised (Fig. 5, j, m); 
dishes with diverging walls (Fig. 5, i); plain 
bowls with incurved rims (Fig. 5, s); round
sided bowls (Fig. 5, q, t, u); composite-silhou
ette bowls (Fig. 5, o, r, v); bowls with straight 
walls and everted rims, with the upper part 
incised (Fig. 5, n), or sometimes with grooved 
exterior (Fig. 5, l); ollas with high necks and 
straight walls with undulant exterior (Fig. 5, 

x), sometimes with the neck slightly everted 
(Fig. 5, y, z). 

Polished Cream: Ware of reddish orange 
clay, well fired, with sand temper. The cream 
surface color is apparently produced by a slip 
applied after firing. 

Form: Round-side bowls (Fig. 5, aa). 
Ocher: Ware of brown clay, with ochrous 

appearance on the exterior; it has a rather 
coarse sand temper and is poorly baked. Ollas 
of this ware are occasionally decorated with a 
band of tar which covers the exterior of the 
neck. 

Forms: Ollas with plain short necks (Fig. 6, 
d); ollas with the neck slightly rolled (Fig. 6, 
e); high-neck ollas, undulating, slightly 
everted (Fig. 6, g); plain quasi-spherical "seed 
jars" (tecomates) (Fig. 6, f). 

Coarse Brown: Ware made of a dark clay 
containing a coarse temper of sand or pulver
ized gravel. 

Forms: Spherical ollas with plain short 
necks (Fig. 5, a); plain tecomates with thin 
protruding rims (Fig. 5, c); simple tecomates, 
the lower lip of the rim reinforced and with 
grooving at the edge of the mouth (Fig. 5, b); 
tecomates with lip thickened on the inside, 
punctate decoration applied to the smooth 
face of the vessel (Fig. 5, d, e) or to ridges left 
on the surface (Fig. 5, f, g). 

Orange: Made of a reddish clay with sand 
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temper. Well fired, its appearance is reddish 
orange, apparently unslipped. 

Forms: Plain ollas with short, straight 
necks (Fig. 6, k); ollas with everted necks (Fig. 
6, l, n, o); ollas with straight necks and un
dulant exterior (Fig. 6, m); coarse-ware in
cense burners, differing from other forms by 
the coarseness of the sand temper and deco
rated with small dabs of applique applied to 
the outer rim (Fig. 6, p); plain tecomates, 

some with reinforced rim, others with a 
grooved lip (Fig. 6, h, i, 7). 

STRATIGRAPHY 

The percentage charts of the two test pits 
(Tables I and 2) show some points worthy of 
mention. Most of the domestic wares show no 
marked change throughout the different 
layers. One of these common wares, however, 
the Coarse Brown, occupies a distinct strati-
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Figure 5. SECTIONS OF RIM SHERDS OF POTI'ERY VESSELS 

a-g, Coarse Brown; h-z, Polished Red; aa, Polished Cream.
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Figure 6. SECTIONS OF RIM SHERDS OF POTTERY VESSELS 

a-c, White-rimmed Black; d-g, Ocher; h-jJ, Orange.



CERAMICS 11 

graphical position, appearing only in the up
per layers of the pits. On the other hand, its 
forms, mainly tecomates, suggest an earlier 
Chiapas type in point of shape and decora
tion, and may here represent local persistence 
or late adoption after the type had become 
unpopular elsewhere in the region. 

Another type that has no chronological sig
nificance of value is the Polished Cream, 
which appeared in only one pit and under con
ditions that shed no light on the stratigraphy. 

SIGNIFICANT WARES 

Polished Red: This ware is the most ubiq
uitous, with presence in all the layers. View
ing the frequency percentages of the ware, 
there are no apparent changes according to 
stratigraphy. But the greater number of sherds 
of this ware permitted a study of significant 
form changes through time (Table 3) that was 
not possible for the other types: 

bowls with incurved rim, and the second by 
the dishes with wide everted rim and the other 
shapes, excepting the two first mentioned in 
this discussion. There is a discrepancy be
tween this suggested development and that 
known elsewhere in Central Chiapas. The pos
sibility must be entertained that these pits 
do not represent undisturbed deposits. Their 
location in or near small mounds supports 
this possibility. 

