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ABSTRACT 

From possibly as early as A.D. 700 to 1350, a complex 

series of population movements took many groups of Nahuat 

speakers from central and southern Mexico to Central 

America. In Guatemala, El Salvador, and Honduras, these 

groups were known as the Pipil. In Nicaragua they were 

called the Nicarao. For the purposes of this thesis, they 

are considered a single cultural entity, the Pipil-Nicarao, 

unified by a common cultural background, history, ideology, 

and language. 

There are sufficient archaeological, historical 

linguistic, and ethnohistoric data to write an ethnography 

of the ancient Pipil-Nicarao. The overall objective is to 

analyze and interpret data from various lines of inquiry-

primarily archaeology, linguistics, and ethnohistory, but 

also geology, geography, environmental studies, botany, and 

zoology--and to weave the data together within an anthro

pological framework to create an ethnographic synthesis of 

Pipil-Nicarao culture, cultural adaptations, and history. 
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PREFACE 

In the summer of 1976, when I began to excavate the 

central Salvadoran Postclassic center of Santa Maria, I had 

no idea that the ancient Pipil-Nicarao would consume most of 

my energy for the next five years. My original intent was 

to gather archaeological data on the Postclassic of central 

El Salvador in particular and southeastern Mesoamerica in 

general. Then I was to use the data as the basis for a 

Ph.D. thesis which would have been strictly an archaeo

logical study. 

After that field season, primarily as a result of 

conversations with David H. Kelley, I realized the potential 

for an all-encompassing study of the Pipil. Once I began 

to gather and analyze the ethnohistoric materials, my scope 

widened to include the Nicaraguan relatives of the Pipil, 

the Nicarao. 

The documentary sources which I have consulted are 

those which are available in published form. I have not had 

the pleasure or the opportunity to conduct original 

archival research. The published sources are rich in 

data on the Pipil-Nicarao, however, and I admit that it was 

fun to work with them. I hope the reader will share my 

enthusiasm for the writers of centuries ago who contributed 

so much to the ethnographic study of the Pipil-Nicarao. All 
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translations of passages originally written in Spanish are 

my own unless otherwise indicated. If previous translations 

were available, I referred to them after I had made my own. 

My indebtedness to people who helped along the way 

is great, and it is now time to pay off some happy debts. 

Each person named here contributed in his br her own special 

way to the final result. No one but myself is responsible 

for any errors or omissions. 

The archaeological research would not have been 

possible without the help of my friends in El Salvador. 

Salvadorans are the most gracious, courteous, and 

industrious people of Central America; they certainly do not 

deserve the tragedies which they are now suffering. I 

extend special thanks to the Garcia and Quijano families of 

Cihuatan. My excavation crews did an outstanding job under 

the able command of foremen Julio Ascensio at Santa Maria 

and Jose Salguero at Cihuatan. Rafael Carballo and Manuel 

Mendez were my field assistants at Santa Maria and Cihuatan, 

respectively. I am grateful to Francisco Canas Prieto for 

permission to work at Santa Maria. The kind cooperation of 

the entire staff of the Administracion del Patrimonio 

Cultural, especially its former director, Alfredo Ortiz, 

and the former Director of Culture, Roberto Huezo, is 

greatly appreciated. 

I am especially grateful for the help and 

V 



encouragement of two scholars who have served as my mentors 

over the past few years. They are my thesis supervisor, 

David H. Kelley, and the head of the Department of 

Archaeology of Patri monio Cu ltura l, Stanley H. Boggs. 

Dave's eclecticism, his wide-ranging knowledge, and his 

vision of anthropology have been and will continue to be 

an inspiration. Stan, with his sense of judgement and his 

healthy skepticisrn, has kept three generations of 

archaeologists working in El Salvador on the right track. 

To the friends and colleagues whom I have met 

through my involvement with Salvadoran prehistory I extend 

thanks for their assistance and companionship. They are 

Howard and Becky Earnest, Arthur and Mary Demarest, Payson 

and Fran Sheets, Marilyn Beaudry, Earl and Anita Lubensky, 

Margarita Solis, Leland Bement, Jose Lopez, Manuel Mendez, 

and Eric and Dorothy Field. 

Paul Healy and Wolfgang Haberland have been 

especially helpful in corresponding with me on their 

research in Nicaragua. I also thank Alfonso Medellin Zenil, 

Torn Lee, and Gordon Willey for making it possible for me to 

examine comparative ceramic collections. 

The members of my thesis committee deserve 

a citation of merit for their patience and forbearance with 

an unusually lengthy manuscript. They are David H. Kelley, 

Jane H. Kelley, Richard G. Forbis, Richard P. Momsen, Jr., 
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and E. Wyllys Andrews V. In addition to her work as a 

committee member, Jane Kelley has helped in a number of 

other ways. I also acknowledge the contributions of J. 

Scott Raymond who served on the committee until other 

commitments made it no longer possible for him to do so and 

who acted as my "proxy supervisor" during Dave Kelley's 

sabbatical year. Charles E. Eyman and Nicholas David also 

read and commented on various parts of the manuscript. 

Barry MacDonnell, Lesley Nicholls, and Ornella 

Cavaliere have provided technical advice and assistance. 

Manuel Mendez, Rafael Carballo, Catherine Ringer Driver, 

and Persis B. Clarkson Lent their considerable artistic 

talents to the drawings and maps. 

The person to whom I am most grateful is my wife, 

Joyce Field Fowler. She worked with me in the field at 

Cihuatan and assisted with the final phases of ceramic and 

artifact analysis and photography. She did not complain 

when I converted our house in San Salvador into a live-in 

laboratory. When the typist whom I had employed threatened 

to drive us into bankruptcy, Joyce took over the production 

of the final draft of the manuscript. Most importantly, 

she has stood by me through two very trying years of 

thesis misery. 

Finally, I thank my parents, Roy and Sara Fowler, 

for everything they have done for me over the years. Ever 
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since I chose anthropology as a career in 1969, they have 

provided strong encouragement and support. I dedicate this 

work to them. 
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INTRODUCTION 

This study is an ethnography. Its subject is the 

ancient Pipil-Nicarao who formed the majority of the Nahuat

speaking aboriginal population of Central America. Begin

ning probably in the eighth century A.D., Nahuat speakers 

began the complex series of migrations from central and 

southern Mexico into Central America which characterize the 

late centuries of prehistory of southeastern Mesoamerica. 

At the time of the Conquest (1523-1524), the Pipil inhabited 

a large part of southeastern Guatemala and most of western 

and central El Salvador, while the Nicarao held much of 

western Nicaragua. These are the geographical regions 

with which the thesis is primarily concerned. 

A formidable amount of archaeological, linguistic, 

and ethnohistoric evidence exists on the Pipil-Nicarao. To 

write this ethnography, I have woven together strands of 

information from this rich corpus of evidence to attempt a 

reconstruction of Pipil-Nicarao history, culture, and 

economy. The thesis is intended not only as an empirical 

investigation but also as a case study in method. I hope 

to illustrate the potential for ethnographic reconstruction 

based on the combined use of archaeological, linguistic, 

and ethnohistoric data. In any case in which such diverse 
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lines of evidence exist for a given cultural group, the 

data, when properly interpreted and synthesized, can form 

the basis for a complete, accurate, and sensitive 

ethnography. 
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The first chapter is an archaeological report on 

two Postclassic sites of the Central Basin of El Salvador, 

Cihuatan and Santa Maria, which, according to the interpre

tation presented here, were important Pipil towns sometime 

around A.O. 900-1200. The primary aim of the chapter is 

descriptive. The settlement patterns and architecture of 

the sites are discussed, and typologies for the ceramics 

and the artifacts are presented. The archaeological data 

are presented in detail in order to facilitate comparisons 

with other sites and regions and to substantiate the 

interpretations and conclusions reached later in the thesis. 

Chapber 2 is concerned with the historical evidence 

for the geographical distribution of Nahuat speakers in 

Central America and the archaeological and linguistic 

evidence which help to project their distribution into the 

past. A synthesis of Pipil-Nicarao historical linguistics 

is also presented in this chapter. The discussion focuses 

on the lexicostatistic evidence for Nahua divergence, the 

evidence from loan words for cultural contacts between the 

Pipil-Nicarao and other indigenous groups of Mesoamerica, 

and Nahua linguistic paleontology. 
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Chapter 3 is a full historiographic analysis of the 

ethnohistoric sources which provide data on the Pipil

Nicarao. Emphasis is placed on the relative importance, 

reliability, and inter-dependency of the sources. The 

analysis is preceded by a discussion of the importance and 

necessity of critical analysis in ethnohistoric research 

and a discussion of the relevant methodology. 

The archaeological, linguistic, and ethnohistoric 

evidence on the Pipil-Nicarao is actually brought together 

and correlated in Chapter 4. The first topic discussed is 

the cultural ecology of the Pipil-Nicarao, and available 

data from modern geologic, geographic, environmental, and 

biological studies are incorporated to permit a broad 

reconstruction of the ecosystems that the Pipil-Nicarao 

occupied and exploited. An examination of all available 

lines of evidence on the Nahuat migrations from Mexico to 

Central America follows. The sociocultural topics treated 

in the chapter include social and political organization, 

economics, warfare and militarism, religion and world view, 

and clothing and personal adornment. 

Finally, the study is concluded with a brief method

ological comment, a brief summary and review of the 

conclusions reached, and some relevant speculations on 

Pipil-Nicarao culture history. 



Chapter 1 

THE ARCHAEOLOGY OF CIHUATAN 
AND SANTA MARIA 

This chapter deals with the material culture and 

prehistory of two sites which I will argue in this thesis 

were occupied during the Early Postclassic period (A.D. 900-

1200) by the Pipil. Cihuatan and Santa Maria are the best 

known Postclassic sites of central El Salvador. Although 

this region has not had the benefit of a thorough, 

systematic archaeological survey, it appears that the two 

sites were among the major centers of population of central 

El Salvador during the Postclassic. 

The sites are located in a lowland river basin for 

which there appears no more appropriate name than the 

"Central Basin of El Salvador." This term is preferable to 

others such as "Middle Lempa Valley" since any topographic 

map of the region clearly shows that it is a large 

depression with a broad, relatively flat floor (Figure 1). 

The basin may be defined hydrologically as the broad flood 

plain of the middle reaches of the Lempa River and its 

tributaries. Topographically, it is bounded on the north 

and east by the Sierra Madre of Central America, on the 

south by Guazapa Volcano and the volcanic axis of Central 

4 
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America, and on the west by the western bend of the Lempa 

River and the Santa Ana volcanic highlands. The basin is 

open at its southern edge where the Rio Sucio connects it 

with the Zapotitan Basin. Structurally, the Central Basin 

is part of the greater Central American depression or graben 

which extends across El Salvador from northwest to southeast 

from Lake Guija to the Gulf of Fonseca (Daugherty 1969:10-

18). The geologic history and structure of the graben are 

discussed in Chapter 4. 

The most important physical characteristic of the 

Central Basin for the interpretation of its prehistory is 

that it is a unit with no internal barriers to the movement 

of people. The only factor limiting communication within 

the basin is distance (Earnest 1976:60). Prehistoric 

movement of people, information, and goods within the region 

was probably facilitated by the Lempa and its larger 

tributaries such as the Tamulasco River which are easily 

navigable by canoe and raft. The same observation would 

apply to extraregional movement and communication. Although 

the Lempa is often thought of as a prehistoric cultural 

barrier (see, for example, Longyear 1966:132), this attitude 

is detrimental to the proper interpretation of Salvadoran 

prehistory. The river is just as likely to have served as 

a natural artery of communication, particularly between the 

Central Basin and the Pacific coastal lowlands (Earnest 

1976:60-61). Archaeological evidence presented here 



7 

suggests that such a connection did indeed occur during the 

Postclassic. 

The Central Basin is hot, low-lying country. The 

mean annual temperature ranges from 22° to 28° C (Servicio 

Meteorologico 1976:47). The elevation of the basin varies 

from about 200 to 500 m above sea level. The mean annual 

precipitation in the region is about 1900 mm with a mean 

maximum, generally in the month of September, of about 400 

mm (ibid., pp. 52-54). 

Although the region is now ecologically impover

ished, its climate and soils once supported a rich complex 

of tropical flora and fauna. The prehistoric vegetation of 

the Central Basin probably consisted primarily of tropical 

deciduous forest intermixed with savanna woodland. 

Prehistoric faunal resources in the basin were abundant and 

varied. The ecological relationships between the Pipil

Nicarao, their habitat, and its floral and faunal resources 

are discussed in Chapter 4. 

THE CULTURE HISTORY OF THE CENTRAL 
BASIN OF EL SALVADOR 

In order to put Cihuatan and Santa Maria into proper 

archaeological perspective, I will briefly summarize the 

culture-historical sequence of the Central Basin as it is 

currently understood. The main reasons for presenting the 

sequence are to provide an understanding of events in the 
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basin prior to its takeover by Nahuat populations and, most 

importantly, to emphasize the contrasts in material culture 

that are evident between the Postclassic and Late Classic 

sites in the basin. The framework of the sequence is 

primarily derived from the research of the Cerron Grande 

Archaeological Salvage Project (Boggs 1976c). The 

chronology of the sequence is based largely on cross-dating 

with other Salvadoran sites, primarily Chalchuapa (Sharer 

1978) and Quelepa (Andrews V 1976), which have lengthy, 

well defined cultural sequences. The only available 

absolute dates for the Central Basin sequence pertain to 

Late Classic and Postclassic materials. The dating of the 

sequence, especially its early phases, must, therefore, be 

regarded as tentative and subject to future revision. 

Table 1, which was worked out in the field at Cihuatan in 

1979 in collaboration with H. H. Earnest, Jr., summarizes 

the sequence as we currently conceive of it. 

As stated previously, a principal object of this 

discussion is to point out the cultural differences between 

the Late Classic and Postclassic phases in the Central 

Basin. Therefore, the Preclassic phases will be glossed 

over, and attention will be directed primarily to the later 

phases. 
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Table 1. Culture-Historical Sequence of the Central Basin 
of El Salvador 
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Late Middle Preclassic 
Concepci6n Phase 

(650-400 B.C.) 

The earliest known evidence of human occupation in 

the Central Basin is dated to the Late Middle Preclassic 

Concepcion phase. This evidence was isolated by Earnest 

(1981:personal communication) through seriation of ceramic 

materials from the El. Perical site, previously reported 

(Earnest 1976:63) as having Preclassic and Late Classic 

period occupations. 

Late Preclassic 
Dulce Nombre Phase 
(400 B.C.-A.D. 250) 

10 

Several Late Preclassic settlements in the basin are 

known. Two important Dulce Nombre phase sites are Rio 

Grande, where Earnest (1976:64-66) excavated a portion of a 

ridged agricultural field built over an earlier domestic 

area with graves and trash pits, and Los Flores, where a 

large round structure similar in form and construction 

technique to Mound B-V-6 at Kaminaljuyu (Bebrich and Wynn 

1973) was excavated (Fowler 1976a). Los Flores is inter

preted as the ritual/administrative center of a considerable 

Late Preclassic Central Basin population. 

Dulce Nombre phase sites are found beneath a thick 

layer of volcanic ash from Ilopango Volcano, located about 

45 km to the south, which errupted in the mid-third century 

A.D. (Sheets 1976, 1979a). The cultural and environmental 
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effects of this eruption have been documented by Sheets 

(ibid.). It is likely that, as in most regions of western 

and central El Salvador, extensive tephra damage to 

agricultural fields and to natural flora and fauna rendered 

most of the Central Basin uninhabitable for a considerable 

period of time. 

Early Classic Ejotal Phase 
(A.D. 250-400) 

We view the Central Basin region as being largely 

unoccupied during this phase. One Ejotal phase site, 

excavated by Earnest, is known. Several correspondences 

noted by Earnest (1979:personal communication) between 

Ejotal ceramics and those of the Early Classic Shila 

ceramic complex at Quelepa (Andrews V 1976:71-96) suggest 

that the Central Basin, or a portion of it, may have been 

recolonized from the east after the abandonment caused by 

the Ilopango catastrophe. 

Middle to Late Classic 
Fogon Phase 

(A.D. 400-900) 

While there may have been a few people inhabiting 

the basin during the Early Classic, the region did not 

fully recover from the effects of the Ilopango eruption 

until the Middle to Late Classic. In my opinion, the 

evidence indicates that the region was invaded during this 

time by a Chorti Maya or Chorti-allied population. 
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Eight Fog6n phase sites were discovered in the 

Cerron Grande surveys. Three large sites of this period, 

La Cienaga, excavated by Earnest in 1974, El Remolino, 

excavated by Crane (1976) in 1974, and El Tanque, test

pitted by Fowler (1976b) in 1975 and more fully inves

tigated by Crane in 1976-1977, appear to have been major 

population centers. The site of San Francisco, near 

Cihuatan, which was excavated by Haberland (1960, 1964a) in 

1958, may also be assignable to this phase. The only 

available radiocarbon date for the Fog6n phase pertains to 

a sub-construction level at La Cienaga with an estimated 

age of 1235±50 years: A.O. 715 (ELSx-15), corrected to 

A.O. 737±71 with a corrected 1-sigma range of A.O. 666-808. 

As Longyear (1966:138) has noted, "the outstanding 

characteristic of the Classic period in central and western 

El Salvador is polychrome pottery of Maya or Mayoid type." 

He pointed out (ibid.) that this fact has been recognized 

ever since the first syntheses of Salvadoran archaeology 

were published by Spinden (1915) and Lothrop (1927). 

Longyear's observation is as applicable to the Fog6n 

ceramic complex as it is to the Club Internacional collec

tion from San Salvador (Boggs 1945), the Late Classic 

ceramics from the Zapotitan Basin (Beaudry 1978), and the 

Xocco and Payu ceramic complexes at Chalchuapa (Sharer 1978: 

127-128). 
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The Fog6n ceramic complex is dominated by a number 

of ceramic groups and modes that resemble those of Middle 

and Late Classic Copan (Longyear 1952:29-31). The Copador 

(polychrome) ceramic group (Sharer 1978:53-56) is 

represented in the Fog6n complex by a wide range of forms 

and types. As Sharer (1978:128) has pointed out, "although 

Copador ceramics are usually considered to have originated 

at Copan, there is evidence ... to show that at least 

some type-variety units within this group were produced at 

other sites II Given the abundance of Copador 

ceramics at Fog6n phase sites, the Central Basin must be 

considered as one of the possible regions of Copador 

pottery production. 

The Gualpopa and Arambala (both polychrome) ceramic 

groups (ibid., pp. 51-52, 56-58), which are related to 

Copador, are also well represented in the Fogon ceramic 

complex. Trade types, including Machacal (ibid., pp. 69-

70), Campana (ibid., pp. 70-71; Andrews V 1976:125-126), 

and Ulua (Glass 1966:164-171) polychromes, are also present 

but far less frequent than Copador and related groups. The 
~ 

predominant utilitarian pottery of the Fogon complex 

consists of a ceramic group, or possibly serveral groups, 

similar in paste (but very different in forms) to the 

Tamulasco Plain ceramic group, described below. 

Typical modes of the Fogon ceramic complex are 
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similar to those of the Late Classic Payu ceramic complex 

at Chalchuapa (Sharer 1978:128). Characteristic are 

unsupported convex-wall bowls, cylindrical vases with slab 

tripod supports, flaring high-neck jars, three- and four

color polychrome painting, and carving or plano-relief 

decoration. 

Judging from the ceramic evidence, external contacts 

with the Central Basin during the Middle to Late Classic 

appear to be primarily with western El Salvador and western 

Honduras, particularly with Copan (Fowler 1976b:85). There 

are also close ceramic ties at this time with San Andres 

and Ch~lchuapa. 

Following Thompson (1970:93-102, especially pp. 

101-102), Sharer (1978:213-215) has argued that "the 

appearance of strong influences from the Chorti area [the 

southeastern Maya Lowlands, including Copan] at Chalchuapa 

may be indicative of actual Chorti-allied peoples occupying 

the Chalchuapa Valley." Similarly, on the basis of 

artifactual evidence, Sheets (1980:7) has interpreted the 

high population density in the Zapotitan Basin during the 

Late Classic as the result of Chorti exapansion into the 

region beginning in the sixth century A.D. Sheets notes 

that "they [the Chorti] established an elaborate hierarchy 

of settlement types ranging from individual farmsteads to 

the large primary center of San Andres" (ibid.; cf. Black 

1978). 

- ------ ~ 
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This interpretation is based not only on the close 

ceramic ties between the Zapotitan Basin sites and 

Chalchuapa and Capan (Beaudry 1978) and Thompson's argu

ments (1970:93-102) concerning Chorti expansion, but also 

on Sheets' careful consideration of possible directions, or 

sources, of technological expertise in the lithic industry 

for its recovery from the Ilopango disaster which was 

responsible for a hiatus of human occupation in the 

Zapotitan Basin during the Early Classic. According to 

Sheets (1980:11), the best match of the known technology 

of recovery and potential sources is with sites to the 

north, specifically Capan, Quirigua, and Papalhuapa. Sheets 

feels that it is possible, but less likely, that groups in 

the Guatemalan highlands or Pacific coast were involved in 

a Middle to Late Classic population movement into the 

Zapotitan region and that it is highly unlikely that people 

from central Honduras (Ulua drainage and eastward) or 

eastern El Salvador were involved (ibid.). 

As noted previously, the Middle to Late Classic 

Fog6n phase sites of the Central Basin show very close 

correspondences with San Andres, Chalchuapa, and Copan, 

especially via type-units of the Copador, Gualpopa, and 

Ararnbala ceramic groups. Given these close ties, and in 

view of the arguments summarized here for a Chorti expansion 

from the Copan region into western and central El Salvador, 

it is my opinion that the Fog6n phase occupation of the 



Central Basin should be attributed to Chorti or Chorti

allied groups. At the very least, one could confidently 

state that the Central Basin during the Middle to Late 

Classic participated to a strong degree in the Copan 

"interaction sphere." 

Early Postclassic 
Guazapa Phase 

(A.D. 900-1200) 

16 

Early Postclassic occupation in the Central Basin 

is represented by seven known sites, four of which were 

discovered and investigated during the course of the 

Cerr6n Grande project. Three of the latter were inten

sively excavated: Moncagua and El Zapote by R. S. Crane 

(unpublished) and Santa Mar{a by Fowler (1977, 1978, 1980: 

Fowler and Solis 1977). Cihuatan, which was probably the 

"capital" of the Central Basin region during the Early 

P0stclassic, has been investigated by a number of scholars 

since it was first explored by Sol (1929a, 1929b). The 

full history of investigation at Cihuatan is summarized 

below. Two sites in the basin reported by Haberland (1960: 

25-26, 1964a:73-74), San Francisco and San Jeronimo, 

complete the list of known Guazapa phase sites in the basin. 

The dating of this phase is discussed below under the 

heading "Chronology." 

The interface between the Late Classic and the 

Early Postclassic in the Central Basin is very poorly known. 
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Sites that are believed to have been occupied at the end 

of the Late Classic, such as El Tanque and La Cienaga, may 

hold valuable clues to understanding the events that took . 

place at this time. San Francisco (Haberland 1960:25-26) 

is probably another key site for this problem. Although 

Haberland assigned the occupation at San Francisco entirely 

to the Early Postclassic, judging from the description of 

his finds there (ibid.), the site probably had a Late 

Classic occupation as well. If so, it would be the only 

known site in the basin occupied during both of these two 

periods. 

The material culture remains of the Early 

Postclassic Guazapa phase bear no resemblance to those of 

the Late Classic Fogon phase. An entirely new set of 

cultural traits appears in the basin in the Early 

Postclassic. Thus, in terms of material culture traits-

and those of the Early Postclassic are well known from only 

two sites--an abrupt shift rather than a gradual transition 

between the two periods appears most likely. 

The ceramics, lithics, figurines, other artifacts, 

and architecture of the Early Postclassic Guazapa phase are 

best known from the sites of Cihuatan and Santa Marfa. As 

I have indicated on a previous occasion (Fowler 1980), the 

archaeological evidence demonstrates that these two sites 

shared a common material culture. It is reasonable to 
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conclude that both sites were occupied contemporaneously 

by members of the same ethnic group who participated in the 

same cultural, social, political, and economic system. 

The material culture of Cihuatan and Santa Maria 

indicates strong Mexican affinities for the group that 

occupied the two sites. These affinities, which are 

described in detail below, may be explained by two alternate 

hypotheses: 

1. The resident (Chorti or Chorti-allied) popula

tions continued to occupy the Central Basin during the 

Early Postclassic. They moved to new sites such as 

Cihuatan and Santa Maria (which were apparently unoccupied 

during the Late Classic). They drastically changed their 

preferences in ceramic forms and decoration, architecture, 

and other material culture aspects and adopted new ways of 

doing things. These new ways had a decided Mexican cast 

to them. 

2. The Central Basin was invaded during the Early 

Postclassic by a foreign population. Judging from the 

cultural remains of the sites that they occupied (Cihuatan 

and Santa Maria), they moved into the basin from the north

west, probably from central Mexico via the Gulf or Pacific 

coastal regions of Mexico. The strong Mexican affinities 

of their cultural remains points to a Nahuat-speaking 

(Pipil) population in the basin during this period. 

I will discuss and evaluate these two hypotheses at 
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two distinct "levels of acceptance": first, the "exclusion 

level," and second, the ~•compatibility level." 

If one of these explanations must be accepted to 

the exclusion of the other, then the first would appear 

very unlikely, and the second would appear to be supported 

by the following evidence: 

1. There are very strong contrasts between the 

material culture of the Late Classic and Early Postclassic 

occupations in the Central Basin. These contrasts are 

summarized below. 

2. With the possible exception of San Francisco, 

none of the Early Postclassic Guazapa phase sites in the 

basin are known to have been occupied during the Middle to 

Late Classic Fogon phase. It is interesting that while 

most of the Fogon phase sites are located on the floor of 

the basin, the Guazapa phase sites are located on natural 

eminences overlooking the basin. 

3. The new traits that appear in the basin, 

especially those seen in the ceramics and the architecture, 

find their closest parallels in Mexico. Particularly 

revealing are the depictions on giant censers, effigies, 

and ceramic masks of Mexican deities such as Tlaloc (or 

Quiahuit?) and Xipe Totec. 

4. Under ordinary circumstances, people do not 

suddenly change the forms and styles of their artifacts and 
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architecture. The presence of foreign deities usually 

indicates the presence of foreign individuals and signifi~ 

cant cultural impact. Individuals of a society may 

experiment with innovative forms and styles in artifacts, 

architecture, and art, and they may adopt exotic religious 

beliefs and practices, but such processes are rare for 

societies as a whole, which are characterized by an 

essential conservatism and resistance to change in these 

areas (cf. Kroeber 1948:415-418; Wauchope 1975:73). 

5. The linguistic and ethnohistoric evidence 

presented in Chapters 2 and 4 indicates that at the time of 

the Conquest most of western and central El Salvador was 

occupied by Nahuat~speaking Pipil populations. Unless we 

are to assume that these populations were the original 

prehistoric occupants of these regions (a very unlikely 

proposition), we must seek a likely time for their invasion 

(see discussion of the Pipil-Nicarao migrations, Chapter 4). 

The changes in material culture that occur between the Fog6n 

and Guazapa phases indicate the presence of Nahuat-speaking 

populations in the Central Basin by the Early Postclassic. 

Before evaluating the two hypotheses at the "compat

ibility level" of acceptance, it would be well to summarize 

the material culture traits of the Early Postclassic 

Guazapa phase and contrast them with those of the Middle to 
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Late Classic Fogon phase. None of the characteristic 

ceramic types and very few modes of the Fogon ceramic 

complex show continuity into the Guazapa complex. Partic

ularly important is the disappearance without issue .of 

the Copador and related Late Classic ceramic groups. 

The Guazapa ceramic complex is typified by the Las 

Lajas Coarse, Tamulasco Plain, Garcia Red, Zancudo White 

Polychrome, Jejen Red Polychrome, and Tamoa Buff ceramic 

groups, all of which are defined and described in this 

chapter. Tohil Plumbate, a Nicoya-like polychrome ceramic 

group, and metallic-slipped pottery are also characteristic 

but less frequent. Common modes of this complex include 

large, hourglass-shaped censers; ladle censers; hollow, 

life-size or near life-size effigies; flaring-wall and 

convex-wall bowls; high-neck and low-neck jars; hollow, 

tripod, rounded or conical supports; red slipping; black 

slipping; four~color polychrome painting in predominantly 

geometric motifs; striation; and fine-line incision. Modes 

of the previous Fogon ceramic complex which are notably 

absent include polychrome-painted motifs of "imitation" 

Maya glyphs, slab supports, faceted flanges en convex-wall 

bowls, and carving or plane-relief decoration. 

As previously noted, most of these forms and decora

tive techniques of the Guazapa ceramic complex have close 

parallels and antecedents in the Classic and Postclassic 

archaeological ceramic complexes of central and southern 
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Mexico. The effigies and censers of the Las Lajas Coarse 

ceramic group often have representations of deities that 

are universally recognized as being of Mexican origin. An 

important central and southern Mexican trait that occurs in 

·the Central Basin during bhe Early Postclassic is wheeled 

figurines (Boggs 1972, 1973). These are not known to occur 

in the basin in the preceding period. 

Mexican architectural traits, unknown in the Central 

Basin until the Early Postclassic, characterize the public 

buildings of Cihuatan and Santa Maria. The most important 

of these are taZud-tabZero (slope-and-panel) decoration on 

building facades and balustrades, rubble-core columns, 

enclosed I-shaped ballcourts, and probably T-shaped 

structures. 

Data on the Late Classic lithic complexes of the 

Central Basin, studied by R. S. Crane, are not yet avail

able, but on the basis of the Chalchuapa data (Sheets 1978: 

75) one could hypothesize that bifacially retouched 

projectile points and knives are distinctive lithic types 

of the Postclassic in the basin, and these types probably 

do not occur in the preceding period. Again extrapolating 

from the Chalchuapa data {ibid., pp. 12-13), there is 

probably an increasing trend in the basin from early to 

late in the frequency of occurrence of prismatic blades 

relative to other chipped stone types and in the frequency 

and intensity of prismatic blade platform grinding. As is 
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the case at Chalchuapa (ibid.), these traits probably reach 

their peaks of occurrence in the Central Basin in the 

Postclassic. 

Do these Mexican traits that characterize the Early 

Postclassic Guazapa phase indicate that all the Late Classic 

Chorti or Chorti-allied inhabitants of the Central Basin 

were pushed out of the region by the invading Pipil? Does 

the evidence indicate that the second hypothesis outlined 

above should be accepted to the total exclusion of the 

first? The answer to both questions is no, and the two 

hypotheses must, therefore, be evaluated at the "compat

ibility level" of acceptance. 

At this level the two hypotheses are not regarded 

as mutually exclusive and, specifying certain conditions, 

they may be viewed as compatible. These conditions are as 

follows: 

1. If there were Postclassic Chorti groups living 

in the Central Basin, their population level must have been 

considerably reduced relative to that of the Late Classic. 

2. If any Chorti groups remained in the basin 

during the Postclassic, they were probably subservient to 

the dominant Pipil majority. Pipil military superiority 

over the populations that resided in the basin when they 

arrived is indicated by the very fact that the Pipil were 

able to establish towns such as Cihuatan and Santa Maria. 

On the basis of the ethnohistoric evidence, one could 

-



speculate that any non-Pipil groups in the basin probably 

paid a heavy price in tribute and slaves to the Mexicans. 

3. The main reason that the possibility of a 

Postclassic Chorti presence in the basin (however small 

24 

in number) cannot be positively excluded is that the region 

has not been thoroughly explored, and we do not really 

know what archaeological traits to look for as an indication 

of their presence. It is not unlikely that there are 

Postclassic Chorti archaeological sites in the Central 

Basin which we have yet to discover or recognize. The Late 

Classic occupations at sites like El Tanque and La Cienaga 

could, in fact, overlap in time with the settlement of 

Cihuatan and Santa Mar1a. 

In order to address this problem satisfactorily, 

not only would a more thorough archaeological investigation 

of the Central Basin be required, but archaeological data 

from the northern mountains of Chalatenanago, El Salvador, 

are needed. It is here, in towns such as Citala, El Poy, 

Tejutla, and Chalatenango, that postconquest Chorti popula

tions of El Salvador were most densely concentrated 

(Cortes y Larraz 1958, vol. 1:209-210; Thompson 1970:93). 

This region is archaeologically unknown, and it is largely 

because of this gap in our knowledge that the character

istics of Postclassic Salvadoran Chorti culture rema~n 

undefined. I would hypothesize that Chorti occupation of 

the northern mountain region dates at least to the Middle 



Classic and that most of the Chorti or Chorti-related 

groups of the Central Basin probably retreated to this 

region in the wake of the Pipil invasion of the basin. 
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A further aspect of the compatibility of the two 

hypotheses concerns the possibility that there may have 

been Chorti living with the Pipil at their major centers 

and that Cihuatan and Santa Maria may have been biethnic, 

bicultural, and bilingual communities. Such a possibility 

is suggested by Miles' hypothesis (1957:739-742) that the 

Postclassic population of the Middle Motagua Valley was 

bilingual Pokoman-Pipil. But as Miles (1957:740) very 

rightly pointed out, the settling of the Pipil in this 

region could have been a postconquest event (see discussion 

of the Middle Motagua, Chapter 2). If the possibility of 

a "hybrid" Pipil-Chorti population at Cihuatan and Santa 

Maria must be entertained, it cannot be approached with 

present archaeological data. If there were any Chorti or 

other non-Pipil at these two centers, their cultural tradi

tions would probably have been submerged by the dominant 

Pipil, and it is doubtful that they would have left any 

recognizable archaeological traces. 

On the basis of the ethnohistoric evidence, however, 

I do not regard the possibility of a mixed ethnic population 

at Cihuatan and Santa Maria as a serious one. The ethno

historic sources on the Pipil and the Nicarao leave the 



impression that the Nahuat-speaking populations of south

eastern Mesoamerica had few amicable relationships with 

foreigners. The only such relationship of which I am 

aware is the Late Postclassic alliance between the Pipil 
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of eastern Guatemala and the Tzutujil (Fuentes y Guzman 

1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 1, eh. 9, p. 56). This alliance, 

however, was forged out of desperation in an effort to stem 

the losses of Pipil territory to the Quiche and Cakchiquel. 

The only foreigners to be found in Nicarao towns were 

slaves and war captives (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, 

bk. 42, eh. 1, p. 37; eh. 3, p. 54). I suspect that any 

Chorti or non-Pipil who may have been present at Cihuatan 

and Santa Maria were not there by their own volition. 

To conclude this summary of the Early Postclassic 

in the Central Basin, the major event of this period was 

the invasion and seizing of the region by a population 

whose archaeological remains evince very strong Nahua 

cultural affinities. I regard them as Nahuat-speaking 

Pipil. In order to establish large towns like Cihuatan and 

Santa Maria near sites that were formerly occupied by the 

Chorti or their allies, the Pipil must have exerted military 

dominance over the former residents of the basin. Any 

Chorti or Chorti-related populations that remained in the 

basin after the Pipil takeover would probably have been 

reduced to remnant enclaves. Any non-Pipil at Cihuatan and 



Santa Maria were probably there as war captives, and they 

were probably enslaved or ritually sacrificed. The 

evidence does not indicate an absolute replacement of 
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Chorti by Pipil populations. It does support the contention 

that a Nahuat-speaking population took control of the 

Central Basin during the Early Postclassic and effectively 

replaced the previous Chorti inhabitants. 

Late Postclassic 
Hediondo Phase 

(A.D. 1200-1524) 

According to the tentative interpretation presented 

here of the archaeological evidence from Cihuatan and Santa 

Maria, the two sites were burned and effectively abandoned 

at the end of the Early Postclassic Guazapa phase. However, 

some specialists, notably Haberland (1960, 1964a), have at 

times regarded Cihuatan as a Late Postclassic site. Until 

Cihuatan is much better known archaeologically, it would be 

rash to discard this possibility. Furthermore, the radio

carbon dates from Cihuatan, discussed below, do not consti

tute compelling evidence against the possibility of a Late 

Postclassic occupation at the site. 

With one or two possible exceptions, all 

structures--public and residential--excavated at Cihuatan 

and Santa Maria were destroyed by fire. In many cases, for 

example, Structures P-1 and P-2 at Cihuatan and Structures 

A-1 at Santa Maria (see below), burned and toppled bajareque 



(a type of wattle and daub) walls are associated with an 

array of smashed Las Lajas censers and other ceramic 
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vessels left lying on the platform summits, the west stairs, 

and extending to the ground below. We do not know whether 

this destruction was caused by internal or external forces. 

Nor do we know whether the burning of the two sites were 

contemporaneous events. One thing is certain: the results 

of the conflagration were never cleaned up, and the 

destroyed structures were not rebuilt. Therefore, it is 

reasonable to conclude that the burning of these structures 

and the smashing of the vessels were actions that marked 

the effective abandonment of the two centers. I would 

tentatively date this abandonment to the late twelfth or 

early thirteenth century A.D. 

The possibility of small "post-occupation" popula

tions ("squatters") at the two sites during the Late 

Postclassic is not excluded. In fact, it is even feasible 

that during this period fairly large populations inhabited 

portions of the sites that have yet to be investigated. 

Given the fact that the Central Basin was continuously 

occupied, probably by at least three distinct cultural or 

ethnic groups, from at least the Late Middle Preclassic to 

the end of the Early Postclassic, it would certainly be 

unlikely that there are no Late Postclassic occupations in 

the basin. 

Such occupations would be characterized by the 



occurrence of Marihua Red-on-buff (Haberland 1964a) 

and probably Chinautla Polychrome (Wauchope 1970:108-112, 

212-213, 238) pottery, both of which are regarded as 

important horizon markers for the Late Postclassic in 

western and central El Salvador (cf. Sharer 1978:63-66). 
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I have been unable to identify positively either of these 

ceramic groups in the Cihuatan-Santa Maria material. Before 

undertaking quantitative analysis of this material, I 

mistakenly thought that the red-on-buff pottery that is 

fairly common at Cihuatan constituted type-units of the 

Marihua ceramic group (Fowler 1977:19, 27; 1978:283, 288). 

It is now evident that the Cihuatan red-on-buff pottery 

lacks the diversity in painted design elements that is so 

characteristic of Marihua Red-on-buff (Haberland 1964a: 

Figure 2), necessitating the definition of a distinct 

ceramic group (Tamoa Buff, described below). Haberland 

(1964a:74) has noted the presence of Marihua Red-on-buff 

sherds at sites within the Central Basin, for example, San 

Jeronimo, near Aguilares, and particularly at El Mico, 

located just outside the basin on the west slope of 

Guazapa Volcano (cf. Termer 1961:22, 25). 

One might expect that continuities between the 

Early Postclassic Guazapa ceramic complex and the Late 

Postclassic Hediondo ceramic complex, once the latter is 

better known, would probably involve the maintenance of the 

Tamulasco Plain, Garcia Red, and Las Lajas Coarse ceramic 
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groups. Continuity between the Tamoa Buff and Marihua 

ceramic groups is almost a certainty. Imported ceramics 

might include Chinuatla Polychrome (Wauchope 1970:108-112, 

212-213, 238) from Guatemala and Madeira Polychrome (Healy 

1980:93-97, 125-129, 140-152, 188-192, 242-246) from 

Nicaragua. The chipped stone complexes of Hediondo phase 

sites would probably be characterized by a continuation of 

emphasis on bifacially flaked implements and prismatic 

blades with heavy platfrom grinding. Although one can 

reasonably expect these traits, the phase cannot be defined 

satisfactorily with present data. I have attempted to 

predict some of its most salient characteristics, hopefully 

to the benefit of future researchers in the region. Ironi

cally, the most recent phase of the prehistory of the 

Central Basin is the least known. 

LOCATIONS AND DESCRIPTIONS OF THE SITES 

At a distance of 37 km to the north of San Salvador 

lies a series of gently rolling hills composed of weathered 

andesite standing about 50 m above the floor of the basin. 

The ancient town of Cihuatan was built on these hills and 

their adjacent slopes and flats. The site is located on 

the west bank of the Acelhuate River, near its confluence 

with the Lempa (Figures 1 and 2). Unconfirmed reports 

indicate that the site may extend to the east of the 

Acelhuate as well. Although Cihuatan has not been 
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completely mapped, a preliminary survey (the results of 

which are described below) indicates that the site extends 

over an area of at least 375 ha. Its maximum elevation is 

333 m above sea level, which point is at the summit of the 

site's principal structure. There is little doubt that the 

commanding view of the basin afforded by the site's hilltop 

location was one of the major considerations in the selec

tion of this spot for settlement by its prehistoric inhabi

tants (Figure 3). Another important factor was . probably 

availability of good agricultural land on the basin floor 

beneath the site. At present, this land is primarily 

devoted to the cultivation of sugar cane. The nearest 

modern town to Cihuatan is Aguilares, located some 4 km to 

the southwest. 

The ruins of Cihuatan can be divided into two 

distinct zones: a nuclear zone comprised of monumental 

public buildings and elite residential structures and the 

surrounding "domestic" zone. The nuclear zone, which is 

some 40 ha in area, is comprised of two discrete groups of 

structures known as the West and East Ceremonial Centers. 

The West Ceremonial Center (Figure 4) was the principal 

focus of my attention during the 1978 and 1979 seasons of 

investigation. It appears to have been a ritual/administra

tive precinct. Dominated by a terraced, pyramidal temple 

platform, Structure P-7, which rises to a height of 18 m 

above the surrounding plaza, the West Ceremonial Center 



Figure 3. A View To the North of the Central Basin From 
the Summit of Structure P-7, Cihuatan. 
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includes seven smaller temple platforms, two enclosed, I

shaped ballcourts, and an elite residential compound, all 

of which are arranged in a rectangular plan and enclosed 

by a stone wall. In spite of the apparent considerations 

of defense that were taken in choosing the location of 
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the site, the wall surrounding the West Ceremonial Center 

probably did not have a defensive function. In my opinion, 

the wall served to demarcate sacrosanct ground. Outside 

the wall, immediately to the west of the North Ballcourt, 

are two more low temple platforms and another to the west 

of the West Ballcourt. 

If the West Ceremonial Center appears to have been 

the focus of Cihuatan religious life, the so-called East 

Ceremonial Center appears to have been the height of 

secular elite ostentation. A number of large, rectangular 

platforms, the surfaces of which are littered with domestic 

pottery, form a regular maze of rectangular plazas oriented 

at right angles to each other. This zone apparently also 

has a number of temple platforms, presumably for religious 

activities subsidiary to those enacted in the West 

Ceremonial Center. With the exception of one structure, the 

East Ceremonial Center has not been investigated archaeo

logically, therefore its exact number of structures is 

unknown. 

Surrounding the "downtown" nucleus of Cihuatan the 

majority of the town's inhabitants were dispersed in a 
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non-nucleated pattern on the slopes and flats below the two 

main centers. Due to the scarcity of level land near the 

core zone, slopes were often terraced to provide house 

sites. The high frequency of terracing on the slopes 

indicates that proximity to the main centers (or perhaps 

only the West Ceremonial Center) was desirable to the non

elite population of Cihuatan. There are two recognizable 

classes of spatial patterning in the non-elite residential 

zone. The arrangement of houses and other structures on 

terraced slopes follows the natural contours of the hills 

with the structures overlooking the basin floor below. In 

the level spaces beneath the slopes, structures are often 

arranged in a plaza formation. In both cases, the settle

ment pattern appears to reflect the community organization 

of Cihuatan into barrios or wards. 

The plan of Santa Mar1a is very similar to that of 

Cihuatan, but the former does not have nearly as many 

monumental constructions as the latter. Santa Maria is 

situated on the broad flood plain to the south of the 

Tamulasco River, about 2 km upstream from its confluence 

with the Lempa and about 16 km east-northeast of Cihuatan 

(Figures 1 and 2). The area of the site is at least 360 ha, 

almost as large as Cihuatan (Figure 5). The maximum eleva

tion of Santa Maria is 248 m above sea level, and the view 

of the basin from this point is unobstructed as far west as 

the Cerro Colima, about 12 km away. At the time of my 
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investigations at the site (1976), the principal crops under 

cultivation were maize, rice, and manioc. The site now 

lies beneath the water of the Cerr6n Grande hydroelectric 

reservoir. 

The nuclear zone of Santa Mar1a can be divided into 

three discrete groups of structures which probably 

functioned as temple platforms, altars, and elite 

residences. Group A is comprised of four structures, two 

of which are arranged to form a linear plaza with a low 

platform in its center. The principal structure of this 

group, Structure A-1, is a T-shaped temple platform which 

duplicates the form of many of the platforms of Cihuatan. 

Group B consists of seven structures in an open arrangement. 

Group C was constructed on an artificial platform measuring 

about 100 m wide and 150 m long. Structures of this group 

consist of a terraced platform standing at a height of 12 

m above the surrounding basal platform. It is similar in 

form to Structure P-7 at Cihuatan. Like Structure P-7, it 

is associated with an enclosed, I-shaped ballcourt. The 

three groups of structures taken as a whole form an east

west axial arrangement, a less compact version of the 

nuclear zone of Cihuatan (Figure 5). 

Investigation of the surrounding residential zone 

was confined to the area to the north of the nuclear zone. 

Dense surface vegetation impeded an adequate settlement 

pattern study. Unlike Cihuatan, remains of domestic 



40 

structures were not clearly discernable on the surface. It 

seems likely, however, given the close cultural connections 

between the two sites, that the Santa Maria settlement 

pattern would closely approximate that of Cihuatan: a non

nucleated pattern arranged in barrios surrounding the 

nuclear zone. 