Polished Black: The Polished Black ware 
does not appear in the upper layers of the two 
pits. 

White-rimmed Black: This ware is very in
teresting because of its wide distribution in 
the south of Veracruz (Drucker, 1943), the 
west of Tabasco (Pifia Chan y Navarrete, re
port in press), the Central Depression of Chia
pas (data and examples in the storage of the 
Foundation), and on the Pacific Coast of 
Chiapas (Navarrete, 1959). A thorough study 

TABLE 3. OCCURRENCE OF POLISHED RED WARE IN THE COMBINED LEVELS OF PITS 1 AND 2 

WARE 
Dishes with wide everted rims ........ 
Dishes with diverging walls .......... 
Plain bowls with incurved rims ....... 
Round-side bowls ................... 
Composite-silhouette bowls .......... 
Bowls with straight walls and everted 

rims and grooved exterior ......... 
Ollas . . .  · · · · · ·  · · · · · ·  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

TOTAL . . . . . . . . . . . .

C.l 
11 

1 
3 
7 

9 

3 1

% C.2 
3 5  21 

3 
10 2 
23 19 

9 

29 26 
-

77 

It should be noted that in this Table the 
sherd lots of the two pits are considered to
gether to increase the sherd count, an action 
justified by the similarity of the two collec
tions. 

Some shapes show no variation throughout 
the layers, such as the ollas and round-side 
bowls, but a substantial difference is noted in 
the dishes with wide everted rims which ap
pear for the first time in level 4. Noteworthy 
also are the disappearance of simple bowls 
with incurved rims in the upper levels, and 
the increase through the different levels in 
percentages of the composite-silhouette bowls 
and of the straight-side bowls with everted 
rims and exterior grooving. 

These data suggest two periods of develop
ment in the Polished Red ware, the first rep
resented by the divergent-wall dishes and plain 

% C.3 % C.4 % C.5 % C.6 % 
27 11 17 2 6 

3 10 23 44 22 42 
10 16 6 19 3 6 1 2 

2 6 10 3 10 5 10 2 4 
25 9 14 1 3 2 4 
12 6 10 2 6 3 6 

3 4  21 3 3  14 46 19 3 6 24 46 
- - - -

63 3 1 52 52 

of the distribution of this ware, as well as of 
the different varieties and shapes in which it 
appears temporally and spacially, would be 
most significant. 

At San Agustin it appears only in the upper 
two layers in Pit. 2. At Chiapa de Corzo it 
appears in the later Preclassic and Early Clas
sic phases, evidencing a marked evolution in 
form over this period. The late San Agustin 
example of a bowl with thick straight walls 
with grooving on the inner side of the rim 
(Fig. 6, a), and the incised example (Fig. 6, c) 
correspond to Chiapa de Corzo Early Classic. 
The 6, b example, on the other hand, is more 
characteristic of the Late Preclassic at the 
Chiapa site. 

The pottery vessels from the San Agustin 
tomb correspond most closely to the Late Pre-
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classic as defined at Chiapa, apparently rather 
early in the period. 

CONCLUSION 

San Agustin, as the ceremonial focus of a 
small rural zone, appears to be typical of a 
number of similar Preclassic centers along the 
Rio Sabinal. 

Although the plaster pyramid at San Agus
tin has no known identical counterpart, in 
form and function it is similar to early struc
tures at nearby Chiapa de Corzo. Going far
ther afield, it parallels the puddled adobe, ter
raced platforms found within Mound E-III-3 

at Kaminaljuyu, Guatemala (Shook and Kid
der, 1952). Dating to the Miraflores phase of 
that site, the earlier structures of E-111-3 
appear to have a resemblance to ours, which 
supports its temporal placement in the early 
part of the Late Preclassic, as suggested by the 
ceramic offering in the tomb. 