HISTORY OF INVESTIGATION OF THE SITES 

The earliest published reference to Cihuatan is by 

the German physician and traveler Simeon Habel who visited 

Central America under the auspices of the Smithsonian 

Institution in 1863-1869: "Arriving in the village of 

Whuazapa [Guazapa], I was told that I had passed that very 

noon a place called Siwhuatan, on the river Lempa, remarkable 

for the many. ruins of foundation walls regularly laid out" 

(Habel 1878:37). Cihuatan received no further scholarly 

attention until 1924 or 1926 when Jorge Larde (1926a:157) 

and Samuel Lothrop visisted the site and briefly mentioned 

it ~n subsequent publications _(Lard~ 1926c:216; Lothrop 

1927:217). The first formal investigation of the site was 

conducted in 1929 by the Salvadoran Ministry of Public 

Instruction under the direction of Antonio Sol (1929a, 

1929b). The first map of the site was prepared at this 

time by Augusto Baratta and published with Sol's reports. 

Sol and his colleagues excavated in what they called the 

"Plaza of Sacrifices," now known as the West Ceremonial 
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Center. Many of the exact locations of Sol's investiga

tions are difficult to determine from his brief reports, 

but he concentrated on clearing and partially restoring 

"the Pyramid" (Structure P-7) and the "Temple of the Idols" 

(Structure P-5). The site appeared to be quite small in 

area to these early investigators because about 90% of it 

was covered by a dense forest (Boggs 1978). Longyear 

(1944:14-16) summarized Sol's findings and description of 

the site in the first extensive monograph on Salvadoran 

archaeology. 

Around 1950 Cihuatan archaeology entered a new era 

when the owner of the Hacienda Sihuatan, Jose Maria Peralta, 

began clearing the forest cover revealing the continuation 

of the site as far as the Acelhuate River (Boggs 1978). In 

1954, Stanley H. Boggs, then of the Departamento Tecnico de 

Excavaciones Arqueologicas of the Salvadoran Ministry of 

Culture, conducted a surface reconnaissance of the recently 

cleared portions of the site, confirming that Cihuatan was 

much larger in area than any of the previous investigators 

had suspected (Boggs 1972:48). This reconnaissance resulted 

in the clear definition of the nuclear zone and the 

surrounding non-elite residential zone (ibid., pp. 49-50). 

Boggs and a crew of four students from the National 

University and three employees of the National Museum of El 

Salvador returned to Cihuatan in 1965 to excavate a small 

temple platform of the East Ceremonial Center, Structure 
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0-4 (ibid., pp. 51-54). They discovered the first and only 

scientifically excavated burial at Cihuatan. A number of 

burials have been looted in the eastern portion of the site 

on the terraced slopes and flats near the river. Boggs 

(1972:49) thinks that the latter may be the location of the 

Cihuatan cemetery. Shortly after Boggs' excavation of 

Structure 0-4, Alfonso Huezo Cordoba, then of the National 

Museum, excavated Structure P-21 (ibid., p. 54). At about 

the same time Huezo and his staff cleared and partially 

restored the interior of the North Ballcourt. In 1969 

Huezo excavated a small house platform about 45 m west of 

Structure P-16 (ibid.). 

Efforts to map the non-elite residential district 

were made in 1966 by a group of students from Oxford 

University (Dallyn et al. 1967). Two years later personnel 

of the Department of Archaeology of the National University 

prepared a new map of the West Ceremonial Center (Boggs 

1972:note 18). This map is unpublished, and I have not 

seen it. There was a hiatus in archaeological activity at 

Cihuatan between 1969 and 1974. In the latter year the 

newly formed Administracion deZ Patrimonio CuZturaZ (hence

forth APC), an agency of El Salvador's Ministry of Educa

tion, initiated a long-term project to excavate completely 

and restore the West Ceremonial Center and transform it 

into an archaeological park. Two seasons of work from 1974 

to 1976 under the direction of Gloria E. Hernandez (1975) 
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with the collaboration of Margarita Sol1s resulted in the 

excavation of the West Ballcourt and Structures P-20, P-13A, 

P-13B, and P-6A. At this time Solis produced a map of the 

West Ceremonial Center far superior to its predecessors. 

Serious archaeological investigation of the non

elite residential zone began in 1975 when Karen O. Bruhns 

and Charles Cecil of San Francisco State University and 

Solfs surveyed and mapped a 27.4 ha sector of the residen

tial zone immediately to the south of the nuclear zone. 

The map (Bruhns 1976) has minor inaccuracies, but so far it 

is the only published map of a portion of the habitational 

zone. Bruhns and her colleagues continued mapping and they 

excavated 12 domestic structures and one temple platform or 

altar in 1977 and 1978 (Bruhns 1980a). They mapped approxi

mately 73 ha of the site, including the nuclear zone. 

Unfortunately, with the exception of a map of the West 

Ceremonial Center, their maps are not yet available. Their 

map of the West Ceremonial Center (Figure 4) is the most 

accurate that has been produced. Michael Smith, a member 

of Bruhn's staff, has also prepared a slightly different 

version of this map (unpublished). 

During . 1978 and 1979 I directed the APC Cihuatan 

project with the assistance of Manuel Mendez of the APC 

Department of Archaeology under the general supervision of 

Stanley Boggs, head of that department. We mapped and 

excavated Structures P-1 and P-2 and the Southeast Patio 
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of the West Ceremonial Center. Structures P-1 and P-2 were 

consolidated and restored using native materials (mud 

mortar and the original construction materials). We 

cleared the exterior of the North Ballcourt and the surface 

of Structures P-9, P-17, P-19, and P-20 (the latter had 

been incompletely excavated by Hernandez). Minor test 

excavations were conducted outside the nuclear zone. During 

a week of April 1979 I was assisted by Joyce Field Fowler 

in an attempt to conduct a settlement pattern survey of the 

site based on probability sampling techniques. These inves

tigations are reported below. 

During the last three days of 1977, Earl H. 

Lubensky, then a United States diplomat, and a group of 

volunteers from the United States embassy in El Salvador, 

excavated Structure P-12, the smallest construction of the 

West Ceremonial Center (Lubensky 1978). Lubensky continued 

to work at this structure in 1978, and he also excavated on 

the west side of Structure P-20 (Lubensky and Fowler 1979). 

The most recent archaeological investigations at 

Cihuatan were conducted by Jane H. Kelley, of the University 

of Calgary, and several colleagues in 1979. They mapped 

the San Dieguito barrio which lies to the northeast of the 

nuclear zone, and they excavated two residential structures 

and a ceremonial platform of this part of the site (Kelley 

1979, 1980). As a part of this project, Willard Van 

Asdall, Annita Harlan, and Charles Miksicek, of the 
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University of Arizona, conducted ethnobotanical investiga

tions at the site and in the surrounding region. 

Turning to the attenuated history of investigation~ 

at Santa Marfa, Group C, locally known as Las Lajas, was 

discovered in 1974 during the course of the first Cerron 

Grande project surveys directed by Boggs. On 15 August 

1975, while working at the Preclassic site of Los Flores, I 

surveyed the lower Tamulasco drainage and located Groups A 
.,. 

and B, locally known as Potrero de Garcia and La Lima, 

respectively. At the time, I did not realize the full 

extent of the site and thought that Santa Maria (Groups 

A and B) and Las Lajas were separate sites. They are so 

indicated on some of the Cerron Grande maps. During three 

months of 1976, while affiliated with the Cerron Grande 

project, I mapped, surveyed, and excavated Santa Marla with 

the assistance of Rafael Carballo and Margarita Solfs of 

the APC, Leland Bement, then a recent graduate of the 

American high school in El Salvador, and A~thur Demarest of 

Harvard University (Fowler 1977, 1978, 1980). 

A NOTE ON ETYMOLOGY AND SPELLING 

The name "Cihuatan" and its variants are ancient 

toponyms which were carried into what is now the republic 

of El Salvador by the Pipil (Vivo Escoto 1972:12-13). The 

name may be glossed as "Place of Women" (Geoffroy Rivas 

1973:42). As Habel's remark quoted above suggests, the 
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name has been spelled a number of different or idiosyn

cratic ways. The spelling used here is that which is 

endorsed by the APC. The name is often written with an 

accent (Cihuatan). Since it is a Nahuat rather than a 

Spanish name originally, and for the sake of convenience, 

I have dropped the accent. I assume that Cihuatan was the 

aboriginal name of the town. Santa Maria has lost its 

aboriginal name, but it may have been "Tamoyauhco," from 

which the corrupted ~orm "Tamulasco" derives, glossed by 

Geoffroy Rivas (1973:141) as "Place of Scattered People." 

CHRONOLOGY 

The ceramics, artifacts, and architecture of 

Cihuatan and Santa Maria are stylistically affiliated with 

those of the Early Postclassic Mazapan horizon of central 

Mexico, dated to approximately A.D. 900-1200 (Weaver 1972: 

196). Important horizon markers of this period found at 

the two sites are Tohil Plurnbate and Nicoya (Papagayo) 

Polychrome ceramics which were widely traded throughout 

Mesoamerica during the Early Postclassic (Diehl et al. 

1974). So far, there is no cultural evidence that Cihuatan 

and Santa Marla were occupied before or after the Early 

Postclassic. 

The results of radiocarbon determination on 10 

carbon samples from Cihuatan and one from Santa Marfa 

obtained by the radiocarbon laboratories of the National 
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University of El Salvador (ELS) and the Saskatchewan 

Research Council (S) are presented in Table 2. The dates 

were calculated on the conventional (5568-year) half-life. 

Except for two aberrant dates which are excluded from 

consideration (S-1881 and S-1968), Table 2 shows the radio

carbon age of the samples converted to calendar years 

calibrated with the bristlecone pine chronology using the 

procedure outlined by Damon et al. (1974). 

, Except for sample S-1968, which was a carbonized 

fruit pit, all samples were wood charcoal. Samples ELSx-12a 

and ELSx-12b were among the experimental samples run by the 

Salvadoran lab. They are two halves of the same sample 

excavated by G. E. Hernandez from within Structure P-13A of 

Cihuatan at a depth of almost 2 m. As Table 2 shows, the 

two age determinations of this sample are statistically 

inseparable. Their weighted average calculated according 

to the formulas given by Long and Rippeteau (1974) is A.D. 

869±56 (corrected). Since Structure P-13A was incorporated 

into the east range of the West Ballcourt (Structure P-13), 

the former was probably among the earliest constructions of 

the West Ceremonial Center, and the date (either of the 

means or the weighted average) is consistent with 

expectations. 

The provenience of sample ELS-31 was recorded by 

Hernandez as "Trench 2, Stratum 2" of Cihuatan Structure 

P-6A (APC files). I was unable to ascertain the exact 



Table 2 

Cihuatan and Santa Maria Radiocarbon Dates 

Uncorrected Corrected Corrected 
Sample Age B.P. Mean Date A.O. J__:- s i gmc!_ range 

ELSx-12a 1 1155±50 814±71 743-885 

ELSx-12b 1 1010±86 952±91 861-1043 

ELS-31 1028±92 935±97 838-1032 

ELS-35 940±86 1019 ±91 928-1110 

ELS-42 2 
1230±84 742 ±98 644-840 

S-18813 165±65 

S-1882 805±190 1144±192 952-1336 

S-1965 1355±230 618±231 387-849 

S-1966 430±70 1486±80 1406-1566 

S-1967 980±80 981±86 895-1067 

S-1968 3 2960±205 

Notes 

1Two determinations on the same sample divided in half 

2sample from a sub-construction level 

3oelete 

Corrected 
2-si_gma range 

672-956 

770-1134 

741-1129 

837-1201 

546-938 

760-1528 

156-1080 

1326-1646 

809-1153 

Corrected 
3-sigma range 

601-1027 

679-1225 

644-1226 

746-1292 

448-1036 

568-1720 

75 BC-AD 1311 

1246-1726 

723-1239 

.,:::. 
00 



49 

provenience of the sample, but "Stratum 2" would probably 

be about 30 to 40 cm below surface. The sample was 

presumably in clear association with the structure which is 

a group of small rooms at the south end of Structure P-6. 

The mean date of the sample, A.D. 935±97, appears reliable 

for an early Cihuatan construction. 

Sample ELS-42, excavated by Hernandez from a level 

beneath Structure P-6A, is the only sub-construction sample 

in the series. Its mean date, A.D. 742±98, should provide 

a terminus post quern for construction activities at 

Cihuatan. 

Two samples which I obtained from the Southeast 

Patio excavations produced rather surprising results. 

Sample S-1965 was part of the base of a burned post 

encountered at locus 78-1 I 23 in unit S2 E22, 1.15 m below 

surface and 3.8 m below datum. It yielded a mean date of 

A.D. 618±231. Sample S-1966 was part of another charred 

post from the same construction level as S-1965 and 

separated from it by only 5.5 m. The exact provenience is 

locus 78-1 I 33, unit S2 E28, 45 cm below surface and 3.55 

m below datum. The mean date of S-1966 is A.D. 1486±80. 

The two dates should have been roughly coeval, but their 

ranges overlap only at the 3-sigma level. At-test of 

the significant difference in age of S-1965 and S-1966 

(Long and Rippeteau 1974) shows that the probability of 

contemporaneity of the two dates is less than 1%. 
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Assuming that one or the other of the dates is correct, 

either a very early or a very late date is indicated for 

the construction of the part of the Southeast Patio from 

which the samples were obtained (the earliest construction 

level of the patio). Assuming that both dates are 

acceptable and ignoring their absolute mean values, the 

fact that the samples are significantly different in age 

would indicate a considerable time span for the construc

tion of the Southeast Patio. The 2-sigma ranges of the 

dates suggest a time span of around 250 years for this 

construction. 

There are two acceptable dates from J. H. Kelley's 

excavations in the San Dieguito residential district both 

of which, samples S-1882 and S-1967, were obtained by 

Mario Aliphat from within the construction fill of 

Structure 12-1, a temple platform. As Table 2 shows, the 

ranges of the two dates overlap, and the ages of the two 

samples are therefore statistically inseparable. Curiously, 

the sample with the "younger" mean, S-1882, was found at a 

deeper level, just above sterile soil, than sample S-1967. 

This fact indicates the desirability of a weighted average 

of the two dates: A.D. 1008±78. This date should pertain 

roughly to the time of construction of Structure 12-1. 

The other two dates from the San Dieguito excava

tions are logically and historically unacceptable. Sample 

S-1881 was associated with a feature which appeared to be 
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an aboriginal clay oven near Structure 12-1. The excavator, 

Aliphat, considered the association between the oven and 

the structure to be secure (1981:personal communication). 

The uncorrected age of the sample is 165±65 years. If this 

age is accurate, it would put the date of the oven in the 

late Colonial period. If the oven really is of the 

Postclassic, the date must be rejected. A part of sample 

S-1881 is currently being redated by the Yale Radiocarbon 

Laboratory. The estimated age of sample S-1968, which was 

obtained from a level 20 to 30 cm below the surface of 

Structure 15-1, is 2960±205 years. Its uncorrected date is 

1010 B.C.±205 years which falls squarely into Middle 

Preclassic Olmec times. The ceramics of the midden fill 

associated with the sample were clearly Postclassic in 

date. The date is therefore unacceptable. 

The only radiocarbon date for Santa Mar{a, sample 

ELS-35, pertains to a fragment of a charred roof beam of 

Structure A-1, a temple platform. The sample was 

encountered beneath 23 cm of overburden and in contact 

with the temple floor. The corrected mean date calculated 

from the age of the sample is A.D. 1019±91. The corrected 

1-sigma range of the date is A.D. 928-1110 which overlaps 

with that of samples ELSx-12b, ELS-31, S-1882, and S-1967 

from Cihuatan. The date appears reliable, and it should 

date the time of construction of Structure A-1. 

Deleting samples S-1881 and S-1968, there are nine 
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dates which appear acceptable to a greater or lesser degree 

with which we can date the occupation of Cihuatan and Santa 

Maria. A weighted average of these dates, following the 

procedure described by Long and Rippeteau (1974), should 

provide a precise estimate of the chronology of the two 

sites. Since sample EDSx-12 was dated twice, only one of 

its dates, ELSx-12b, which appears to be the more reliable, 

is included in the average. The result of the weighted 

average of the corrected dates of samples ELSX-12b, ELS-31, 

ELS-35, ELS-42, S-1882, S-1965, S-1966, and S-1967 is A.D. 

1037±36 years. If samples S-1965 and S-1966 are excluded 

from the average calculation because of the statistical 

improbability of their contemporaneity, the weighted 

average of the six remaining corrected dates is A.D. 938±40 

years. These averages align well with the dating of the 

Early Postclassic in central El Salvador based on external 

comparisons. The most divergent of the eight acceptable 

dates are samples S-1965 and S-1966 which show a composite 

1-sigma range of A.D. 387-1566. If these two samples are 

deleted, the composite 1-sigma range of the six most 

reliable dates is A.D. 644-1336. Their mean values range 

from A.D. 742 to 1144. Excluding sample ELS-42, which 

dates a pre-construction level at Cihuatan, the range of 

the means is A.D. 814 to 1144 or A.D. 935 to 1144 if sample 

ELSx-12b is considered more reliable than ELSx-12a. 

As this discussion indicates, there are many ways 
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of interpreting the Cihuatan and Santa Maria radiocarbon 

dates. Some of the dates are possible evidence that the 

occupation of Cihuatan began before and lasted longer than 

the dates of A.D. 900 to 1200 that I have assigned to the 

Early Postclassic Guazapa ph~se. But since five of the six 

most acceptable dates fall within this time period, and the 

sixth (ELS-42) necessarily falls before it, the dating of 

the phase to approximately A.D. 900-1200 seems most 

reasonable. 

Preliminary efforts to work out a chronology for 

Cihuatan and Santa Maria through obsidian hydration dating 

have been made by Clement w. Meighan and the staff of the 

Obsidian Hydration Laboratory of the University of 

California, Los Angeles. A total of 55 obsidian samples 

from Cihuatan and five from Santa Marfa have been submitted 

to the laboratory. The preliminary results have been 

reported by Meighan (1981). The average hydration measure

ments of the specimens range from 2.4 to 2.96 microns. 

Meighan suggests that a hydration rate of 400±50 years per 

micron will fit the radiocarbon evidence for dating the 

sites. A very wide hydration band of 4.7 microns on a 

specimen from Santa Marfa which was closely associated with 

radiocarbon sample ELS-35 suggests, however, that there may 

be two hydration rates for the region differing from each 

other due to the chemical composition of two distinct 

obsidian sources. In terms of a relative sequence based 
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on the obsidian hydration dates, Structures P-6A, P-13A, 

and P-12 appear to be roughly contemporaneous, while some 

of the structures of the non-elite residential zone may be 

slightly older than the West Ceremonial Center. 

A SETTLEMENT PATTERN SURVEY OF CIHUATAN 

In spite of extensive mapping and intensive excava

tions in the non-elite residential zone of Cihuatan, prior 

to 1979 no one had attempted to conduct a systematic 

settlement pattern survey of the site based on probability 

sampling techniques. In an effort to rectify this over~ 

sight, I designed a settlement pattern survey based on a 

stratified systematic unaligned sample of the site (Plog 

1976). This strategy was chosen in order to provide 

optimal areal coverage of the site and to avoid the poten

tial danger of a biased view of spatial variation resulting 

from periodicities in the site layout. 

The sample universe was defined effectively as the 

area between the highway and the river and about 1 km to 

the north and south of the nuclear zone. Earlier recon

naissance which I and others had conducted showed that the 

boundaries of this 375 ha area, shown in Figure 6, probably 

encompassed most of the site. The area was gridded into 

500-by-500 m squares (strata) on a 1:5000 cadastral map 

(kindly supplied by the Instituto Geografico Nacional) of 

Cihuatan and the surrounding region following the Lambert 

-- -- - - - - --
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Conformal Conic Projection to which the map is oriented. 

The resulting 15 strata were numbered sequentially beginning 

in the lower left corner of the defined sample universe, 

moving from west to east and south to north. 

The determination of sample size was dictated by a 

goal to sample at least 1% of the survey area (3.75 ha). 

This meant that at least one 50-by-50 m quadrat within each 

500-by-500 m stratum should be selected for sampling. The 

locations of the quadrats selected are shown in Figure 6. 

The time allowed for the survey was one week, and I felt 

that any attempt to sample more than fifteen 2500 m2 

quadrats was impractical in such a short period of time. 

Taking advantage of a week-long national holiday 

(Semana Santa) during which excavations were suspended, 

Joyce Field Fowler and I began the survey on 9 April 1979. 

This was an ideal time for surveying as it was at the peak 

of the dry season and vegetation cover was minimal. The 

survey sample quadrats were located on the ground by a 

simple procedure. First, we measured the bearing and 

distance on the cadastral map from a given starting point 

to a corner of a certain quadrat. Then we paced off the 

distance from the point of reference to the desired quadrat 

corner taking bearings with a Brunton pocket transit. Once 

we had provisionally located the quadrat corner, we checked 

the accuracy of the location by measuring the distance and 

taking bearings between the corner and nearby benchmarks, 



paths, fences, structures, and natural features shown on 

the cadastral map and a 1:4000 aerial photograph (shown 

reduced in Figure 7; also provided by the Instituto 

Geografico Nacional). Our range of error in finding the 

true locations of the quadrats was probably on the order 

of ±5 m. 

When we were confident that we had accurately 

located a quadrat corner, we marked the square on the 

ground using the Brunton compass and a steel tape. Each 

corner of the quadrat was designated with a wooden stake. 
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Once a quadrat was "on the ground," we recorded the 

following data for each square sampled: general descrip

tion, slope, distance from nearest water source, drainage, 

distance from West Ceremonial Center (measured in a 

straight line from the summit of Structure P-7 to the 

center of the quadrat), number ·and size of structures and 

terraces, and the locations, frequency, and intensity of 

ceramic and artifact concentrations. I felt that this 

mixture of natural and cultural variables would be the most 

meaningful in studying the settlement pattern of the site. 

After recording these data we made 1:500 maps of each 

quadrat sampled using the Brunton and steel tape. 

As it turned out, in the limited time available we 

were only ab1e to sample eight of the 15 quadrats which had 

been selected for the survey. The location, placement, 

data recording, and mapping of a typical quadrat required 



58 

Figure 7. Aerial Photo of Cihuatan (north to top of page, 
approximate scale 1:9,000). 



about five to six hours. The total area of the eight 

sampled quadrats is 2 ha; thus we sampled only about½ of 

1% of the survey area. Nevertheless, several conclusions 

can be drawn from the data on this small portion of the 

site. The following is a brief summary of the data 

recorded for each quadrat sampled. 

Quadrat 5 
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General description: A low ridge runs through the 

square from southeast to northwest. The structures 

observed are situated on the ridge. A cart road runs 

across the north edge of the quadrat. Vegetation cover was 

sparse and surface visibility was good, especially since 

the area had recently been burned. 

Slope: The top of the ridge is flat; it slopes at 

2°30' to the southwest and northeast. 

Nearest water source: A small seasonal stream is 

located about 50 m north of the northeast corner of the 

quadrat. 

Drainage: Good, but there is a marsh immediately 

to the east, north, and west of the square. 

Distance from West Ceremonial Center: 800 m. 

Structures: Three small house platforms or 

special-purpose domestic structures and part of a fourth 

were foun<l within the quadrat. Two more were observed just 

outside the sample square (Figure Ba). 
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Ceramics, artifacts: Light sherd scatters were 

noted in association with all the recorded structures. The 

sherds represented plain wares. Metates were found on the 

surface of Structures 1 and 6. Light concentrations of 

sherds and obsidian were seen in the cart road. 

Quadrat 6 

General description: A wide, ·low ridge runs from 

east to west approximately through the center of the 

quadrat. All structures observed are on flat land. Vegeta

tion cover was heavy and surface visibility poor. 

Slope: A 2° slope descends to the south of the 

crest of the ridge. The north slope of the ridge dips at 

an angle of 5°. 

Nearest water source: A seasonal stream is located 

about 500 m to the northwest. 

Drainage: Good. 

Distance from West Ceremonial Center: 300 m. 

Structures: Only one definite structure, probably 

a house platform, was seen. It is bisected by the west 

boundary of the sample square. Possible structures were 

observed at the northwest corner of the quadrat and at the 

center of the square (Figure 8b). 

Ceramics, artifacts: A light concentration of plain 

ware sherds was observed on the surface of Structure 1 

which also had a boulder metate near its northeast corner. 
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Quadrat 7 

General description: The land within this quadrat 

is flat. Most of the square is covered by a marsh in which 

surface visibility was fair. 

Slope: 0 °. 

Nearest wa~er source: The Acelhuate River is 

located about 500 m to the east, but there may have been a 

seasonal spring nearby. 

Drainage: Poor; most of the sample square was 
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waterlogged. 

Distance from West Ceremonial Center: 385 m. 

Structures: A long terrace wall forms a right 

angle in the northwest sector of the quadrat. The north 

boundary of the square bisects the south end of a probable 

civic-ceremonial platform (Figure 8c). 

Ceramics, artifacts: A rim of a large Las Lajas 

Coarse censer was found at the south end of the platform. 

Comment: There is no evidence for domestic habita

tion in this square. 

Quadrat 10 

General description: This square falls on the 

~erraced slopes to the west of the West Ceremonial Center. 

To the northeast of the quadrat, the hill juts out to the 

northeast with an abrupt drop-off to the north. Vegetation 

cover was moderate, consisting mainly of small shrubs. The 

area here is also characterized by rock outcrops and large 

boulders. 

Slope: The east half of the quadrat, in which 

several structures are located, is flat. To the west of 

Structures 3, 4, and 5 the hill dips at an angle of 10°, 

increasing to 30° in the southwest sector of the square. 

Nearest water source: The Rio Izcanal, a seasonal 

stream, is about 500 m to the west, but there may have been 

a seasonal spring in the vicinity. 
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Drainage: Good. 

Distance from West Ceremonial Center: 560 m. 

Structures: Four structures were noted on the flat 

land of the eastern portion of the quadrat. The corner of 

a fifth structure is barely within the northeast corner of 

the square. Structure 3 is at least twice as large as any 

other structure in its immediate vicinity. Two terrace 

walls were located on the slope below the structures 

(Figure 8d). 

Ceramics, artifacts: Light scatters of plain ware 

sherds were recorded on the surface of Structures 3, 4, 5, 

and 6. Two metate fragments were noted on the surface of 

Structure 3, and three fragments of metates were associated 

with Structure 5. No cultural material was found in asso

ciation with the terrace walls. 

Comments: The entire west slope of the hill below 

the nuclear zone appear to be one of the densest areas of 

non-elite settlement at the site. Bruhns (1980a) has 

excavated several structures in this district, a short 

distance to the south of Quadrat 10. 
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Quadrat 11 
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General description: This quadrat is located within 

a slight depression that separates the two main centers. 

The southeast sector of the square had dense overgrowth, 

while the remainder of the area had light vegetation cover 

and good surface visibility. 

Slope: A 7° slope characterizes the west half of 

the square; the east half is flat except for a slight dip in 

the center. 
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Nearest water source: A seasonal watercourse runs 

off the east edge of the area, and there is a seasonal 

spring in the southwest sector of the square. 

Drainage: Good. 

Distance from West Ceremonial Center: 225 m from 

Structure P-7, but the quadrat is only 20 m east of the 

North Ballcourt. 

Structures: Part of a probable house platform lies 

within the northwest corner of the square. A fairly large 

(elite residential?) structure was noted just beyond the 

east boundary of the quadrat (Figure 8e). 

Ceramics, artifacts: A light sherd scatter, 

including one Plumbate fragment, was observed on the 

surface of Structure 1. 

Quadrat 12 

General description: This square falls on a steep 

slope near the river. Vegetation cover was light to 

moderate. 

Slope: The only flat portion of the square is in 

the northwest corner where it may have been artificially 

leveled. Below this small level area, the slope dips at 

an angle of 10° in the west half of the quadrat and 20° in 

the east half. Outside the square to the east the slope is 

checked by andesite outcrops below which it descends at a 

20° angle to the river bank. 



Nearest water source: The west bank of the 

Acelhuate is 50 m to the east of the quadrat. 

Drainage: Good. 
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Distance from West Ceremonial Center: 620 m. 

Structures: The only apparent construction in the 

square was a terrace wall in the area which appears to have 

been artificially leveled, perhaps an agricultural terrace 

(Figure 8f). 

Ceramics, artifacts: None were observed. 

QUADRAT 12 
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Figure 8f 
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Quadrat 14 

General description: A relatively thick mantle of 

humus supporting a moderate vegetation cover characterize 

this quadrat. A fence and a line of trees run through the 

northern third of the square. 

Slope: 2°30' from south to north. 

Nearest water source: There is a seasonal stream 

which flows to the east across the north edge of the 

quadrat. 

Drainage: Poor in the southern two-thirds, fair 

to good in the northern third of the square. 

Distance from West Ceremonial Center: 710 m. 

Structures: A small, poorly defined structure was 

noted in the northwest corner of the square (Figure 8g). 

Ceramics, artifacts: none were seen. 

Quadrat 15 

General description: This square was located on a 

flat tongue of land projecting to the south from a large 

hill in the northeast sector of the site. Vegetation cover 

was light, consisting of the remains of the previous year's 

maize field. A great deal of plow disturbance was noted. 

Slope: 0°. 

Nearest water source: A small seasonal stream is 

located about 60 m to the south of the quadrat; the 
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Acelhuate is about 300 m to the east. 

Drainage: Good. 

Distance from West Ceremonial Center: 825 m. 

Structures: A large house platform was noted more 

or less in the center of the square. Part of another 

large residential platform extends into the southeast 

corner of the quadrat. These two structures were fairly 

well preserved, and portions of their pumice floors were 

intact. A third house platform, severely disturbed, was 

located outside the quadrat. These three structures form a 

plaza group, apparently open on the west (Figure 8h). 

Ceramics, artifacts: Dense concentrations of 

plain ware sherds and numerous mano and metate fragments 

were noted on the surface of the three structures. Ceramic 

and artifact concentrations were also noted between the 

structures and in the area to the west of the plaza. A 

boulder metate was found in association with Structure 2. 

Comments: Cultural remains in this quadrat indicate 

that this part of the site was an important residential 

zone. This interpretation is supported by J. H. Kelley's 

(1979, 1980) data from this zone. 

Evaluation of the Survey 

The biggest problem with the survey is that it did 

not cover enough ground. It would be unwise to extrapolate 

the results of the survey of such a small sampled area to 



attempt an estimate of settlement density for the site as 

a whole. Certain variables affecting settlement at 

Cihuatan do emerge, however, from an evaluation of the 

survey data. 
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It appears that the most important factors which 

influenced the settlement pattern of the site are those 

which could be logically predicted. The most important 

factor seems to have been slope. Level areas were 

apparently favored for house sites. No domestic structures 

were found on a slope of greater then 2°30'. In some places 

where the slope was excessive, the inhabitants of the site 

modified the land with terraces to increase the amount of 

level space available. An important residential zone in 

which intensive terracing activity took place was sampled 

by Quadrat 10. Terraces were probably also built to check 

erosion on the steep slopes and perhaps to increase the 

availability of agricultural land, as seen in Quadrat 12. 

Another important factor was obviously drainage. 

Most of the sample squares had good drainage, and those 

with the best drainage were probably regarded by the resi

dents of the site as prime spaces for settlement, domestic 

activity, and dooryard farming. A marshy area sampled by 

Quadrat 7 showed no evidence of settlement indicating that 

the ground here was probably permanently saturated during 

the time of the site's occupation. The terrace wall in 

this quadrat was probably built as a land reclamation 
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project. 

Proximity to a water source was probably also an 

important consideration, although probably not as critical 

as the slope and drainage factors. The forest which 

surrounded the site during the time of its vitality 

probably harbored a number of permanent or seasonal springs 

which are no longer in existence. 

Distance from the West Ceremonial Center was 

apparently also a factor with considerable weight, although 

fairly dense settlement did occur as far away as 825 m from 

the principal civic-ceremonial strucuture of the site. One 

could hypothesize that these "suburban" zones were settled 

after those closer to the nuclear zone. The best argument 

for the importance of proximity to the ritual center of the 

site as a factor influencing settlement is that the steep 

slopes surrounding the hilltop center were terraced for 

settlement (probably with considerable time and effort) 

when there was level land further from the ceremonial 

center that was not settled or was not as densely settled as 

the terraced slopes. The fact that the slopes were rocky 

and poorly suited for cultivation may also have made them 

attractive for settlement. 

The strength of the survey, then, is that it gives 

a preliminary idea of the factors which influenced settle

ment at Cihuatan. While one could intuitively predict that 

the densest zones of settlement at the site would occur on 
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natural or man-made level areas with good drainage and 

reasonable proximity to a water source and reasonable 

proximity to the nuclear zone, the results of the survey 

support this prediction. Because of the limited area 

sampled, the survey data do not provide a clear picture of 

overall settlement density at the site. 

Settlement Pattern Summary 

A clearer impression of the settlement pattern of 

the site can be obtained by integrating the survey data 

with observations made on informal reconnaissance of the 

areas of the site not sampled by the survey. In general, 

there are two forms of arrangement of non-elite domestic 

structures. Structures built on level land usually form 

plaza groups. Structures built on the slopes generally 

follow a curvilinear arrangement dictated by the contours 

of the hill. In some instances, however, terraces were 

built wide enough to accommodate plaza groups even on the 

slopes. 

The densest areas of non-elite residence include 

the flat area immediately to the north of the West 

Ceremonial Center (Figure 6); the terraced slopes below and 

to the west, north, and east of the nuclear zone; the flat 

area immediately to the south of the two main centers 

(Bruhns 1976); and the summit and terraced slopes of San 

Dieguito hill, some 800 m to the northeast of the West 



Ceremonial Center (J. H. Kelley, unpublished map). Even 

where settlement was most densely concentrated, the 
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pattern is non-nucleated. There is considerable space 

between structures or groups of structures. This space may 

have been devoted to the cultivation of fruit trees and 

small kitchen gardens. 

Between the areas of settlement are "blank" spaces, 

usually uninhabitable areas characterized by excessive 

slope or poor drainage. The uninhabited zones appear to 

divide the areas of settlement into barrios or wards, thus 

reflecting the social organization of the ancient community. 

I would speculate that the apparent spatial division of the 

town into barrios could be a reflection of the aggregation 

of corporate descent groups such as lineages, or, more 

specifically, calpu llis (see Chapter 4). Barrios are 

common features of ancient (and modern) Mesoamerican 

community organization, and thus it is not surprising to 

find evidence of this type of organization at Cihuatan. 

A good example of a Cihuatan barrio is the San 

Dieguito residential zone (ibid.). In this area a number 

of residential platforms and special-purpose structures 

surround a civic-ceremonial platform, Structure 12-1, 

probably a neighborhood temple. The exact number of 

barrios and the boundaries between them have yet to be 

defined, and this is a fruitful area for future research. 
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CIVIC-CEREMONIAL ARCHITECTURE 

This discussion concentrates on the monumental 

architecture of the West Ceremonial Center of Cihuatan and 

one structure of Santa Mar1a. The most outstanding 

stylistic feature of the civic-ceremonial architecture of 

the two sites is talud-tablero (slope-and-panel) con

struction, a distinctive Mexican trait which did not appear 

in the Central Basin until the Early Postclassic. 

Cihuatan 

The following summary describes the structures of 

the West Ceremonial Center for which there are good 

architectural data. 

Structure P-7 

This terraced, pyramidal platform, which has been 

described by Sol (1929a, b) and Longyear (1944:15), is the 

dominant structure of the West Ceremonial Center. The 

pyramid measures approximately 37 m from north to south and 

40 m from east to west at its base. It was built on a 

basal terrace slightly larger than the base of the 

structure. Access to the summit of the platform, which is 

18 m above the plaza level, was provided by three stair

cases ascending the north, west, and south sides of the 

structure. The stairs are framed by balustrades which 

terminate at the base of the platform with the 
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tal u d-tablero decoration. The structure has not been 

excavated above its lower stairs, but the talu d-tablero is 

probably repeated on each terrace level. The exterior 

terrace walls were battered and probably capped by a 

cornice. 

Examining a looter's pit which had been dug at the 

top of the platform, Sol (1929a:21) noted that the interior 

fill consisted of rubble. The lower steps are of rectangu

lar talpuja (consolidated volcanic ash) blocks, and Sol 

thought they were bound with a lime mortar (ibid.). More 

likely, the steps were bound with mud mortar and surfaced 

with a lime plaster made from ground marine shells and 

pumice (Sol 1929b:58). The same type of plaster was found 

in considerable quantity in the Southeast Patio excavations, 

described below. The exterior walls of Structure P-7 

consist of talpuja blocks and uncut stone, and they were 

probably also covered with lime plaster. A portion of the 

floor of the super-structure (temple) is preserved at the 

summit of the platform. It consists of worked, flat-sided 

pumice "cubes." There is no further evidence on the super

structure, but it probably had bajareque (thick wattle-and

daub) walls and a thatched roof. The roof of the super

structure, as well as that of most other civic-ceremonial 

structures at the site, was probably ornamented with fired 

clay almenas ("merlons"), fragments of which are often 

found in association with large platforms of Cihuatan. 



AZmenas are another significant Mexican architectural 

trait (Margain 1971:Figures 22, 26). 

Sol (1929b:57) found human cranial fragments in 

association with the lower stairs, and I have noticed 

similar remains eroding out of the lower east side of the 

structure. The presence of human burials within the 

platform is probably indicated by this evidence. 

Structure P-5 

This small, rectangular platform, which was 
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considered by Sol to have been the focus of a phallic cult 

(ibid.), is located at the south end of the North Ballcourt. 

It measures 12 m from north to south and 33 m from east to 

west. Narrow staircases between balustrades with taZu d

tabZero construction are centered on the north and south 

sides of the structure, leading down from the 2 m high 

summit of the platform to the ballcourt on the north and a 

small plaza on the south. 

Exterior construction materials of Structure P-5 

appear to consist exclusively of taZpuja blocks. The 

blocks of the lower walls are set on end and battered and 

capped by a horizontally laid cornice. 

There are depressions on either end of the platform. 

The cruciform depression at the west end of the structure 

had a tubular ceramic drain (ibid.), and it has been justi

fiably interpreted as a temascaZ (steam bath). The function 



of the rectangular depression in the east end of the 

platform is more difficult to interpret, but it may have 

been a storage room of some sort. 

North Ballcourt 
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This I-shaped ballcourt extends off the northeast 

corner of the West Ceremonial Center. It is 71 m long and 

27 m wide across the ranges. The ranges are 40 m long and 

10 m wide. The playing alley is 7 m wide between the 

interior benches of the ranges and about 42 m long. The 

average size of the end zones is 13 by 25 m. Narrow stair

cases on the north and south faces of the north platform 

of the court lead into the playing field as do the stairs 

of Structure P-5. The court could also have been entered 

through openings that have been found at either end of the 

two ranges (Figure 9). Spectator access to the tops of the 

ranges was provided by 12 steps ascending their exteriors. 

Construction materials of the North Ballcourt 

consist of talpuja blocks, used in the lower steps of the 

ranges and in basal portions of walls, uncut stone, and, 

occasionally, squared stone slabs at corners. The playing 

field was paved with uncut stone set in the earth with flat 

sides facing upward. 

Structure P-1 

This rectangular platform is located outside the 



Figure 9. Cihuatan, North Ballcourt. South end of west 
range (Structure P-4). 

82 





West Ceremonial Center proper, just to the west of the 

North Ballcourt. The dimensions of the structure are 
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21.5 m from north to south and 9.2 m from east to west. It 

stood at a height above the ancient ground surface of 

approximately 1.7 m. Its orientation is 16°30'. The steps 

on the west side of the structure are flanked by taZud

tabZero balustrades (Figure 10). 

The core of the platform is composed of rubble. 

The structure was built upon a basal terrace which projects 

30 to 50 cm beyond the main body of the structure. The 

sides of the structure consist of horizontally laid taZpuja 

blocks accentuated with pumice chinking and set within 

corniced panels. The panels are capped by large, uncut 

stones. The floor of the super-structure was made of 

pumice "cubes" and flat-sided, unworked stones (Figure 11). 

The walls of the super-structure were of bajareque, large 

burned fragments of which were found on the temple floor, 

the steps, and the ground below the platform. Six rings of 

stone delineated on the platform summit (Figure 10) are 

probably the bases of rubble-core columns or perhaps the 

remains of circular stone bases for wooden columns. The 

latter may be more likely since the roof of the super

structure was probably thatched and would not have required 

a full stone column for support. 
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Figure 11. Cihuatan, Structure P-1 (view to north). 
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Structure P-2 

This T-shaped platform is located 6 m to the south 

of Structure P-1. It measures 21 .. 7 m in tength and 13.7 m 

in maximum width. The top of the platform was approximately 

2 m above the ancient ground surface. It is oriented 15° 

east of true north. Access to the summit was provided by 

steps on the west side of the structure. The typical 

taZud-tabZero balustrades frame the steps. A large boulder 

was incorporated into the north balustrade (Figure 12). 

The rubble-core platform was built on a basal 

terrace which extends some 30-50 m beyond the walls of the 

structure, but the basal platform is considerably wider at 

the north end of the structure (Figure 13). The vertical 

walls of the platform are primarily of uncut stones with a 

few taZpuja blocks. The floor of the summit was paved with 

taZpuja slabs cut in the shape of flagstones. The bases of 

four stone columns or column bases line the west side of 

the summit. The burned and scattered remains of the 

bajareque walls of the super-structure were found on the 

floor, the steps, and in thick deposits covering the basal 

platform and the ground below. 

The dominant feature of Structure P-2 is a rectangu

lar bench at the center of the eastern projection that 

gives the structure its T shape (Figure 12). An interior 

doorway is located 2 m to the west of the bench opening 

onto a small room in front of the bench. The exterior of 
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the bench is built of two courses of taZpuja slabs, most 

of which are set on end (a few are set horizontally). The 

west face of the bench is battered. The top of the bench, 

also of taZpuja slabs, is approximately 50 cm above the 

floor of the platform. 

Structure P-12 

This small civic-ceremonial platform is located 

30 m to the north of the West Ballcourt. Its dimensions 

are approximately 8.3 m from north to south and 6.25 from 

east to west. It stood approximately 1 m above the level 

of the surrounding plaza. The narrow staircase on the west 

side of the structure is bordered by small taZud-tabZero 

balustrades. 

The interior fill of the platform was composed of 

rubble. The basal platform and the exterior walls were 

built mostly of uncut stone, but three corners of the 

basal platform were emphasized by taZpuja blocks. The 

floor of the super-structure was paved with cobblestones. 

The walls of the super-structure were of bajareque 

(Lubensky 1978). 

West Ballcourt 

The second I-shaped ballcourt of Cihuatan intrudes 

upon the west wall of the West Ceremonial Center. It is 

72 m long and 32.5 m wide across the ranges. The west 

range, which was probably built on a segment of the 



93 

surrounding wall of the ritual center, measures 42 m from 

north to south and 8 m from east to west. The east range, 

which incorporates an earlier construction, Structure 

P-13A, is 35 m long and 15 m wide. The playing alley is 

12.5 m wide between the benches of the ranges and approxi

mately 42 m long. The area of the end zones averages 13 

by 34 m. 

Construction materials of the West Ballcourt 

consist of uncut stone and talpuja blocks. An interesting 

feature of the court is a drain built of talpuja blocks at 

the north end of the west range (Hernandez 1975). 

The construction of the West Ballcourt was never 

completed. The platforms at its north and south extremes 

are incomplete and the playing surface is not paved. 

Structure P-20 

This small platform is located approximately 20 m 

to the west of the West Ballcourt, outside the West 

Ceremonial Center proper. It is almost square, with an 

average measurement of 12 m on a side. The rubble-core 

structure was built on a basal platform of unworked stone. 

The body of the structure itself is also of uncut stone. 

Its steps, which face west, are of taZpuja as are the 

talud-tablero balustrades which flank the steps. The floor 

of the super-structure may have been paved with talpuja 

blocks (ibid.). 
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Santa Maria 

Good architectural data exist for only one structure 

of Santa Maria. Other structures were mapped, but they 

were not excavated. 

Structure A-1 

This T-shaped platform, located approximately at 

the center of the nuclear zone of Santa Maria (Figure 5), 

is very similar in form to Structure P-2 at Cihuatan. 

Structure A-1 is elongated north-south with an east pro

jection. Its length is 36 m and its maximum width is 

20.5 m. It stood approximately 2.5 m above its surrounding 

plaza. The orientation of the platform is 4°30'. Access 

to the summit was provided by stairs on the north, west, and 

south sides of the structure (Figure 14). 

Large boulders and rubble formed the core of the 

structure which was built on a basal platform of uncut 

stone and talpuja. The latter two materials were also used 

in the construction of the steps and the body of the 

structure (Figure 15). A ramp about 6 m in width centered 

on the west face of the structure and divided the west 

steps into tandem staircases. All four staircases were 

framed by stone balustrades. 

The summit of the platform was paved with talpuja 

blocks which were also used in the foundation of the super

structure (temple). The floor of the temple was of 
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Figure 15. Santa Maria, Structure A-1 (view to southeast). 
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cobblestones, probably surfaced with mud plaster. The 

walls of the temple were of bajareque. Large burned 

fragments of the temple walls littered ·the ~op of the 

platform. The charred remains of the thatched roof of the 

temple were found in contact with its floor. Six stone 

rings parallel the west face of the platform, and, as in 

the cases of Structures P-1 and P-2 at Cihuatan, these are 

probably evidence of rubble-core columns or column bases. 