In view of the range of ceramic types found 
in the test pits it appears certain that the oc
cupation of the San Agustin site both ante
dates and postdates the erection of Structures 
1 through 6 in the pyramid. Apparently the 
site was abandoned entirely early in the Early 
Classic, with subsequent habitation favoring 
the hill regions close by. 
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Figure 8. VIEWS OF EXCAVATED STRUCTURES 

a: Eastern side of pyramid before clearing. b: Same, after clearing; terraces of Structure 4 at 
left, stairways of Structures 4 and 5 at right. c: Terraces of Structure 4 at right, stairway of 
Structure 5 at left. d: Stairway and trace of balustrade of Structure 5 at right, stairway of Struc
ture 4 at left. e: Stairways of Structures 4 and 5. f: Terraces of Structure 4, northeastern corner. 
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Figure 9. VIEWS OF EXCAVATED STRUCTURES AND THE TOMB 

a, b: Northe1·n side of Structure 4, middle terrace, with small lateral stairway. c: Northern 
platform, showing several platform faces. cl: Destroyed southern face of pyramid. e, f: Tomb, 

showing two interments and offerings. 
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A BRIEF RECONNAISSANCE IN THE REGION OF 

TON ALA, CHIAP AS, MEXICO 

INTRODUCTION 

T
HIS REPORT is not that of a planned recon
naissance. The visit to the archeological 

zones was fortuitous, the result of a short stay 
in the city of Tonala on the Pacific coastal 
plain of Chiapas. The many reports of ar
cheological remains near this city which we 
received then indicated the importance of 
making more intensive investigations in this 
area. This need is greater in view of the prox
imity of one of the most imposing sites of 
Mexican archeology, that called "Iglesia 
Vieja" by the local residents, a complex of 
ruins near Tonala (Ferdon, 1953). 

It is for the above reasons, and because in 
the present state of Mesoamerican archeology 
all data are important, that these short notes 

MAR 
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� 

concerning three archeological sites in the 
present municipality of Tonala are here pre
sented (Fig. 1). 

EL PAREDON 

The first note concerning this site was made 
by Enrique Juan Palacios (1928) who gives a 
short description of the site and suggests a pos
sible relationship between Pared6n and Iglesia 
Vieja. Later, C. A. Culebro (1939) mentions 
the place, considering it a "plain stela" site. 
A third reference appears in the reconnais
sance of the Chiapas coast published by 
Drucker (1948), where he suggests the possi
bility of relating Pared6n with other coastal 
sites such as Huehuetan I and El Chical, be
cause of the presence of Mixteca-Puebla ce-

ins of Tonala 

TO 

P, ARISTA 

0 IP Km. . � ARCHEOLOGICAL SITE 
Figure l. ARCHEOLOGICAL SITES NEAR ToNALA, CHIAPAS 
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ramies at those sites. In the map "Archeo
logical Sites in the Maya Area" (Kramer and 
Lowe, 1940), Pared6n is noted as an archeo
logical site. 

The village of Pared6n is merely a small 
fishing settlement, near the so-called "Mar 
Muerto," 12 kilometers southwest of Tonala. 
The village is right on the beach, with its 
upper portions sufficiently fertile to permit 
the growth of trees and pasture grass. 

The archeological site is on lands of the 
Montezuma (or Moctezuma) ranch, about 300 
meters from the village and near the town 
cemetery. It consists of a series of scattered 
mounds. Those that form the principal group 
are arranged in a sort of plaza (Fig. 2), on a 
north-south axis on which are five stelae of 
granitic stone (Fig. 7, b). Throughout the zone 
these monuments are found, the size varying 
between I and 1.50 meters. They are of two 
types, of roughly worked stone (Fig. 7, d), and 
of well-smoothed stone (Fig. 7, c). 