ELITE RESIDENTIAL ARCHITECTURE 
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Elite residential architecture at Cihuatan has been 

investigated in the Southeast Patio of the West Ceremonial 

Center, located off the southeast corner of Structure P-7. 

This patio group, about half of which was extensively 

excavated and mapped under my direction in 1978-1979, has a 

complex history of construction. 

At least three stages of construction were revealed 

in the Southeast Patio excavations. The earliest stage, 

Patio III, consisted of a pumice-paved courtyard containing 

an undetermined number of rooms or structures built on 

taZpuja block foundations. The exact dimensions of this 

lowest patio level are unknown, but I estimate that we 

excavated about one-eighth of it (Figure 16). The floor 

level of Patio III ranges from 3.79 to 3.46 m below datum 

(which was set on a nearby tree) and was found at a maximum 

depth of about 1.75 m below the modern ground surface 
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(Figure 17b). A 2-by-2 m test pit, unit S8 El8, excavated 

near the estimated center of the patio (Figure 16), failed 

to indicate construction earlier than Patio III (Figure 18). 

A major room of Patio III, Room 2, most of which 

was excavated, probably measures some 12 m in length and 

7 m in width. It was fronted by a portico, Room 1, which 

is 1.5 m wide and faces the courtyard to the south. A 

rectangular drain of talp u ja blocks exits from Room 2 near 

its northeast corner. An interesting feature of Room 2 is 

an enigmatic boot-shaped depression cut into the floor, 

locus 78-1 I 21 (Figure 16), and surrounded by talpuja 

construction which, viewed from the south, takes the form 

of a stepped fret (Figure 19). 

Apart from the short drain in Room 2, water run-off 

from Patio III was facilitated by a rectangular drainage 

canal lined with talpuja blocks which runs from near the 

center of the patio to the east for a distance of 15 m. At 

that point the drain turns a right angle and extends to the 

south another 5.5 m to its discharge point (Figure 16). 

The drain empties into an alley which forms the east 

boundary of the Southeast Patio (Figure 20) and which is 

probably contemporaneous with Patio III. 

Because its super-structure had a pumice floor, 

Structure P-8 was probably also coeval with Patio III, 

although the level of this floor stands 1.68 m above the 

deepest excavated point of the courtyard floor of Patio III. 
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Figure 19. Cihuatan, Southeast Patio, Patio III, Room 2. 
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Figure 20. Cihuatan, Southeast Patio, Discharge Point of 
Principal Drain. 
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This platform is located at the west edge of the Southeast 

Patio and separated from it by a narrow alley 1.5 to 2 m in 

width which may also date to the time of construction of 

Patio III (Figure 21). A staircase with taZud-tabZero 

balustrades (only one of which was excavated) leads from 

the north end of the alley to the summit of Structure P-8 

(Figure 22). The well preserved lower portion of a 

bajareque wall covered with red-painted mud plaster was 

found in association with the pumice floor at the top of 

the structure. 

Red-painted, plastered bajareque walls appear to 

have been common in the rooms of the Southeast Patio. 

Except on Structure P-8, none of these walls was discovered 

in situ, but numerous red-painted wall fragments were 

recovered from the construction fill of the patio. The 

highest concentrations were in units N2 El4, NO El2, NO El4, 

S2 El2, S2 El4, S8 Wll, and S10 Wll 1Figure 16). From one 

pit alone (S2 El4} 6.7 K of red-painted bajareque wall 

fragments out of a total of 14.8 K of bajareque fragments 

were collected. As they were found below the level of the 

last stage of construction, these fragments would pertain 

to walls of the earliest or intermediate construction 

stage, Patio III or Patio II. 

Patio II was probably built gradually by remodeling 

portions of Patio III and by raising the west side of the 

patio. The average level of the floor of Patio II is 



Figure 21. Cihuatan, Southeast Patio, Patio III, West 
Alley (view to north, Structure P-7 in 
background) . 
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Figure 22. Cihuatan, Southeast Patio, Steps and Balustrade 
of Structure P-8 (view to northwest). 
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1.32 m above that of Patio III. Two broad steps lead from 

Patio II to Patio III (Figures 16, 17a), indicating that 

although the former was superimposed over a portion of the 

latter the two patio levels were partly contemporaneous. 

Pumice flooring, which was so prevalent in Patio III, does 

not occur in Patio II. The flooring material of Patio II 

is a mixture of uncut stone and talpuja blocks. Areas of 

the courtyard floor of Patio III which were paved with 

these materials, such as the floor to the south of Patio 

III, Room 5 (Figure 16), probably represent repairs or 

remodeling carried out during the time of Patio II. It is 

possible that the construction of Rooms 3, 4, 5, and 6 of 

Patio III was contemporaneous with that of Patio II, as the 

floor level of these rooms is 20 to 30 cm above that of the 

pumice-paved courtyard of Patio III, and their construction 

materials are those of Patio II. The wide divergence 

between the radiocarbon dates associated with loci 78-1 

I 23 (Patio III, Room 1) and 78-1 I 33 (Patio III, Room 5), 

discussed above, supports this possibility. Room 2 of 

Patio III, which has a floor of talpuja and lajas (flag

stones) superimposed over a pumice floor, was probably also 

remodeled during Patio II times. In fact, the stepped 

fret-like talpuja feature of Patio III, Room 2, mentioned 

previously, may actually date to Patio II times. 

The floor of Room 1 of Patio II was partially 

covered by what appeared to be a collapsed talpuja wall 
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(Figure 16). Immediately to the north and west of Room 1 

is a series of small, adjacent rooms (Figures 16, 23) 

In both Patios II and III we found several lower 

walls and banquettes surfaced with lime plaster composed of 

ground marine shells, pumice, and sand, similar to the 

plaster (described by Sol [1926a:21; 1929b:58]) that surfaGed 

Structure P-7. In addition, a considerable amount of this 

plaster was found distributed throughout the construction 

fill above the two patios. The marine shells from a 

sample of the plasber were identified by Marco A. Hernandez, 

malacologist, Salvadoran Natural History Museum, as Anadara 

tuberculosa, a mollusk that occurs exclusively in Pacific 

mangroves. 

Taken together, Patios II and III appear to 

represent an extensive apartment complex. A total of 16 

rooms were identified in the excavated area of the two 

patio levels. A conservative estimate of the total number 

of rooms in the Patio II-III compound would be 40 to 50. 

The principal access to the compound was probably via the 

west alley since the east alley appears to have been 

constructed primarily for drainage purposes. At any rate, 

the two alleys are the only avenues into the compound 

which were discovered. The limited access to the enclosure 

would have provided an effective means of controlling 

traffic into the compound. The elite nature of the 

Southeast Patio is therefore emphasized. Its very 



Figure 23. Cihuatan, Southeast Patio, Patio II (view to 
southeast). 
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substantial architecture and its location within the West 

Ceremonial Center also indicate an elite association. The 

proximity of the compound to Structure P-7, the main temple 

platform of the site, suggests that the Southeast Patio may 

have served as residential quarters for religious officials 

of Cihuatan and their retainers. This suggestion is 

supported by ethnohistoric evidence. Garcia de Palacio 

(1881:37) reported in the late sixteenth century that the 

residence of the high priest of the Pipil of Asunci6n Mita 

was located near their main temple. 

Little is known of Patio I, the latest stage of 

construction of the Southeast Patio. It appeared in our 

excavations as only a small segment of an eroded taZpuja 

floor placed over a massive stone foundation at a depth of 

2.23 m below datum and 12 to 30 cm below the modern ground 

surface (Figures 16, 24). The Baratta plan of the site 

indicates a platform elongated east-west in the same approx

imate location as this floor fragment (Sol 1929a). Another 

platform is shown in a location that would be just to the 

east of the east alley (ibid.). 

The builders of Patio I ~erected - large stone 

retaining walls on the north and south sides of the 

compound and demolished the structures of the previous two 

suages of construction, probably removing some of the 

better taZpuja blocks for use in the upper patio. They 

then filled the area of Patios II and III and both .alleys 



Figure 24. Cihuatan, Southeast Patio, Patio I (view to 
northwest, Structure P-7 in background). 
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with sand, ash, talpuja, pumice, rocks, Zajas, sherds, and 

other midden material to a level about 0.5 to 1.5 m above 

the floors of Patios II and III (Figures 19, 20, 23, 25, 

26). Patio I was apparently unpaved, and there may not 

have been any structures built directly above Patios II and 

III. I found none and nor did Baratta show any on his 1929 

map (ibid.). The only construction built during the time 

of Patios II and III which continued in use during the time 

of Patio I was apparently Structure P-8. 

CERAMICS 

The definition of the Guazapa ceramic complex is 

based on analysis of sherds from Cihuatan and Santa Maria. 

From the 1976 salvage excavations at Santa Maria a total of 

1,735 sherds were recovered, of which 1,489 were classified. 

In the 1978-1979 APC investigations at Cihuatan a total of 

27,677 sherds were recovered, of which 26,846 were classi

fied. The total number of sherds recovered from both sites 

is 29,412, of which 28,335 (96.3%) were classified. The 

contextual dispositions of the classified sherds from both 

sites are shown in Tab1e 3. 

Objectives 

The objectives of studying the pottery of Cihuatan 
~ 

and Santa Maria were to describe clearly, concisely, and 

accurately this important class of material culture of the 
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Figure 26. Cihuatan, Southeast Patio, Patio III 
(foreground), Patio II (right, back) (view to 
southwest). 
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Table 3. Contextual Di~positions of Sherds Analyzed 
(number of sherds analyzed from each context) 

Surface 
collection 

Stratified test pits 
in non-nuclear zones 

Primary debris associ
ated with domestic 
structures 

Primary debris associ
ated with civic
ceremonial structures 

Structural fill 

Totals 

Cihuatan 

2,680 

1,481 

0 

16,718
2 

26,846 

1 including surfaces of platforms 

Santa Maria Totals 

21 2,701 

544 2,025 

242 242 

6,649 

0 16,718 

1,489 28,335 

2 largely from the Southeast Patio of the West Ceremonial 
Center 
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two sites and to generate a typology which would be useful 

in studying problems of chronology and culture process and 

effective in future studies of intrasite and intersite 

variability. With such a typology in hand, comparisons 

within each site, between the two sites, and with other 

sites would be facilitated. 

Method 

With these objectives in mind, it seemed desirable 

to use a taxonomic system suited to the investigation of 

culture history and process and one which would produce 

taxonomic units comparable to those of other analysts 

working in southeastern Mesoamerica. In view of the fact 

that such a system, the type-variety method (R. E. Smith et 

al. 1960; Gifford 1960, 1976; Smith and Gifford 1965; 

Sabloff and Smith 1969), had been developed by a group of 

specialists concerned with similar objectives, and had 

been used with success in analyzing the pottery of other 

important Salvadoran sites (Andrews V 1976; Sharer 1978), 

this method was adopted in the present study. 

The type-variety method has certain theoretical and 

practical advantages which also favored my choice of it as 

the basis of this analysis. The strongest advantage is 

that it is a f}exible system conceived within a well defined 

hierarchical framework of analytical intensity enabling the 

analyst to move directly from the classificatory to the 
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integrative and synthetic aspects of his study. Employed 

properly, the type-variety approach produces comparable 

taxonomic units from one analysis to another. Comparability 

is enhanced by the use of a formal, mutually intelligible 

technical language of communication among analysts. Another 

advantage of the type-variety system, as Sabloff (1975:3) 

has pointed out, is that it is easy to work with in ana

lyzing ceramics from a previously . unstudied site. 

The theoretical rationale behind the type-variety 

approach is that taxonomic units (varieties, types, and so 

on) embody sets or clusters of recognizably distinct attrib

utes which have temporal, spatial, or cultural significance. 

The strategy is to order the attributes according to their 

variability in the three dimensions of time, space, and 

culture. 

In my application of the method, I find the taxo

nomic units of type and ceramic group most useful. Empha

sizing the significance of attribute clusters, types can be 

distinguished on the basis of combinations of decorative, 

shape, technical, and design attributes such as slip, color, 

and surface manipulation (ibid.). According to Gifford 

(1976:9), 

A type is a ceramic .unit that is recognizably 
distinct as to certain visual and tactile characteris
tics. A type represents an aggregate of distinct 
ceramic attributes that is indicative of a particular 
category of pottery produced during a specific time 
interval within a :specific regton .. 



At a higher level of abstraction, types cluster to form 

ceramic groups. Following Smith and Gifford (1965:501), 
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A ceramic group is a set of closely related and 
very similar pottery types that demonstrate a distinc
tive homogeneity in range of variation concerning form, 
base color, technological, and other allied attributes. 
Types included within any one ceramic group are always 
of the same pottery ware. A ceramic group is in a 
sense more or less a "super-type." 

In a strict application of the method, attribute 

clusters are recognized as varieties of types, which vary 

from each other in minor technological or stylistic 

attributes, and types are regarded as the sum of their 

varieties (Gifford 1976:10). Each type and variety is to 

be designated with a place name, although varieties may be 

given descriptive names. Ceramic groups are named after 

prominent type constituents. Wares are also named. 

Adaptation of the Method to the 
Cihuatan-Santa Maria Situation 

In applying the type-variety method to the analysis 

of the ceramics of Cihuatan and Santa Maria, I placed major 

emphasis on the ceramic group in its sense as a "super

type." In order to avoid what I feel is an unnecessary 

proliferation of type and variety names, the names of 

taxonomic units refer to ceramic groups, and types are 

designated within each ceramic group when necessary by a 

descriptive adjective. varieties, although sometimes im

plicitly recognized, are not named. This is essentially 
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the same approach used by E.W. Andrews V (1976) in his 

analysis of the Quelepa ceramics, and I believe it frees 

the typology of a welter of arbitrary names and facilitates 

greater understanding of the typological constituency of 

the ceramic groups. The utility of this approach is also 

supported by Demarest's (1980:16-18) analysis of the 

ceramics of Santa Leticia, El Salvador, in which he found 

that sorting sherds into recognized types actually violated 

the integrity of whole (reconstructed) vessels. The 

integrity of whole vessels was preserved at the ceramic 

group level but not at the type level. 

I have not explicitly defined or named pottery 

wares, largely because each ware would coincide with a 

single ceramic group (or in some cases two ceramic groups). 

A description of wares, then, would simply involve the 

repetition of the descriptive data on the ceramic groups. 

The descriptions of paste and surface treatment allow iden

tification of the wares. Again, the precedent for this 

approach was set by Andrews. Although types, varieties, 

and wares do not carry separate names, they are recognized 

and implicitly defined. 

Procedure 

All sherds were washed and numbered according to 

provenience. A provisional typology was established on the 

basis of examination of approximately 14,400 sherds. These 
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sherds were then classified according to the working 

typology which was constantly refined as the analysis 

proceeded. The analysis was conducted in the field during 

and between excavation seasons. 

Once an excavated lot was classified and the 

results recorded, all body sherds (except those repre

senting rare "types") were discarded. All rim sherds, 

appendages, bases, and decorated body sherds were placed 

in trays and retained for further attribute study. These 

sherds form an extensive type collection which is housed in 

the APC field headquarters at Cihuatan. Notes and measure

ments which formed the basis for the type descriptions were 

made in the field with reference to this type collection. 

Descriptions were written in Calgary with reference to my 

notes and a small type collection which is on temporary loan 

to me from the APC. The number of sherds upon which each 

description is based is stated in the text- • A modal 

analysis, not presented here, was also conducted. 

Paste was studied with a 12X loupe, and mineral 

inclusions were identified by myself and confirmed by Mavis 

z. Stout, petrologist, Department of Geology and Geophysics, 

University of Calgary, from a small sample of 19 thin 

sections studied with a petrographic microscope. Ranges of 

color were evaluated in open shade with reference to the 

Munsell Soil Color Charts (1954). Initially, the Mohs 

scale was used to measure hardness, but I later chose to 



describe hardness in a more subjective manner. All 

measurements except rim diameter were made with a sliding 

caliper; rim diameters were measured with a concentric 

circle chart. 

Presentation 
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In the following type descriptions, I have tried to 

adhere as closely as possible to the format of the Quelepa 

report (Andrews V 1976). Following the name of each 

ceramic group, totals and percentage frequencies of the 

group within the Guazapa ceramic complex, within the 

Cihuatan collection, and within the Santa Maria collection 

are stated, respectively. Cihuatan is abbreviated Cih., 

and Santa Marfa is shortened to SM. Paste and surface 

treatment are described for the entire ceramic group after 

the statement of frequencies. If a ceramic group is sub

divided into types, totals and percentage frequencies of 

each type within the ceramic group for the entire complex 

and each separate site are stated in the same order as 

above. Illustrations refer to figures in th±s thesis, or, 

in rare cases, to representative illustrations in another 

study. Forms and dimensions are given for eabh type or for 

the ceramic group as a whole if it is not broken down inbo 

types. The terminology for vessel forms follows Andrews V 

(1976) and Sharer (1978). 

I tried to measure as many specimens as possible. 
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If there are more than five measurements, they are stated in 

terms of their ranges and means, and the number of measure

ments is given in parentheses. If there were less than 

five specimens of a given vessel form to measure, the 

dimensions are given in sequence so that, for example, the 

first in a series of measurements of rim diameter, rim 

thickness, and wall thickness refer to the same specimen. 

The same order applies to width and thickness measurements 

of handles if less than five specimens are represented. 

Decoration is described for each decorated type or 

variety. In a lengthy description of polychrome-painted 

decoration, Munsell color designations are given at the end 

of the description. This is done to avoid inberrupting the 

continuity of the description and to provide subjective as 

well as objective color designations 

Comparisons and discussion usually close the 

description of each ceramic group. The comparisons are not 

intended to be all-encompassing and are largely limited to 

pottery reported from El Salvador, Honduras, western 

Nicaragua, Chiapas, the Gulf Coast of Mexico, and central 

Mexico. In some cases, specified in the text, comparisons 

are based on personal examination of type collections from 

other sites and regions. 



Las Lajas Coarse 
Ceramic Group 

Type Descriptions 
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Frequency. 3257 sherds (11.5%); Cih. 2621 sherds (9.8%), 

group only 1010 sherds; SM 636 sherds (42.7%). 

Paste. Very coarse and medium hard. Temper is heavy; 

mineral inclusions are alkali and plagioclase feldspar, 

green amphibole, and pyroxene. Cores are frequently darker 

than margins but not as a rule. Color ranges from 

yellowish red (5 YR 4/6) to reddish brown (5 YR 4/4) and 

dark reddish brown (2.5 YR 3/4). 

Surface treatment. Never slipped or polished. Surfaces 

range from moderately smoothed to well smoothed. Striation 

is common. Surface color ranges from yellowish red (5 YR 

5/6) and reddish yellow (7.5 YR 5/6) to light brown (7.5 YR 

6/4) and dark reddish brown (5 YR 2/2). Dark gray (2.5 Y 

N4/0) and very dark gray (2.5 Y N3/0) are rare. 

A. Las Lajas Coarse 
Composite 

Frequency. 1216 sherds (46.4%), Cih. 842 sherds (32.1%), 

SM 374 sherds (58.8%). 

Illustrations. Figures 28a-i, 29, 30; Boggs 1972:Figure 15. 

Forms and dimensions. (a) Large, thick-walled, hourglass-

shaped (or dual-chambered, biconical) censers with flat, 

exteriorly thickened rims: Cih. 127 sherds. Rim diameter 

------- - - - -
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Figure 27. Key to Color Symbols Used in Line Drawings. 
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Figure 28. Las Lajas Coarse. a-i, Composite. a-e, Large, 
thick-walled hourglass-shaped censers. f-g, 
Miniature hourglass-shaped censers. h, Hollow, 
spherical vessel. i, Pedestal base of hollow, 
spherical vessel. j, k, Modeled effigies. 
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Figure 29. Las Lajas Coarse Composite large, thick-walled, 
hourglass-shaped censer. 





Figure 30. Las Lajas Coarse Composite hollow, spherical 
vessel mounted on pedestal base. 
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43-62 cm, mean 51.3 cm (30 measurements). Boggs (1972:52) 

has stated that the maximum diameter of these vessels may 

exceed 1 m. Rim thickness 2.6-4.2 cm, mean 3.83 cm (37 

measurements). Wall thickness 1.4-2.3 cm, mean 1.81 cm 

(43 measurements). SM 77 sherds. Rim diameter 44-59.5 cm, 

mean 52.1 cm (18 measurements). 

mean 3.62 cm (21 measurements). 

mean 1.92 cm (25 measurements). 

Rim thickness 2.8-4.1 cm, 

Wall thickness 1.6-2.4 cm, 

The height of these vessels 

probably ranged in the vicinity of 90-110 cm, although some 

may have been more than 150 cm tall. Open at both ends, a 

ledge or a series of tabs was placed at the interior central 

constriction to support a large, flat disc or "removable 

base." Circular or semi-circular vents, 2-3 cm in diameter, 

often appear just above the central constriction. The 

upper and lower halves of these censers are apparently 

identical in form, proportions, and dimensions. It is, in 

most cases, impossible to distinguish between upper and 

lower rims. (b) Miniatures of (a): Cih. 13 sherds. Rim 

diameter 12-14 cm, mean 12.8 (5 measurements). Rim thick

ness 1.0-1.3 cm, mean 1.16 cm (5 measurements). Wall 

thickness 0.6-0.8 cm, mean 0.72 cm (6 measurements). SM 1 

sherd. Rim diameter 19 cm, rim thickness 1.5 cm, wall 

thickness 0.9 cm. (c) Hollow, spherical vessels mounted on 

pedestal bases: Cih. 77 sherds. Estimated exterior 

diameter of sphere 13-15 cm (5 measurements). Estimated 

height of entire vessel 14-19 cm (5 measurements). Wall 



thickness 0.75-1.7 cm, mean 0.98 (10 measurements). SM 

16 sherds. 
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Appendages. Hollow, cylindrical, open-ended supports occur 

on some hourglass-shaped censers. Modeled effigy supports 

also occur. 

Bases. (a) Removable bases (large, flat discs) of 

hourglass-shaped censers: Cih. 27 sherds. Thickness 0.9-

1.6 cm, mean 1.18 cm (10 measurements). SM 4 sherds. (b) 

Pedestal bases of hollow, spherical vessels: Cih. 24 

sherds. Diameter 11.4-14.5 cm, mean 13.2 cm (5 measure

ments). Thickness 0.8-1.2 cm, mean 0.93 cm (10 measure

ments). Height 4.4-5.6 cm, mean 4.73 cm (6 measurements). 

SM 11 sherds. 

Decoration. The exteriorly thickened rims of hourglass

shaped censers often have gouged diagonal lines or chevrons 

forming a rope-like motif. Modeled-applique medallions, 

4.2-4.9 cm in diameter, usually with "buttons," 2.1-2.5 cm 

in diameter, in the center, form a chain encircling the 

vessel just below the rim. On smaller specimens, a finger

impressed fillet may sometimes replace the medallions. 

Below the medallions is usually a horizontal modeled band, 

often with a gouged motif identical to that of the rim. 

Below this band, one or two horizontal flanges, usually 

undecorated, extend out 1.8 to 3.1 cm from the vessel wall. 

When two flanges occur, the one nearer the rim is invariably 

wider. The same sequence of medallions, modeled band, and 
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flanges is repeated at the base. Vessel bodies are 

generally covered with modeled-applique conical spikes 

approximately 4 cm in diameter and height. Modeled ''vege

tation" motifs are not uncommon. Modeled effigy decoration 

on vessel bodies appears to be relatively rare. Traces of 

a thin white wash were observed on a few sherds. Several 

specimens have vestiges of red and blue pigment. Twelve of 

17 open, cylindrical supports have a finger-impressed 

fillet encircling their distal rims. Hollow, spherical 

vessels have modeled vertical flanges and modeled-applique 

claws on vessel bodies. 

B. Las Lajas Coarse 
Modeled 

Frequency. 535 sherds (16.4%); Cih. 274 sherds (10.5%); SM 

261 sherds (41%) 

Illustrations. Figures 28j,k, 31; Boggs 1972:Figures 16a-c, 

17a-c; Casasola 1975:Laminas 1-3. 

Forms and dimensions. Hollow, life-size or near life-size 

effigies of animals, humans, and deities comprise · this type. 

Masks, effigy bottles, and probably several fragments of 

large effigy supports are also included. The latter, if 

more complete, would have been classified as Las Lajas 

Coarse Composite. A death's head effigy which appears to 

have been attached to the distal end of the handle of a 

ladle censer is also included. Toad and jaguar forms are 



Figure 31. Las Lajas Coarse Modeled effigies. a, Toad. 
b, Jaguar leg and paw. c, Tlaloc bottle. 
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common. The most frequently represented deities are 

Tlaloc (or Quiahuit), Xipe Totec, and Mictlantecuhtli. 

Tlaloc is often represented on bottles. Human and deity 

effigies probably stood about 1.3-1.5 m tall. Animal 

effigies were probably about 15-40 cm in height. 

Appendages. Flat and grooved strap handles and spouts 

with wide, everted rims of Tlaloc bottles. 

Decoration. Facial features, hands, feet, clothing, etc. 

are modeled. Details are often emphasized by gouging o r 

incising. Traces of white, red, or blue paint occur on 

some specimens. Tlaloc bottles, especially, were probably 

often painted blue. 

C. Las Lajas Coarse 
Striated 

Frequency. 312 sherds (9.6%); Cih. 312 sherds (11.9%). 

Illustrations. Figure 32-1. 

Surface treatment. Interior surfaces are generally 

smoothed, while exterior surfaces are striated. 

Forms and dimensions. (a) Convex-wall bowls with direct 

and flat rims: Cih. 11 sherds. Rim diameter 26-42 cm, 

mean 33.2 cm (6 measurements). Rim thickness 0.6-1.1 cm, 

mean 0.87 cm (11 measurements). Wall thickness 0.5-1.1 cm, 

mean 0.78 cm (11 measurements). (b) Straight high-neck 

jars with everted rims: Cih. 6 sherds. Rim diameter 12, 

15, 16 cm. Rim thickness 0.5-1.2 cm, mean 0.79 cm 
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Figure 32. Las Lajas Coarse. a-k, Impressed Fillet 
flaring-wall bowls and hollow, rounded supports. 
1, Striated convex-wall bowl. 
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(5 measurements). Neck thickness 0.8-1.4 cm, mean 1.18 cm 

(5 measurements). Wall thickness 0.8, 1.1 cm. Neck height 

12.3 cm. 

Decoration. Three jars have a red-painted band at the rim. 

D. Las Lajas Coarse 
Impressed Fillet 

Frequency. 184 sherds (5.6%); Cih. 183 sherds (7.0%); SM 1 

sherd (0.2%). 

Illustrations. Figures 32a-k, 33. 

Surface treatment. A total of 77 of the 124 rim sherds (62 

(62.1%) were smoothed on both vessel surfaces. The 

remainder were striated on the exterior and smoothed on the 

interior. It is likely that many body sherds of this type 

were mistakenly classified as Las Lajas Coarse Striated. 

Forms and dimensions. (a) Flaring-wall bowls with flat and 

irregular, "sloppy" rims: Cih. 123 sherds, 18 unattached 

rim fillets. Rim diameter 20-41 cm, mean 30.2 cm (16 

measurements). Rim thickness 0.6-1.5 cm, mean 1.16 cm 

(17 measurements). Wall thickness 0.5-1.0 cm, mean 0.7 cm 

(17 measurements). SM 1 unattached rim fillet. (b) Minia-

ture of (a): Cih. 1 sherd. Rim diameter 10 cm, rim 

thickness 0.6 cm, wall thickness 0.4 cm. 

Appendages. Hollow, rounded supports: Cih. 4 sherds, 1 

complete. Exterior diameter at junction with base 5.1, 4.6, 

4.3 cm. Height 11.3 cm. 
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Figure 33. Las Lajas Coarse Impressed Fillet flaring-wall 
bowl. 
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Bases. Flat bases: Cih. 5 sherds. 

Decoration. A thick, finger-impressed clay fillet 

encircles the exterior rims of these bowls. The fillet is 

2-3 cm in width. The width and contours of the impressions 

suggest that most of them were done with the thumb, 

pressing in a downward motion perpendicular to the rim. 

The fillet sometimes laps over the rim, creating an 

irregular, "sloppy" rim profile. Four specimens have 

horizontal, sub-labial flanges just below the rim fillets. 

Comparative material and discussion. The contexts in which 

Las Lajas Coarse ceramics are most frequently found at the 

two sites, in association with civic-ceremonial platforms, 

point to a ritual function for this ceramic group. In 

particular, this association has been noted at Structure A

A-1 at Santa Maria and Structures P-1, P~2, F-12, P-22, artd 

0-4 of Cihuatan, where, in each case, smashed Las Lajas 

Coarse Composite censers were found on platform summits, 

the west stairs, and the ground below (Lubensky and Fowler 

1979; Fowler 1980). The Las Lajas Coarse ceramic group 

could be thought of, therefore, as a ceremonial subcomplex 

within the Guazapa ceramic complex. 

"Studded censers are common in Mesoamerica from the 

Classic period on, in a wide range of forms, including ladle 

censers, bowl censers with low annular bases, and high bi

conical censers with hourglass shapes" (Andrews V 1976 ::111). 

Lolotique ·Spiked biconical censers of Quelepa (ibid., pp. 
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107-111) are vaguely similar in form to Las Lajas Coarse 

Composite censers, but the Quelepa spiked censers are much 

smaller than the full-size spiked censers of Cihuatan and 

Santa Maria. The latter are very closely related to the 

spiked biconical censers found at Tula (Acosta 1956-;957: 

Figure 17, 7). The spiked biconical censers found at 

Miramar, Chiapas (Agrinier 1978:Figures 28b-c, 32-34) are 

identical to those of Las Lajas Coarse Composite type. (I 

examined specimens of the Miramar censers at the ceramic 

laboratory of the New World Archaeological Foundation, San 

Cristobal de las Casas, Chiapas in July 1979 through the 

courtesy of Thomas A. Lee, Jr.). 

Las Lajas Coarse Composite modeled effigy censers 

are related to the Tlaloc effigy censers found near San 

Andres, El Salvador (Boggs 1949). Like the spiked censers, 
~ 

the modeled effigy censers of Cihuatan and Santa Maria 

correspond with those of Tula (Acosta 1956-1957:Figure 19, 

6; Cobean 1974:35). The modeled effigy supports of Las 

Lajas Coarse Composite censers (which occur only rarely) 

are duplicated at Miramar (Agrinier 1978:Figures 21, 22). 

I find no parallels in the literature for Las 

Lajas Coarse Composite hollow, spherical vessels. The 

function of these vessels is enigmatic. Their associations 

identify them as cult objects, but they could not have 

served as censers for the spheres have no openings. 

Las Lajas Coarse Modeled effigies are related to 
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the Tazumal Xipe Totec life-size effigy from Chalchuapa 

(Boggs 1944b). This figure corresponds with Mazapan

horizon Xipe Totec effigies from central Mexico (Saville 

1897:Plate 23; Linne 1934:Figure 113). Similar specimens 

are also known from Lake Guija, El Salvador (Boggs 1976b). 

The central Mexican counterparts of Las Lajas Coarse 

Modeled effigies are known as xantiles, and they are 

considered to be a Postclassic, Toltec-related trait (Cook 

de Leonard 1956-1957:40; MacNeish et al. 1970:225). The 

occurrence of life-size or near life-size ceramic effigies 

also links Cihuatan and Santa Maria with central and 

southern Veracruz (Drucker 1943:Plates 45-48; Garcia Payan 

1951:30-31). Tlaloc bottles of Las Lajas Coarse Modeled 

type are also closely paralleled at Tula (Acosta 1956-1957: 

Figure 19, 3) and in Veracruz (Drucker 1943:Plate 24). 

Las Lajas Coarse Impressed Fillet bowls probably 

also functioned as censers, although they are found just 

as frequently in association with domestic structures as 

they are with civic-ceremonial platforms. This inference 

is based upon the coarse paste of the bowls (theoretically 

fire-resistant) and the fact that some sherds of this type 

have fire-blackened interiors. Coarse-paste censer bowls 

with impressed-fillet decoration are quite common in 

Mesoamerica during the Classic and Postclassic. The vessel 

supports from Miramar illustrated by Agrin~er (1978:Figure 

29) are similar to those of Las Lajas Impressed Fillet 
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Naguapate Coarse Red 
Ceramic Group 
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Frequency. 262 sherds (0.9%); Cih. 257 sherds (1.0%); SM 

5 sherds (0.3%). 

Illustration. None~ 

Paste. Same as Las Lajas Coarse. 

Surface treatment. Surfaces are well smoothed. Exterior 

surfaces have a thin wash or slip ranging in color from 

weak red (10 R 4/4) to dusky red (10 R 3/4). Exterior 

surfaces are lightly polished. 

Form and dimensions. Except for the three handles 

described below, these are all body sherds which pertain to 

very large, thick-walled jars. Rim and neck forms are 

unknown. Wall thickness 2.0-2.4 cm, mean 2.1 cm (10 

measurements). 

Appendages. Flat strap handles: Cih. 3 sherds. Width 

3.5, 3.7, 4.5 cm. Thickness 1.8, 2.1, 2.3 cm. 

Comparative material and discussion. This ceramic group 

is distinguished from Garcia Red Thick-Walled by 

differences in slip color and the lack of well polished 

exterior surfaces on Naguapate Coarse Red. 



Tamulasco Plain 
Ceramic Group 

Frequency. 12,917 sherds (45.6%); Cih. 12,379 sherds 

(46.1%); SM 538 sherds (36.1%). 
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Paste. A medium-textured, relatively hard paste. Occasion

ally, inclusions are quite large, up to 4 mm in diameter. 

Mineral inclusions are the same as in Las Lajas Coarse. 

Color ranges from light brown (7.5 YR 6/4) and light red 

(2.5 YR 6/6) to red (2.5 YR 5/8) and reddish brown (5 YR 

5/3). Firing is generally uniform. 

Surface treatment. Well smoothed, inside and out. Most 

sherds are moderately polished. Mostly unslipped, but some 

vessels may have been slipped the same color as the paste. 

Surface color is the same as the paste color. 

A. Tamulasco Plain 

Frequency. 12,901 sherds (99.9%); Cih. 12,372 sherds 
(99 
(99.9%); SM 532 sherds (98.9%). 

Illustrations. Figures 34, 35a-x, 36a-f, k-o. 

Form and dimensions. (a) Flaring-wall bowls with direct, 

flat, flat-grooved, and slightly everted rims: Cih. 21 

sherds. Rim diameter 13-36 cm, mean 24.3 cm (9 measure

ments). Rim thickness 0.5-1.2 cm, mean 0.8 cm (14 measure

ments). Wall thickness 0.5-1.2 cm, mean 0.74 cm (14 

measurements). SM 10 sherds. Rim diameter 10-26 cm, mean 

18.7 cm (6 measurements). Rim thickness 0.5-0.8 cm, mean 
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Figure 34. Tarnulasco Plain. a, Convex-wall bowl. b, c, 
f-h, Cornals. d, e, Tecornates. 
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Figure 35. Tamulasco Plain. a-k, Low-neck jars. 1-r, 
Flaring, high-neck jars. s-x, Vertical, high
neck jars. y, Thick-walled, vertical-wall 
storage vessel. z, aa, Incised. 



, 
C 

,-,-



Figure 36. Tamulasco Plain (a-f, k-o) and Garcia Red 
(g-j, p-r) jar handles. a-j, Strap handles. 
k-r, Loop handles. 
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0.63 cm (6 measurements). Wall thickness 0.55-1.0 cm, mean 

0.68 cm (6 measurements). (b) Convex-wall bowls with 

direct, flat, and flat-grooved rims: Cih. 8 sherds. Rim 

diameter 15-30 cm, mean 21.4 cm (7 measurements). Rim 

thickness 0.5-0.8 cm, mean 0.67 cm (8 measurements). Wall 

thickness 0.5-0.75 cm, mean 0.59 cm (8 measurements). SM 

1 sherd. Rim diameter 15 cm, rim thickness 0.7 cm, wall 

thickness 0.5 cm. (c) Shallow plates: Cih. 6 sherds. Rim 

diameter 14-24 cm, mean 19.6 cm (5 measurements). Rim 

thickness 0.55-0.9 cm, mean 0.71 cm (5 measurements). Wall 

thickness 0.3-0.8 cm, mean 0.6 cm (5 measurements). (d) 

(d) Comals: Cih. 23 sherds, 3 with intact strap handles. 

Rim diameter 31-52 cm, mean 38.3 cm (12 :measurements). Rim 

thickness 0.6-1.0 cm, mean 0.8 cm (13 measurements). Wall 

thickness 0.4-0.75 cm, mean 0.5 cm (13 measurements). SM 

3 sherds. Rim diameter 35, 38, 40 cm. Rim thickness 1.0, 

1.1, 1.0 cm. Wall thickness 0.4, 0.9, 0.5 cm. (e) Verti

cal-wall vessels with everted rims: Cih. 6 sherds. Rim 

diameter 16, 30, 30 cm. Rim thickness 0.6, 0.7, 0.75 cm. 

Wall thickness 0.4, 0.7, 0.8 cm. (f) Restricted-rim bowls 

or jars: Cih. 5 sherds. Rim diameter 12-26 cm, mean 19.2 

cm (5 measurements). Rim thickness 0.9-1.0 cm, mean 0.98 

cm (5 measurements). Wall thickness 0.6-0.8 cm, mean 0.7 

cm (5 measurements). SM 1 sherd. Rim diameter 6 cm, rim 

thickness 1.0 cm, wall thickness 1.0 cm. (g) Tecomates: 

Cih. 2 sherds. Rim diameter 40, 40 cm, rim thickness 1.1, 
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1.5 cm, wall thickness 0.6, 1.0 cm. (h) Low neck jars: 

Cih. 46 sherds. Rim diameter 10-36 cm, mean 22.3 cm (26 

measurements). Rim thickness 0.6-1.5 cm, mean 0.87 cm (30 

measurements). Neck thickness 0.6-1.6 cm, mean 1.15 cm (30 

measurements). Wall thickness 0.4-1.6 cm, mean 0.74 cm (25 

measurements). SM 13 sherds. Rim diameter 13-25 cm, mean 

16 cm (5 measurements). Rim thickness 0.55-0.9 cm, mean 

0.79 cm (8 measurements). Neck thickness 0.8-1.6 cm, mean 

1.07 cm (7 measurements). Wall thickness 0.55-0.9 cm, 

mean 0.71 cm (5 measurements). (i) Flaring and vertical 

high-neck jars with direct, everted, and slightly everted 

rims: Cih. 28 sherds. Rim diameter 10-23 cm, mean .14.9 cm 

(20 measurements). Rim thickness 0.5-1.2 cm, mean 0.76 cm 

(24 measurements). Neck thickness 0.7-1.8 cm, mean 1.03 cm 

(24 measurements). Wall thickness 0.5-1.1 cm, mean 0.75 cm 

(12 measurements). Neck height 7-11.8 cm, mean 9.28 cm (5 

measurements). SM 7 sherds. Rim diameter 12, 14, 16 cm. 

Rim thickness 0.6-1.2 cm, mean 0.78 cm (5 measurements). 

Neck thickness 0.8-1.2 cm, mean 0.97 cm (5 measurements). 

Wall thickness 0.5 cm. 

Appendages. (a) Hollow, rounded supports: Cih. 3 sherds. 

Exterior diameter at junction with base 3.2, 3.7, 5.9 cm. 

(b) Nubbin support: SM 1 sherd. Exterior diameter at 

junction with base 2.8 cm, height 1.7 cm. (c) Tubular 

handles of ladle censers: Cih. 2 sherds. Exterior dia-

meter 4.3, 4.6 cm. Wall thickness 0.5, 0.85 cm. (d) Flat 



161 

strap handles: Cih. 20 sherds. Width 2.3-5.0 cm, mean 

3.39 cm (15 measurements). Thickness 0.9-2.5 cm, mean 1.57 

cm (15 measurements). SM 5 sherds. (e) Grooved strap 

handles: Cih. 8 sherds. Width 3.3-4.1 cm, mean 3.52 cm 

(5 measurements). Thickness 1.1-2.0 cm, mean 1.54 cm (5 

measurements). SM 2 sherds. (f) Loop handles (usually 

horizontally mounted): Cih. 7 sherds. Width 1.2-2.9 cm, 

mean 1.76 cm (7 measurements). Thickness 1.0-2.3 cm, mean 

1.6 cm (7 measurements). SM 7 sherds. Width 1.0, 1.4, 1.4, 

1.6 cm. Thickness 1.1, 1.5, 1.5, 1.7 cm. 

Bases. (a) Flat bases: Cih. 18 sherds. Thickness 0.5-

0.7,5 cm, mean 0.65 cm (10 measurements). SM 8 sherds 0.5-

0.8 cm, mean 0.64 cm (8 measurements). (b) Concave bases: 

Cih. 2 sherds. Thickness 0.3, 0.5 cm. SM 1 sherd. Thick

ness 0.8 cm. (c) Perforated "collander" bases: SM 2 sherds 

(probably from a single vessel). Thickness 0.6, 0.6 cm. 

B. Tamulasco Plain Incised 

Frequency. SM 4 sherds (0.7%). 

Illustration. Figure 35z-aa. 

Form and dimensions. These body sherds appear to represent 

small (probably low-neck) jars. Wall thickness 0.3, 0.4 cm. 

Appendage. Grooved strap handle: 1 sherd. Width 1.2 cm, 

thickness 0.8 cm. 

Decoration. Incised zig-zag and cross-hatched motifs on 

exterior surfaces. 



c. Tamulasco Plain 
Thick-Walled 
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Frequency. 8 sherds (less than 0.1%); Cih. 6 sherds (less 

than 0.1%); SM 2 sherds (0.4%). 

Illustration. Figure 35y. 

Forms and dimensions. (a) Vertical-wall storage vessels 

with slightly everted rims: Cih. 5 sherds. Rim diameter 

37, 38, 43.5 cm. Rim thickness 1.5, 1.7, 1.2 cm. Wall 

thickness 1.2, 1.6, 1.1 cm. (b) Low-neck jar: Cih. 1 

sherd: Rim diameter 36 cm, rim thickness 1.2 cm, neck 

thickness 1.5 cm, wall thickness 1.5 cm. (c) Flaring high-

neck jar with flat rim: SM 1 sherd. Rim thickness 1.8 cm, 

neck thickness 1.8 cm. (d) Large, convex-wall vessel with 

direct rim: SM 1 sherd. Rim diameter 27 cm, rim thickness 

0.9 cm, wall thickness 0.9 cm. 

Decoration. Three vertical-wall vessel sherds and the 

convex-wall vessel sherd have chamfered exterior rims. Two 

vertical-wall vessel sherds have sub-labial grooves about 

2 cm below the exterior rim. The convex-wall vessel sherd, 

included here for convenience has a large red dot painted 

on the exterior surface. 

D. Tamulasco Red-Rimmed 

Frequency. Cih. 1 sherd (less than 0.1%). 

Illustration. None. 

Form and dimensions. Low-neck jar: Rim diameter 24 cm, 
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Rim thickness 0.85 cm, neck thickness 0.9 cm, wall thick

ness 0.6 cm. 

Decoration. A red band encircles both the interior and 

exterior surfaces of the rim. 

Comparative material and discussion. The Tamulasco Plain 

ceramic group is comprised of basic pottery of a presumably 

domestic function. The principal forms of this ceramic 

group, jars, bowls, and comals, can be linked with the 

preparation, storage, and service of food and liquids. The 

jar and bowl forms replicate three of "the five basic forms 

of Toltec ceramics" (Acosta 1956-1957:Figure 16). Ad

ditional comments on this ceramic group are made in the 

discussion of the Garcia Red ceramic group. 

Garcia Red Ceramic Group 

Frequency. 8639 sherds (30.5%); Cih. 8421 sherds (31.4%); 

SM 218 sherds (14.6%). 

Paste. Sarne as Tarnulasco Plain. Thick-walled specimens 

have coarse, heavy-tempered paste, the same as Las Lajas 

Coarse. 

Surface treatment. A well polished red slip covers the 

exterior and, except for jars, interior vessel surfaces. 

Large, thick, vertical-wall storage vesseLs are usually 

slipped and well polished on the interior and striated 

(preslip), not polished, on the exterior. Well preserved 

sherds have a lustrous finish. There is a wide range of 
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variation in slip color from weak red (10 R 4/4) and light 

red (10 R 6/8) to red (10 R 5/8, 2.5 YR 4/6, 4/8, 5/6), 

reddish brown (5 YR 4/3), and dark reddish brown (5 YR 2/2). 

A. Garcia Red 

Frequency. 8558 sherds (99.1%); Cih. 8360 sherds (99.3%); 

SM 198 sherds (90.8%). 

Illustrations. Figures 36g-i, p-r, 37, 38a-q, s-w, 39, 

40c, h. 

Forms and dimensions. (a) Flaring-wall bowls with direct, 

flat, flat-grooved, slightly everted, exteriorly thickened 

everted, slightly everted-grooved, exteriorly beveled, 

interiorly beveled, direct-grooved, and everted-grooved 

rims: Cih. 343 sherds. Rim diameter 11-42 cm, mean 22.6 

cm (185 measurements). Rim thickness 0.3-1.2 cm, mean 0.75 

cm (215 measurements). Wall thickness 0.4-1.1 cm, mean 

0.67 cm (215 measurements). One restored vessel from Op. 

78-lCl: slightly everted rim, flat base. Rim diameter 

35 cm, rim thickness 0.6 cm, wall thickness 0.8 cm, base 

thickness 1.0 cm, height 10 cm (Figure 39). SM 36 sherds. 