The mounds are of tamped earth and seem 
to have had a floor of river-worn stones in the 
upper part. Their height is between 50 cm. 
and I meter. Unfortunately the amount of 
destruction that treasure hunters have wrought 
on the mounds is so great that the principal 
one has been almost entirely levelled. Here, 
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Figure 2. ARCHEOLOGICAL SITE OF EL PARED6N, CHIAPAS 

according to local reports, a tomb was found 
with polychrome pottery and metal. In the 
rubbish thrown out by the vandals we found 
a copper bell (Fig. 5, r) and fragments of 
Mixtec ceramics. 

The pottery found on the surface is very 
abundant and apparently diagnostic of the 
Mixtec period. Polychrome potsherds of jars 
and of tripod bowls (cajetes) with long hollow 
feet (Fig. 3, a-d, g) were found, as well as fine 
gray pottery (Fig. 3, e, f) and fragments of cen
sers or braziers of an orange-colored clay with 
applications in relief and very fugitive white 
painting, some of them with mat (petate) im
pressions (Fig. 3, h-n). Among the orange ware 
are some small tripod bowls with solid feet 
that have much resemblance to contemporary 
Aztec types (Fig. 3, o). 

The figurines that were found or seen in 
local collections are similar in type to those 
published by Drucker (op. cit.); for this reason 
only one example is here illustrated (Fig. 7, a), 
a fragment of a larger figure. The part pho
tographed is 15 cm. high and made of a very 
smooth orange-colored clay, much resembling 
the clay of the figurines of the Gulf coast. 

Judging by the pottery examples, the period 
of occupation of Pared6n probably dates to the 
time of the dispersion of Mixtec pottery styles 
throughout Mesoamerica; the existence of 
these styles on the Pacific coast has been 
clearly proved by recent explorations there 
(Lorenzo, 1955; Dutton, 1958). 

The last important resemblance is that pre
sented by the plain stelae, since those on the 
coast of Oaxaca are accompanied by ceramics 
similar to those found at Pared6n (De Cicco 
and Brockington, 1956). 

TILTEPEC 

Tiltepec lies between the towns of Arriaga 
and Tonala, three kilometers from the latter, 
near the coastal highway of Chia pas. The zone 
takes its name from the Tiltepec River, and is 
situated on the lands of the agrarian colony 
El Ocotal. 

The earliest reference to this site is in the 
1586 journey of Fray Alonso Ponce (1948). 
Here are very important references to the site 
and the region. Translated: " ... The In
dians received him with much kindness and 
gave him much affection and many gifts. Those 
of that town and of almost all the others of 



... ,i�
�---

/';_::;;�C, 
a 

EL PAREDON 

·•·

-"-;;m, 

C 

� 
0 

--- -·
h 

�,-� :,....,..,_ 

I� 

'' \ \ \ I : \ \ ,• ,•\ \ \ I \ \ \ \ 
\ 

\ 
� 

\ 
\ \ \ \ \ \ \ ,,:1,, ', \ \ '\j \ \ 

\ \ \ I \ \ 

\ \ 
\ \ 

\ \ . I \ \ ' I I 
\ \ \ \ 1' \

\I 
\ ,_, \\ \ \ \ . 

I I'\ ' \ 

,, I i I 'I \ \ ' I 
\ I I I \ 

,· ' \ 

,,

' \  

k 

I \ 

Figure 3, CERAMICS OF EL P AREDON 

.. ➔✓...,, .-.-.;:_.

0 

a-d, g, Polychrome wares; e, f, Fine gray; h-n, Sherds of censers of orange ware with relief 
applications, white painting, and mat impressions; o, Solid leg of orange-ware tripod. 
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that province speak a language that has great 
resemblance to Zoque, though having some 
terms of the people of Yucatan." "At night 
he arrived at a small town called Tliltepec, of 
the Bishopric of Guatemala and the first in 
the province of Xoconusco, very famous for the 
quantity of cacao that is gathered there and 
carried to Mexico and to all that kingdom." 