Rim diameter 6-43 cm, mean 18.4 cm (24 measurements). Rim 

thickness 0.35-0.9 cm, mean 0.6 cm (27 measurements). Wall 

thickness 0.4-0.9 cm, mean 0.6 cm (27 measurements). (b) 

Convex-wall bowls with direct rims: Cih. 14 sherds. Rim 

diameter 12-29 cm, mean 17.1 cm (11 measurements). Rim 

thickness 0.4-0.7 cm, mean 0.6 cm (11 measurements). Wall 
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Figure 37. Garcia Red. a-k, m, o, q, r, t, u, Flaring-wall 
bowls. l,n, Flat bases of flaring-wall bowls. 
p, Convex-wall bowl. s, Vertical-wall vessel. 
v, S-Z Angle Bowl. 
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Figure 38. Garcia Red. a, Shallow plate. b-h, Flaring
wall bowls. i, s-v, Flaring, high-neck jars. 
j, o-q, Vertical-wall vessels. k-m, w, 
Vertical, high-neck jars. n, Convex-wall bowl. 
r, Thick-walled flaring, high-neck jar. 
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Figure 39. Garcia Red flaring-wall bowl. Rim diameter 
35 cm. 
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Figure 40. Garcia Red. a, b, d-g, Thick-walled vertical
wall storage vessels. c, Vertical, high-neck 
jar. h, Flaring, high-neck jar. i, Incised. 
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thickness 0.4-0.7 cm, mean 0.5 cm (11 measurements). SM 

9 sherds. Rim diameter 11-27 cm, mean 17.4 cm (5 measure

ments). Rim thickness 0.4-0.6 cm, mean 0.52 cm (6 measure

ments). Wall thickness 0.4-0.6 cm, mean 0.52 cm (6 

measurements. (c) S-Z angle bowls: Cih. 2 sherds. Rim 

diameter 15, 16 cm. Rim thickness 0.6, 0.7 cm. Wall 

thickness 0.7, 0.75 cm. (d) Shallow plates: Cih. 3 sherds. 

Rim diameter 19, 19, 20 cm. Rim thickness 0.6, 0.8, 0.8 cm. 

Wall thickness 0.7, 0.7, 0.7 cm. (e) Vertical-wall vessels 

with direct and flat rims: Cih. 19 sherds. Rim diameter 

11-19 cm, mean 14.6 cm (9 measurements). Rim thickness 0.4-

0.6 cm, mean 0.53 cm (12 measurements). Wall thickness 

0.4-0.6 cm, mean 0.51 cm (12 measurements). SM 1 sherd. 

Rim diameter 13 cm. Rim thickness 0.9 cm. Wall thickness 

0.5 cm. (f) Restricted-rim bowl or jar: SM 1 sherd. Rim 

diameter 16 cm. Rim thickness 0.7 cm. Wall thickness 0.6 

cm. (g) Low-neck jars: Cih. 17 sherds. Rim diameter 38, 

28, 20, 13 cm. Rim thickness 0.8, 0.9, 0.7, 0.6 cm. Wall 

thickness 0.9, 0.8, 0.6, 0.5 cm. SM 2 sherds. Rim diameter 

12, 10 cm. Rim thickness 0.5, 0.5 cm. Wall thickness 0.7, 

0.6 cm. (h) Flaring and vertical high-neck jars with 

direct, flat, everted, and slightly everted rims: Cih. 27 

sherds. Rim diameter 10.5-18 cm, mean 13.8 cm (8 measure

ments). Rim thickness 0.6-1.1 cm, mean 0.79 cm (9 measure

ments. Neck thickness 0.9-1.4 cm, mean 1.08 cm (6 measure

ments). Wall thickness 0.7, 0.7, 0.9, 1.0 cm. Neck height 
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5.3-8.4 cm, mean 6.25 cm (6 measurements). SM 3 sherds. 

Rim diameter 10.5, 15, 19 cm. Rim thickness 0.5, 1.6, 1.5 

cm. Neck thickness 1.0, 1.3, 1.6 cm. (i) Tecomate: SM 

1 sherd. Rim diameter 19 cm, rim thickness 1.5 cm, wall 

thickness , 0.8 cm. (j) Convex-wall jar lid with vertical, 

grooved strap handles: SM 1 sherd. Rim diameter 25 cm, 

rim thickness 0.7 cm, wall thickness 0.5 cm. This specimen 

is slipped and polished on the exterior only; the interior 

edge of the rim is abraded. 

Appendages. (a) Hollow, rounded supports: Cih. 3 sherds, 

1 complete. Exterior diameter at junction with base 5.3 cm, 

height 7.5 cm. (b) Hollow, truncated conical support: SM 

1 sherd. Exterior diameter at junction with base 3.9 cm, 

height 5.7 cm. (c) Flat strap handles: Cih. 28 sherds. 

Width 3.0-4.1 cm, mean 3.38 cm (9 measurements). Thickness 

1.3-1.7 cm, mean 1.53 cm (9 measurements). SM 1 sherd. 

(d) Grooved strap handles: Cih. 36 sherds. Width 2.3-3.1 

cm, mean 2.69 cm (11 measurements). Thickness 1.2-1.8 cm, 

mean 1.54 cm (11 measurements). (e) Loop handle: SM 1 

sherd. (f) "Basket" handle: Cih. 1 sherd. Width 2.5 cm, 

thickness 1.2 cm. 

Bases. (a) Flat bases: Cih. 69 sherds. Thickness 0.45-

1.0 cm, mean 0.73 cm (49 measurements). SM 6 sherds. 

Thickness 0.6, 0.6, 0.6 cm. Two flaring-wall bowl bases 

from Cihuatan were stamped on the interior. (b) Concave 

bases: Cih. 2 sherds. Thickness 0.6, 0.7 cm. 
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B. Garcia Red Incised 

Frequency. 17 sherds (0.2%); Cih. 8 sherds (less than 

0 .1 % ) ; SM 9 sherds ( 4. 1 % ) • 

Illustration. , Figure 40i. 

Form and dimensions. These body sherds appear to represent 

flaring-wall bowls, convex-wall bowls, and low-neck jars. 

Wall thickness 0.5-0.9 cm, mean 0.58 cm (5 measurements). 

Decoration. Broad-line incision in straight lines, circles, 

and zig-zag motifs appears on exterior surfaces. With one 

exception, the incision is postslip. 

C. Garcia Red Thick-Walled 

Frequency. 43 sherds (0.5%); Cih. 34 sherds (0.4%); SM 9 

sherds ( 4 .1%) . 

Illustrations. Figure 38r, 40a-b, d-g. 

Forms and dimensions. (a) Vertical-wall storage vessels 

with flat and everted rims: Cih. 23 sherds. Rim diameter 

28-44 cm, mean 36.4 cm (12 measurements). 

1.1-3.3 cm, mean 1.74 cm (14 measurements). 

0.8-2.3 cm, mean 1.3 cm (14 measurements). 

Rim thickness 

Wall thickness 

SM 3 sherds. 

Rim diameter 40, 43, 44 cm. Rim thickness 1.2, 1.1, 1.3 

cm. Wall thickness 1.4, 1.0, 0.9 cm. (b) Vertical and 

flaring high-neck jars with flat and direct rims: Cih. 8 

sherds. Rim diameter 37-50 cm, mean 39.4 cm (7 measure- · 

ments). Rim thickness 1.6-2.5 cm, mean 1.86 cm (7 
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measurements). Neck thickness 1.7-2.5 cm, mean 1.94 cm (7 

measurements). Wall thickness 1.4-1.8 cm, mean 1.58 cm (6 

measurements). Neck height 8.6, 9.7, 12.0 cm. 

Appendages. A number of rim sherds of vertical-wall 

storage vessels have horizontally mounted loop handles 

10-15 cm below the rim. 

Decoration. Some vertical-wall storage vessels have a 

chamfered exterior rim decoration or a sub-labial groove 

encircling the exterior of the vessel. 

D. Garcia Red-and-Brown 

Frequency. Cih. 19 sherds (0.2%). 

Illustrations. None. 

Surface treatment. Vessel surfaces were slipped a dark 

reddish brown color (5 YR 3/3) over which the typical 

Garcia Red slip was applied to the interior and/or exterior 

of bowls and the exterior of jars. Nine bowl fragments 

(representing at least 4 vessels) have red-slipped interiors 

with the slip extending just over the exterior rim to form 

a red-on-brown band around the rim. Another specimen has a 

red slip over the brown slip on interior and exterior walls, 

but the red slip does not extend to the base which is left 

brown. The interior and exterior of a jar neck were slipped 

brown, and over the exterior brown slip a red slip was 

applied. The possibility of a greater frequency of occur

rence of double-slipping within the Garcia Red ceramic 



177 

group should be investigated. 

Forms and dimensions. (a) Flaring-wall bowls with direct, 

flat, and flat-grooved rims: Cih. 10 sherds. Rim diameter 

21-40 cm, mean 30.2 cm (5 measurements). Rim thickness 

0.9-1.2 cm, mean 1.0 cm (5 measurements). Wall thickness 

0.4-0.9 cm, mean 0.76 (5 measurements). (b) High-neck jar: 

Cih. 1 sherd. Rim diameter 17 cm, rim thickness 0.6 cm, 

neck thickness 0.7 cm. (c) Low-neck jar: Cih. 1 sherd. 

Bases. Flat bases: Cih. 2 sherds. Thickness 0.95, 1.0 cm. 

E. Garcia Red-and-Black 

Frequency. SM 2 sherds (0.9%). 

Illustration. None. 

Surface treatment. Exterior same as Garcia Red, interior 

surfaces slipped black and well polished. 

Form. These two body sherds appear to represent convex

wall bowls. 

Comparative material and discussion. The Garcia Red 

ceramic group is essentially the Tamulasco Plain ceramic 

group with the addition of a red slip. A minor difference 

between the two ceramic groups is that flat-bottom, flaring

wall bowls predominate in the former, whereas jars are 

relatively more common in the latter. An interesting 

vessel form of both ceramic groups is the thick-walled, 

vertical-wall storage vessel. These vessels could have 

served in the preparation and storage of chicha (fermented 
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maize beer). Taken together, the Garcia Red and Tamulasco 

Plain ceramic groups comprise the bulk of a domestic sub

complex within the Guazapa ceramic complex, although some 

types, such as the vertical-wall storage vessels, could also 

also be classed within a ceremonial subcomplex. Both 

ceramic groups are distributed throughout both sites. 

Monochrome red-slipped pottery is very common at 

Postclassic sites of western and central El Salvador. The 

red slip of the Guajoyo ceramic group of Chalchuapa (Sharer 

1978:63) appears to be quite similar to that of the Garcia 

Red ceramic group, but Guajoyo vessel forms do not include 

the typical flaring-wall bowl so common in the Garcia Red 

ceramic group. 

An interesting parallel to the formal and techno

logical relationship between the Tamulasco Plain and Garcia 

Red ceramic groups is found at Naco, Honduras where Fulano 

Unslipped and Algo Red types appear to have a similar 

relationship (Wonderley 1980:5). 

Quijano White Ceramic Group 

Frequency. Cih. 198 sherds (0.7%). 

Paste. Same as Tamulasco Plain. 

Surface treatment. Same as Tamulasco Plain with the addi

tion of a soft, thick, polished white (5 YR 8/1), pinkish 

white (5 YR 8/2), or pink (5 YR 8/3) slip to exteriors and 

jar neck interiors. 



A. Quijano White 

Frequency. Cih. 154 sherds (77.7%). 

Illustration. Figure 41a. 
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Form and dimensions. Vertical high-neck jars with everted 

rims: Cih. 23 sherds. Rim diameter 11-19 cm, mean 14.6 cm 

( 12 measurements). Rim thickness 0. 7-1. 2 cm, mean 0.81 cm 

(15 measurements). Neck thickness 0. 8-1. 4 cm, mean 1.05 cm 

(15 measurements). Wall thickness 0.55-1.1 cm, mean 0.81 

cm (8 measurements). Neck height 7.2-12.1 cm, 

(6 measurements). 

B. Quijano Red-on-White 

Frequency. Cih. 44 sherds (22.2%). 

Illustration. Figure 41b. 

mean 9.67 cm 

Form and dimensions. Vertical high-neck jars with everted 

rims: Cih. 13 sherds (5 from a single vessel forming an 

almost complete neck): Rim diameter 11-16.3 cm, mean 13.8 

cm (7 measurements). Rim thickness 0.7-1.1 cm, mean 0.79 

cm (12 measurements). Neck thickness 0.8-1.4 cm, mean 1.12 

cm (10 measurements). Wall thickness 0.6-1.1 cm, mean 0.85 

cm (5 measurements). Neck height 9.3, 13.5 cm. 

Appendages. Flat strap handles: Cih. 2 sherds. Width 3.1, 

3.4 cm. Thickness 1.0, 1.0 cm. 

Decoration. This consists of wide (approximately 2 cm) red 

(10 R 5/6) bands painted on jar rims and handles and bands 
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Figure 41. Quijano White (a, b) and Cachinflin Black-Brown 
(c-j). a, Jar handle. b, c, High-neck jars. 
d-f, Low-neck jars. g, Flaring-wall bowl. h, 
j, Vertical-wall vessels. i, Convex-wall bowl. 
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or stripes and swirls painted on jar bodies. 

Comparative material and discussion. As the descriptive 

data imply, this ceramic group consists simply of 

182 

Tamulasco Plain high-neck jars with the addition of a white 

slip and sometimes red-painted decoration. The high-neck 

jar is the only vessel form recognized in the present 

study for the Quijano White ceramic group. This is not to 

say that other forms may not exist. 

Bruhns (1980a:Figure 27d) has illustrated a jar 

from Cihuatan with bhe characteristic red stripes and 

swirls of Quijano Red-on-White, but she classifies this 

vessel as "red and tan ware" {ibid., pp. 83-84). I did not 

find this motif to occur in the painted designs of the 

Tamoa Red-on-buff type. In her "White Ware" category, 

Bruhns (1980a:83) reports "a few vessels which appear to 

have been entirely white" in jar and flaring-wall bowl 

forms. 

Quijano White ceramics were found in small amounts 

in almost every excavation and surface collection operation 

of the 1978-1979 APC Cihuatan project. Their greatest 

concentration (72 sherds, 36% of the ceramic group) was 

found in the Southeast Patio excavations. The absence of 

Quijano White in the Santa Maria collection is surprising 

and difficult to explain. 



Cachinflin Black-Brown 
Ceramic Group 
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~requency. 607 sherds (2.1%); Cih. 586 sherds (2.2%); SM 

21 sherds (1. 4%). 

Illustrations. Figure 4lc-j. 

Paste. Same as Tamulasco Plain in composition but with 

more of a tendency toward fine texture. Paste color ranges 

from very dark gray (2.5 YR N3/0), gray (5 YR 6/1), dark 

reddish brown (2.5 YR 3/4), and reddish brown (2.5 YR 4/4) 

to weak red (2.5 YR 4/2), red (2.5 YR 5/6), and reddish 

yellow (5 YR 6/6). Cores are frequently darker than 

margins. 

Surface treatment. A very well polished slip that varies 

in color from black (5 YR 2.5/1) and dark reddish brown 

(5 YR 3/2, 3/3) to reddish brown (5 YR 4/3, 5/3) and dark 

reddish gray (5 YR 4/2) occurs on exterior and, except for 

jar bodies, interior vessel surfaces. Slipped surfaces, 

except when eroded, tend to be very glossy. Non-slipped 

surfaces are well smoothed. 

Forms and dimensions. (a) Flaring-wall bowls with direct 

and everted rims: Cih. 7 sherds. Rim diameter 15, 19, 22 

cm. Rim thickness 0.5-0.6 cm, mean 0.54 cm (5 measure

ments). Wall thickness 0.5-0.6 cm, mean 0.52 cm (5 measure-

ments). SM 1 sherd. Rim thickness 0.5 cm. (b) Convex-

wall bowls with direct rim: Cih. 4 sherds. Rim diameter 

14, 16, 18, 24 cm. Rim thickness 0.4, 0.5, 0.5, 0.35 cm. 
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Wall thickness 0.5, 0.6, 0.7, 0.5 cm. SM 1 sherd: Rim 

diameter 22 cm, rim thickness 0.65 cm, wall thickness 0.5 

cm. (c) Vertical-wall vessels: Cih. 10 sherds. Rim 

diameter 13-21 cm, mean 16.4 cm (7 measurements). Rim 

thickness 0.35-0.7 cm, mean 0.45 cm (10 measurements). 

Wall thickness 0.4-0.7 cm, mean 0.53 cm (10 measurements). 

(d) Low-neck jars: Cih. 6 sherds. Rim diameter 8, 15 .cm. 

Rim thickness 1.3, 0.7, 0.6 cm. Neck thickness 0.7, 0.8, 

0.8 cm. Wall thickness 0.6, 0.7, 0.4 cm. (e) Vertical 

high-neck jar: Cih. 1 sherd. Rim thickness 0.4 cm, wall 

thickness 0.3 cm. 

Appendage. Hollow, rounded support: SM 1 sherd. Exterior 

diameter at junction with base 4.9 cm, height 7.0 cm 

Bases. Flat bases: Cih. 4 sherds. Thickness 0.7, 0.8 cm. 

SM 1 sherd. Thickness 0.7 cm. 

Comparative material and discussion. During the analysis 

carried out in the field, sherds that are classified here 

as Cachinflin Black-brown were split into two distinct 

ceramic groups, Cachinflin Black and Peralta Brown, with the 

former having a much greater frequency of occurrence. The 

apparent differences between the two groups were that 

Peralta Brown tended toward a finer paste texture and light 

brown or gray rather than dark brown or black paste and 

slip colors. Subsequent study of the type collection and 

examination of J. H. Kelley's Cihuatan material indicated 

that the attributes that were formerly thought of as 



identifying Peralta Brown also occur in Cachinflin Black 

Thus, it seems advisable to combine them into a single 

ceramic group. 
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The majority of specimens classified within this 

ceramic group are thin (0.3-0.4 cm), broadly curving body 

sherds, smoothed on the interior and slipped and polished 

on the exterior. These sherds suggest that a major form of 

the Cachinflin Black-brown ceramic group was a large, thin

walled jar (for water collection and stor~ge?). 

I have found no direct external comparisons for 

this ceramic group. 

Zancudo White Polychrome 
Ceramic Group 

Frequency. 640 sherds (2.3%), Cih. 637 sherds (2.4%), SM 

3 sherds (0.2%). 

Illustrations. Figures 42, 43, 44, 45, 46a-i. 

Paste. Same as Tamulasco Plain. 

Surface treatment. A well polished, hard, white (10 YR 8/1, 

7.5 YR N8/0) slip was applied generally to only one vessel 

surface: the interior of flaring-wall bowls and the 

exterior of convex-wall bowls, vertical-wall vessels, and 

jars. Sometimes a pink to reddish brown (5 YR 5-7/3-4) 

slip was applied prior to the white slip. A few sherds 

are slipped on both surfaces. Painted decoration in two or 

three colors occurs over the white slip. 
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Figure 42. Zancudo White Polychrome. a, b, High-neck jars. 
c-f, Vertical-wall vessels. 
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Figure 43. Zancudo White Polychrome. 
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Figure 44. Zancudo White Polychrome Flaring-wall bowl. 
Rim diameter 34 cm. 
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Figure 45. Zancudo White Polychrome effigy fragment. 
Length 21 crn. 



Figure 46. Zancudo White Polychrome (a-i) and Jejen Red 
Polychrome (j, k). a-d, i-k, Vertical-wall 
vessels. e, Hollow, rounded support. f, 
Flaring-wall bowl. g, h, Low-neck jars. 
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Forms and dimensions. (a) Flaring-wall bowls with direct, 

flat, flat-grooved, everted, slightly everted, and 

exteriorly thickened rims: Cih. 17 sherds. Rim diameter 

12-34 cm, mean 20.3 cm (9 measurements). Rim thickness 

0.5-0.8 cm, mean 0.63 cm (16 measurements). Wall thickness 

0.5-0.8 cm, mean 0.69 cm (16 measurements). One partially 

restored vessel from Op. 78-1C2, rim diameter 34 cm (Figure 

44). (b) Convex-wall bowls with direct rims: Cih. 7 

sherds. Rim diameter 15, 18, 20, 21 cm. Rim thickness 0.4 

0.4-0.6 cm, mean 0.49 cm (7 measurements). Wall thickness 

0.45-0.6 cm, mean 0.49 cm (7 measurements). (c) s-z angle 

bowl: Cih. 1 sherd. Rim thickness 0.4 cm, wall thickness 

0.4 cm. (d) Vertical-wall vessels with direct and flat 

rims: Cih. 118 sherds. Rim diameter 10-23 cm, mean 16.4 

cm (43 measurements). Rim thickness 0.35-0.7 cm, mean 

0.49 cm (114 measurements). Wall thickness 0.35-0.6 cm, 

mean 0.49 cm (114 measurements). SM 1 sherd. Rim diameber 

16 cm, rim thickness 0.5 cm, wall thickness 0.5 cm. (e) 

Low-neck jars: Cih. 4 sherds. Rim diameter 14, 15 cm. 

Rim thickness 0.7, 0.7 cm. Neck thickness 0.8, 0.85 cm. 

Wall thickness 0.4, 0.5 cm. (f) Flaring and vertical high

neck jars with flat, everted, and slightly everted rims: 

Cih. 6 sherds. Rim diameter 13-15 cm, mean 13.4 cm (5 

measurements). Rim thickness 0.5-0.8 cm, mean 0.58 cm (6 

measurements)~ Neck thickness 0.95, 1.0, 1.6 cm. Wall 

thickness 0.7, 0.75, 0.5 cm. (g) Effigies: Cih. 1 fragment. 



Appendages. (a) Hollow, rounded support: 

Exterior diameter at junction with base 2.4 
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Cih. 1 sherd. 

cm, height 6.4 

cm. (b) Hollow, elongate "cloven'' support: Cih. 1 sherd. 

Exterior diameter at junction with base 3.6 cm, height 

11.8 cm. 

Bases. All bases that could be positively assigned to this 

ceramic group (rather than Tamulasco Plain or Jejen Red 

Polychrome) are flat. 

Decoration. Almost all rims have a narrow (0.5-1.0 cm) 

red-painted band on interior and exterior surfaces. Below 

the rim on the interior of flaring-wall bowls and the 

exterior of convex-wall bowls, vertical-wall vessels, and 

jars is a panel of vertical stripes painted usually in 

black or brown and sometimes in red. Some specimens have 

alternating black or brown and red vertical stripes. Below 

this panel, two or three horizontal bands, usually black or 

brown, sometimes red, encircle the vessel. Below these 

bands the principal elements of the motif are painted in 

three or four colors (black, brown, red, orange) on the 

white field. Geometric motifs, especially stepped frets 

and triangles, and curvilinear elements predominate. 

Narrative or naturalistic scenes occur on eight body sherds. 