Emeterio Pineda (1845) writes: "There are 
other stones of this same character on the 
haciendas of Rosario and Buenavista, in the 
valley of Xiquipulas, in the midst of abundant 
ancient ruins; but these do not appear to have 
been worshiped. Another is found in the de
serted village of San Juan Tiltepeque, in the 
district of Tonala, and it still serves as the 
line-stone between neighboring properties." 

Brinton (1897) gives another reference; he 
reports a visit made by Dr. C.H. Berendt who 
found mounds, platforms, and stone altars 
decorated with representations of men, fruit, 
etc., as well as circles of stone and monoliths. 
If his site is the same as that seen by us we can 
only lament the loss or destruction of the 
stone altars and monuments that he saw. 

Regarding the report of Padre Ponce, we 
cannot make a close connection between the 
historical and archeological data. As will be 
noted later, the majority of the material found 
by us is Predassic, and only a little could be 
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Figure 4. ARCHEOLOGICAL SITE OF TILTEPEC, CHIAPAS 

identified as Postclassic, so that it is probable 
that our site is not the same as that visited by 
the vigorous Franciscan, although it must be 
near and with connections with the place 
where he was received by the Indians. 

The zone is divided by the highway into 
two parts, the eastern side consisting of five 
large mounds from 2 to 4 meters in height, 
and a number of smaller mounds of less than 
a meter (Figs. 4, 8, a). At about the northern 
limit of this part of the zone are two fallen, 
sandy, worked stones (Fig. 8, b, c), but the de
tails of their sculpture cannot now be distin
guished because of the great damage that they 
have suffered. They are 1 :50 meters long and
have a sort of tenon at one end which shows 
the place where they were inserted into some 
matrix or the ground. 

The west side of the zone seems to be the 
most important part since there is a plaza 
partly enclosed by two platforms that meet at 
the southwest side. Each platform serves as the 
base for three mounds, and at the free end of 
the little upper plaza thus formed there is a 
small mound. This upper plaza is too large 
to have served as a ball court, and has been 
much destroyed by the removal of material for 
making the coastal highway. Height of the 
total complex is 4.50 meters. 

All the mounds are built of tamped earth, 
with a very compact covering of earth and 
river-worn stones. No evidences of architec
ture were observed, although in the two larg
er mounds remains of something that might 
have been a stairway of river-worn stones were 
noted. 

Pottery on the surface is rather scarce, and 
the majority of the sherds indicate a Preclassic 
occupation. Most of them are of an orange 
ware with a sandy temper and a highly pol
ished red surface (Fig. 5, a-d, i). Another type
found there is a sandy brown ware covered 
with a polished brown slip; this has a wide 
everted rim and is sometimes incised (Fig. 5, g). 
In their forms and polish these two pottery 
types resemble those of the Chicane! phase of 
Uaxactun (Smith, 1955). Two other ceramic 
types found here are a fine orange, very smooth 
and without apparent tempering, which has 
considerable resemblance to the texture of the 
orange pottery of the Gulf coast (Fig. 5, e), and 
a polished black ware with white fired rim 
(Fig. 5, f). 
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Figure 5. CERAMICS OF TILTEPEC AND TZUTZUCULI AND COPPER BELL FROM EL PAREDON 

a-g, i, Tiltepec; h, j-q, Tzutzuculi; a-d, i, Sections of sherds with polished red slip; e, Section of

fine orange bowl; f, Section of "white-rimmed" ware; g, Incised polished brown ware; h, m, o-q,

Late historic wares; j, k, n, Preclassic wares; /, Late Preclassic, with polished red slip; r, Copper bell.
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TZUTZUCULI 

This site lies at about 800 meters from 
Tonala on the coast highway leading to Puerto 
Arista, a part of the zone being on lands of the 
Empacadora de Camar6n of that locality 
(Fig. 6). 
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Figure 6. ARCHEOLOGICAL SITE OF TZUTZUCULI, CHIAPAS 

In the patio of this Company are two sculp
tures; one is a human head of basalt, 40 cm. in 
length, with a tenon on the lower part (Fig. 
8, e); the other is a large granitic stone 1.20 
meters high, quasi-cylindrical, incised with 
rather broad shallow designs of curvilinear 
and straight lines and dots which give the im
pression of glyphs; several of them may depict 
stylized human faces (Fig. 8, d). To what cul
ture they belong is uncertain; all the charac
teristics of the first are Postclassic. In the town 
itself there are sculptures of the same style as 
those at Iglesia Vieja (Ferdon, 1951 ). Never
theless they seem to have no stylistic resem
blance to those described here. 

The zone may be divided into two small 
areas separated by the highway. Nevertheless 
a more important distinction agrees with this 
artificial one, that of the size and form of the 
mounds. Those to the east are of tamped 
earth, without stone, 1 to 4 meters in height, 
while those of the western part of the zone, on 
a large natural terrace at the edge of the high-

way, are low, about 50 cm., with stones ar
ranged in lines on their tops; these seem to be 
foundations of houses. The ceramics of the 
two sections also are different; that of the 
earth mounds seems to be older than that of 
the stone foundations which are Postclassic. 

The Preclassic ceramics are of two types, 
sandy reddish orange (Fig. 5, j, n) and sandy 
gray (Fig. 5, k). This period seems to corre
spond to Phase 2 of Chiapa de Corzo (Lowe, 
1957: 16). The sandy orange type, covered with 
a brightly polished red slip, although not well 
identified, is Preclassic in form and polish, and 
appears to me to be Late Preclassic (Fig. 5, l). 

In Figure 5, h, rn, o, p, q are shown exam
ples of late, historic ceramics. That in m is 
the natural reddish color of the clay, the in
terior of the vessel polished. Later a cream
colored slip was applied to the rim section in 
waves. An occupation of the part of the zone 
containing the house foundations seems to be 
here concerned, the association of this type of 
ceramics and house mounds with stone founda
tion lines being frequent in other parts of the 
state of Chiapas. 

DISCUSSION 

Even without excavation, and taking into 
consideration only surface pottery and the ex
ternal characteristics of the several sites, a 
brief discussion of the various problems and 
aspects suggested by an analysis of the archeo
logical material may be attempted. 

We see that sites like Tiltepec and Tzu
tzuculi were occupied principally in the Pre
classic and Postclassic periods with a continua
tion up to the Conquest indicated, as is shown 
by the ceramics in the latter site and the ac
count of Padre Ponce in the former. Changes 
in the habitation practices are noted in the 
different periods. In Tzutzuculi, for instance, 
it seems that in the Postclassic period the use 
of high mounds for habitation ceased, low 
mounds with house foundations of stone lines 
taking their place. 

Pared6n, on the other hand, seems to have 
been constructed during a single occupation 
period with purely Mixtec characteristics, so 
that Drucker (op. cit.) considers it contempo
raneous with Huehuetan I and El Chical. The 
presence of plain stelae is another element 
that connects Pared6n with the Mixtec towns 
of the Oaxaca coast. 
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One puzzling question is the absence of 
Early and Middle Classic material. According 
to Ferdon (op. cit.) the ruins of Iglesia Vieja 
fall within the Late Classic period, the sculp
tures being related with the Mexican influence 

which reached the coast of Guatemala at the 
time of the disruption of the Classic cultures 
of Mesoamerica. This problem is one that 
only excavations in these and other sites can 
resolve satisfactorily. 
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Figure 8. MOUND AND MONUMENTS OF TILTEPEC AND TZUTZUCULI 

a-c: Tiltepec; d, e: Tzutzuculi 
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