The motif panel is followed by a second series of two or 

three black, brown, or red horizontal bands. At least one 

flaring-wall bowl has a white and black painted motif 

against a tan field on the interior base (Figure 44). The 
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majority of sherds examined have polychrome-painted decora

tion on one vessel surface only. Four sherds (2 flaring

wall bowls, 1 vertical-wall vessel, and 1 high-neck jar) 

have polychrome motifs on both interior and exterior 

surfaces. Colors used are red (5 YR 4/6), black (7.5 R 

N2/0), reddish black (5 R 2/1), dark reddish gray (10 R 3/1 

3/1), and, less frequently, reddish yellow (5 YR 7/6, 7/8). 

Comparative material and discussion. Zancudo White 

Polychrome pottery appears to be a local manifestation of a 

red-and-black-on-white polychrome tradition which was 

widespread in Mesoamerica during the Early Postclassic. 

The choice of colors, motifs and the predominance of the 

vertical-wall vessel are similar to other Central American 

polychromes or bichromes. Some of the simpler motifs of 

the Delirio Red-on-white ceramic group of Quelepa are very 

similar to the Zancudo geometric motifs (Andrews V 1976: 

Figures 136d, u). There are general similarities in 

vessel form and design motif between the Zancudo White 

Polychrome ceramic group and Forastero Bich~ome of Naco, 

Honduras (Wonderley 1980:Figure 4). Some of the more 

complicated designs of Zancudo specimens resemble those of 

Naco Vagando Polychrome (ibid., Figures 5, 6). There is 

also a vague similarity in color and motif between the 

Zancudo White Polychrome ceramic group and Las Vegas 

Polychrome of the Comayagua Valley of Honduras (Stone 1957: 

Figure 44). Similar generic r,esemblances in form and style 
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can be seen between the Zancudo ceramic group and Papagayo 

Polychrome of the Isthmus of Rivas, Nicaragua (Healy 1980: 

163-188) as well as Mora Polychrome of the Tempisque Valley 

of Costa Rica (Baudez 1967:PZanehe 39). The essential 

vagueness of these comparisons is emphasized, however, and 

at this time the Zancudo White Polychrome ceramic group 

cannot be directly linked with any other ceramic group or 

type. The overall similarity between the polychromes 

discussed here is probably due to their development within 

a common tradition. 

Bruhns (1980a:87) sees "clear affinities" between 

Cihuatan "Local Polychrome" (largely equivalent to the 

Zancudo White Polychrome ceramic group) and Mixteca-Puebla 

PoZicromo Firme (see Noguera 1954:122-127, 129). In my 

view, such affinities are not so apparent. I do see vague 

similarities between the Zancudo ceramic group and PoZicromo 

Firme, but these resemblances appear more indefinite than 

those discussed above. 

Jejen Red Polychrome 
Ceramic Group 

Frequency. 475 sherds (1.7%); Cih. 473 sherds (1.8%); SM 

2 sherds ( 0 .1%) . 

Illustrations. Figures 46j,k, 47, 48. 

Paste. Same as Tamulasco Plain. 

Surface treatment. A polished red (7.5 R 4/6 to 10 R 4/8) 



Figure 47. Jejen Red Polychrome. a-d, Vertical-wall 
vessels. e, £, Flaring-wall bowls. 
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Figure 48. Jejen Red Polychrome. 
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slip was applied to one or both vessel surfaces. The slip 

is soft and erodes to a chalky, matte finish. Painted 

decoration in two or three colors occurs over the slip. 

Forms and dimensions. (a) Flaring-wall bowls with direct, 

flat, everted, exteriorly thickened, and exteriorly beveled 

rims: Cih. 18 sherds. Rim diameter 14-30 cm, mean 20 cm 

(14 measurements). Rim thickness 0.3-1.1 cm, mean 0.74 cm 

(18 measurements). 

(18 measurements). 

Wall thickness 0.5-0.9 cm, mean 0.67 cm 

(b) Convex-wall bowls with direct rims: 

Cih. 11 sherds. Rim diameter 16-20 cm, mean 18.6 cm (7 

measurements). Rim thickness 0.4-0.7 cm, mean 0.54 cm (11 

measurements). Wall thickness 0.4-0.7 cm, mean 0.53 cm (11 

measurements). (c) Vertical-wall vessels with direct rims: 

Cih. 12 sherds. Rim diameter 11-20 cm, mean 16.7 cm (7 

measurements). Rim thickness 0.4-0.6 cm, mean 0.5 cm (12 

measurements). Wall thickness 0.4-0.6, mean 0.5 cm (12 

measurements). (d) Low-neck jars: Cih. 2 sherds. Rim 

diameter 11, 11 cm. Rim thickness 0.5·, 0.5 cm. Neck thick

ness 1.2, 1.3 cm. Wall thickness 0.5, 0.5 cm. (e) Flaring

high neck jar: Cih. 1 sherd. Rim diameter 14 cm, rim 

thickness 0.9 cm, neck thickness 1.2 cm, wall thickness 0.8 

cm. (f) Pitcher: Cih. 1 sherd. 

Appendages. Hollow, rounded support: Cih. 1 sherd. 

Exterior diameter at junction with base 5.6 cm, height 7.7 

cm. 

Bases. (a) Flat bases: Cih. 3 sherds. Thickness 0.7, 0.7, 
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0.8 cm. (b) Pedestal bases: Cih. 2 sherds. 

Decoration. This consists primarily of vertical rectangular 

panels and horizontal bands and stripes painted on white 

and outlined in black against the red field. Narrative or 

naturalistic design elements, painted in black, white, and 

sometimes yellow or orange, are also known, but the sherds 

on which they occur are usually too small to discern the 

motifs. Serpent heads and bodies and severed human limbs 

are among the most common naturalistic motifs that were 

recognized. As with Zancudo White Polychrome, painted 

decoration appears to be generally limited to a single 

vessel surface, the interior of flaring-wall bowls and the 

exterior of other vessel forms, although the upper portions 

of the exteriors of some flaring-wall bowl sherds are also 

painted. Colors used in the painted motifs are white (10 

YR 8/1, 8/2), black (10 YR 2/1), and occasionally reddish 

yellow (5 YR 7/6, 7/8). The white paint is often fugitive. 

Comparative material and discussion. Bruhns (1980a:Figure 

6) has recovered an almost complete Jejen Red Polychrome 

convex-wall bowl with pedestal base from Cihuatan Structure 

SS-53; she refers to it as a "Mixteca-Puebla Polychrome 

cup." Like Zancudo White Polychrome, this ceramic group 

appears to be a local product, and its major forms, except 

the vertical-wall vessel, replicate those most common in 

the Garcia Red ceramic group. There are close stylistic 

similarities between Jejen Red Polychrome and Cihuatan 
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Specular Red Polychrome ceramics. The latter is probably 

an import (see discussion of Specular Red Polychrome, 

below). I know of no direct external comparisons for the 

Jejen Red Polychrome ceramic group. 

Tamoa Buff Ceramic Group 

Frequency. 825 sherds (2.9%); Cih. 819 sherds (3.0%); SM 

6 sherds (0.4%). 

Paste. Relatively fine, dense, and homogeneous. Mineral 

inclusions are the same as in Las Lajas Coarse. Color 

ranges from dark gray (5 YR 4/1) to reddish brown (5 YR 5/4) 

5/4), dark reddish brown (5 YR 3/4), and pink (5 YR 7/4). 

Cores are often darker than margins. 

Surface treatment. The surface is apparently unslipped, 

but very well polished. Surface color is pink (5 YR 7/4), 

reddish yellow (5 YR 7/6), or light reddish brown (5 YR 

6/4). Some fire clouding occurs. The surface is quite 

hard. 1 

A. Tamoa Buff Incised 

Frequency. 57 sherds (6.9%); Cih. 55 sherds (6.7%); SM 2 

sherds. 

Illustrations. Figure 49a-f. 

Forms and dimensions. (a) Flaring-wall bowls with direct 

and flat rims: Cih. 18 sherds. Rim diameter 12-25 cm, 

mean 17.1 cm (14 measurements). Rim thickness 0.6-0.8 cm, 
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Figure 49. Tamoa Buff. Tamoa Buff Incised (a-f), Tamoa 
Red-on-Buff (g-r). a, b, g-j, Flaring-wall 
bowls. c-f, k, Convex-wall bowls. 1, Shallow 
plate. m, Flaring high-neck jar. n, Vertical
wall vessel. o, Low-neck jar. p-r, Ladle 
censers. 
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mean 0.65 cm (18 measurements). 

mean 0.66 cm (18 measurements). 
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Wall thickness 0.5-0.8 cm, 

(b) Convex-wall bowls with 

direct rims: Cih. 7 sherds. Rim diameter 15-23 cm, mean 

17.8 cm (6 measurements). Rim thickness 0.6-0.75 cm, mean 

0.66 cm (7 measurements). Wall thickness 0.5-0.8 cm, mean 

0.66 cm (7 measurements). 

Decoration. Most specimens have a pair of incised parallel 

horizontal lines about 0.8-1.0 cm below the exterior rim 

below which is an incised zig-zag or wavy line motif 

followed by another pair of incised parallel horizontal 

lines about 2.1-2.3 cm below the rim. Other motifs that 

occur include circles and spirals. The field of the motif 

(the space between the two sets of parallel lines) is 1.0-

1.5 cm wide. The incision, which is usually quite fine, 

was applied before the vessels were polished. 

B. Tamoa Red-on-Buff 

Frequency. 766 sherds (92.8%); Cih. 762 sherds (93%); SM 

4 sherds. 

Illustrations. Figures 49g-r, 50. 

Forms and dimensions. (a) Flaring-wall bowls with direct, 

flat, flat-grooved, everted, slightly everted, interiorly 

thickened, and exteriorly thickened rims (including bowls 

of ladle censers): Cih. 100 sherds. Rim diameter 14-39 cm, 

mean 21.6 cm (31 measurements). Rim thickness 0.5-1.0 cm, 
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Figure 50. Tamoa Red-on-Buff. 





mean 0.76 cm (34 measurements). Wall thickness 0.6-0.95 

cm, mean 0.74 cm (34 measurements). SM 3 sherds. Rim 

diameter 13, 23 cm. Rim thickness 0.5, 0.8 cm. Wall 

thickness 0.5, 0.65. (b) Convex-wall bowls with direct 

rims: Cih. 12 sherds. Rim diameter 16-28 cm, mean 21.5 
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cm (8 measurements). Rim thickness 0.55-0.8 cm, mean 0.66 

cm (8 measurements). Wall thickness 0.6-0.85 cm, mean 0.74 

cm (8 measurements). SM 1 sherd. Rim diameter 19 cm, rim 

thickness 0.9 cm, wall thickness 0.7 cm. (c) Shallow plate 

with exteriorly thickened rim: Cih. 1 sherd. Rim diameter 

31 cm, rim thickness 0.85 cm, wall thickness 0.5 cm. (d) 

Vertical-wall vessels with direct rims: Cih. 2 sherds. 

(e) Low-neck jar: Cih. 1 sherd. Rim diameter 11 cm, rim 

thickness 0.9 cm, wall thickness 0.9 cm. (f) Flaring high

neck jar: Cih. 1 sherd. Rim diameter 14 cm, rim thickness 

0.9 cm, neck thickness 0.7 cm. 

Appendages. (a) Hollow, rounded support: Cih. 1 sherd. 

Exterior diameter at junction with base 3.5 cm, height 5.5 

cm. (b) Elongate cylindrical support: Cih. 1 sherd. 

Exterior diameter at junction with base 3.8 cm, height 6.7 

cm. (c) Elongate mammiform-like support: Cih. 1 sherd. 

(d) Stylized zoomorphic support with round perforation and 

rattle pellet: Cih. 1 sherd. Exterior diameter at 

junction with base 3.7 cm, height 7.6 cm. (e) Tubular 

handles of ladle censers: Cih. 55 sherds, 4 attached to 

censer bowls. Exterior diameter 4.1-4.7 cm, mean 4.38 cm 
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(10 measurements). 

Bases. (a) Flat bases: Cih. 12 sherds. Thickness 0.5-1.0 

cm, mean 0.79 cm (12 measurements). 

1 sherd. 

(b) Rounded base: Cih. 

Decoration. This consists of red (7.5 R 4/8, 10 R 4/6) to 

dark red (5 R 3/6, 3/8, 7.5 R 3/8) painted rims, wide 

vertical bands on exterior surfaces, and dots on interior 

and/or exterior surfaces. Large portions of censer handles 

are completely covered with red paint. The red paint is 

sometimes specular. 

C. Tamoa Red-on-Buff 
Incised 

Frequency. Cih. 2 sherds. 

Illustration. None. 

Form. These two base sherds, both of which have supports 

attached, are probably from flaring-wall bowls. 

Appendages. Both have hollow, rounded supports, one of 

which has a round perforation. Exterior diameter at 

junction with base 3.1, 3.4 cm. Height 6.3i 6.6 cm. 

Bases. Both are flat. Thickness 0.5, 0.6 cm 

Decoration. Interior bases are scored with broad-line 

incision. 

Comment. These specimens are assumed to represent 

molcajetes or grater bowls. 

Comparative material and discussion. Tamoa Red-on-buff 
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type ceramics are very generally related to Mazapan Red-on

buff (Linne 1934:76-78; Acosta 1956-1957:Figures 17, 9-10; 

Tolstoy 1958:42-45; J. Parsons 1971:290-294; Cobean 1974: 

32-33, 35) and probably closely related to Marihua Red-on

buff (Haberland 1964a). While the vessel forms and supports 

of the Tamoa ceramic group are almost identical to those of 

Mazapan Red-on-buff and Marihua Red-on-buff, the painted 

decoration of Tamoa Red-on-buff is not nearly as complex or 

diverse as that found on Mazapan or Marihua specimens. The 

closest stylistic parallel with Tamoa Red-on-buff is 

probably with the very simply decorated Mazapan "Wide-band 

Red-on-buff" (J. Parsons 1971:290), but the latter has very 

wide horizontal bands on vessel interiors and Tamoa Red-on

buff does not. This comparison, then,· is based entirely 

on the simplicity of painted designs. 

The intersite distribution of Tamoa Red-on-buff is 

unknown, but it probably overlaps partially with that of 

Marihua Red-on-buff which has been reported from sites in or 

near the Central Basin (Haberland 1964a:74). Tamoa Red-on

buff would appear to be a precursor of Marihua Red-on-buff, 

and the latter may have evolved out of the former. There 

is at present, however, no stratigraphic support for this 

hypothesis. 

The significance of the unpainted, incised type of 

this ceramic group, Tamoa Buff Incised, is obscure. I know 

of no parallel types within the Mazapan or Marihua ceramic 
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groups. 

Tohil Plumbate Ceramic Group 

Frequency. 149 sherds (0.5%); Cih. 146 sherds (0.5%); SM 

3 sherds (0.2%). 

Illustrations. Figures 5la-l, 52. 

Paste. Fine, dense, compact, and homogeneous. Mineral 

inclusions are very fine-grained and cannot be seen without 

microscopic examination. Shepard (1948:93) noted the 

presence of feldspar, hornblende, augite, and, rarely, mica 

as well as siliceous rock fragments. She suggested that 

the tempering material may have been a crystal ash ground 

to a very fine powder (ibid.). The color range of the 

paste of these specimens is ·1ike that reported by Shepard 

(1948:91). Gray (7.5 YR N6/0) and very dark gray (7.5 YR 

N3/0) are common, while pink (7.5 YR 7/4), pinkish gray 

(7.5 YR 7/2), and reddish yellow (5 YR 7/6, 7.5 YR 8.6) 

occur less frequently. Cores are often slightly darker 

than margins. See Shepard (1948:91-93, 101) for a full 

dicussion of Plumbate paste. 

Surface treatment. The most distinctive feature of 

Plumbate is its hard, gray, lustrous surface (Shepard 

1948:93). These features are produced by the properties of 

the slip and the method of firing. The surface is 

generally so hard that it can only be scratched with a 

diamond point. Vitrification, iridescence, and crazing are 
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Figure 51. Tohil Plumbate (a-1), Pseudo-Plumbate (m, n), 
and Unnamed "Metallic-Slipped" (o-t). a-d, 
Composite-silhouette bowls. e, Jar, probably 
low-neck. f, Vertical-wall vessel or vertical, 
high-neck jar. g, h, Low-neck jars. i, Base. 
j, k, Slab supports. 1, Effigy vessel (?). m, 
Zoomorphic effigy. n, Convex-wall bowl (?). 
o-r, Flaring-wall bowls. s, Low-neck jar. t, 
High-neck jar. 
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Figure 52. Tohil Plurnbate. 
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corrunon characteristics, as is double-slipping which 

influences the variability of surface color (ibid., pp. 93-

96). The surface color of these specimens ranges from 

pinkish white (7.5 YR 8/2) through reddish yellow (7.5 YR 

7/6, 7/8) to gray (7.5 YR N6/0, N5/0), dark gray (7.5 YR 

N4/0), and very dark gray (7.5 YR N3/0). Reddish brown 

(5 YR 4/3, 4/4) and pinkish gray (7.5 YR 7/2) often occur 

in splotches. Often, a wide range of colors may be found 

on a single sherd. The high luster of Plumbate was not 

produced by polishing. The luster extends to the troughs 

of incised lines and grooves, the interior surfaces of jar 

bodies, and other vessel parts which could not have been 

reached with a polishing tool. Vessel surfaces often have a 

roughness which would have been eliminated by polishing. 

Shepard (1948:102) noted that the presence of polisher 

marks immediately identifies a specimen as non-Plumbate. 

To explain the high luster of Plumbate in the absence of 

polishing, Shepard (1948:97) hypothesized a high percentage 

of colloidal material, which, when mixed to the proper 

consistency with water, dries to a high gloss, in the slip. 

For a full discussiqn of the characteristics and technical 

properties of Plumbate slip see Shepard (1948:93-97, 101-

102, 169-172). 

Forms and dimensions. (a) Composite-silhouette bowls, 

probably with a well ·defined break between upper and lower 

wall portions, with everted and interiorly and exteriorly 
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thickened rims: Cih. 3 sherds. Rim diameter 23.5, 21.5, 

20 cm. Rim thickness 1.0, 1.1, 0.7 cm. Wall thickness 0.5, 

0.5, 0.5 cm. (b) Vertical-wall vessel or vertical, high

neck jar with direct rim: Cih. 1 sherd. Rim thickness 0.5 

cm, wall or neck thickness 0.7 cm. This specimen probably 

pertains to a tapered, pyriform, or recurved vase (ibid., 

p. 10, Figure 5), or possibly to a jar or one of its 

modified forms (ibid., pp. 6, 8, Figures 3, 4). (c) 

Slightly flaring, low-neck jars with direct rims: Cih. 3 

sherds. Rim diameter 7 cm. Rim thickness 0.55, 0.4, 0.3 cm 

cm. Neck thickness 0.5, 0.7, 0.8 cm. 

Appendages. (a) Solid slab supports: Cih. 2 sherds. 

Width 3.7 cm, thickness 1.5 cm, height 1.7 cm. 

stylized human foot: Cih. 1 sherd. 

(b) Possible 

Base. Slightly dimpled base: Cih. 1 sherd. Thickness 0.6 

cm. 

Decoration. All the most common Plumbate decorative 

techniques, gadrooning, grooving, punctation, and incision, 

discussed by Shepard (1948:17, 21), are present in the 

Cihuatan-Santa Mar{a specimens. The most common incised 

designs are rectilinear elements (especially oblique lines 

and stepped frets), loops, reverse curves, and simple 

scrolls (ibid., pp. 60-65). The incision is preslip. 

Comparative material and discussion. Two sherds from 

Cihuatan (Figures 51a, d) are similar to a bowl illustrated 

by Shepard (1948:Figure lli). The slab support (Figure 
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5li) is similar to the slab hind feet on the jaguar effigy 

from Suchitoto, El Salvador, illustrated by Shepard (1948: 

Figure 14d). A sherd from Santa Marfa (Figure 51 1) might 

possibly be a fragment of the lower body of a bust effigy. 

An attempt was made to factor out any specimens 

that might pertain to the earlier San Juan rather than the 

fully developed Tohil Plumbate ceramic group. San Juan 

Plumbate is distinguished by differences in paste from 

Tohil Plumbate (ibid., p. 93) as well as by certain vessel 

forms, especially simple cylindrical vases and bowls with 

basal molding (ibid., pp. 124, 145; cf. Thompson 1948:47, 

Figure 55; L. Parsons 1967-1969, vol. 1:153-155). I am 

not competent to recognize the paste differences, so I 

searched for the distinctive San Juan vessel forms. None 

were found. Deeply stratified deposits at Cihuatan are 

extremely rare (at Santa Maria they are probably non

existent), but there are no excavated cultural levels at 

the site which securely date to a time prior to the manu

facture and trade of Tohil Plumbate. If San Juan Plumbate 

occurs in the Central Basin at all, which, judging from 

Shepard's distributional data, seems unlikely, it would 

probably appear in Late Classic (Fagan phase) contexts. 

The absence of indisputable effigy forms in these 

149 sherds is surprising. Human and animal effigies are 

characteristic of Tohil Plumbate. Two sherds, mentioned 

above, are, however, probably fragments of effigies. 
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Definite Plumbate effigy fragments have been found in other 

excavations at Cihuatan. In her excavations of Structure 

P-20, G. E. Hernandez recovered a complete miniature bird 

effigy jar similar to the one illustrated by Shepard (1948: 

Figure 16m). A bird head fragment from Cihuatan was 

reported by Shepard (1948:109). 

Tohil Plumbate was perhaps the most widely traded 

pottery in Mesoarnerica during the Early Postclassic. Its 

distribution ranges from west and central Mexico to 

Panama (ibid., pp. 103-114; Wauchope 1948:145). Its 

origins and its demise are intriguing problems. Lothrop 

(1927:204-208) suggested central El Salvador as its place 

of origin. On the basis of the limited distribution of 

San Juan Plumbate, and arguing from an implicit age-area 

perspective, Shepard (1948:145) cautiously hypothesized the 

Pacific slope of Guatemala as the region of Plumbate manu

facture. Recent neutron activation analysis of Plumbate 

sherds carried out by Ronald Bishop (1981:personal communi

cation} and colleagues at the Brookhaven National 

Laboratory indicates that Shepard was probably correct. 

The finds of a few Plumbate-related sherds at Cihuatan (see 

Red-on-White "Plurnbate" and Metallic-Slipped sherds, below} 

indicate multiple centers of origin to Bruhns (1980b}. The 

problem of the disappearance of Plurnbate is just as 

perplexing as its origins. Plurnbate has never been 

reported from a secure Late Postclassic context. Shepard 
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(1948:144) suggested that perhaps the deposits of Plumbate 

clay were exhausted or that a population replacement 

occurred in the region of Plumbate manufacture. 

Red-Exterior "Plumbate" 

Frequency. 2 sherds (less than 0.1%); Cih. 1 sherd (less 

than 0.1%); SM 1 sherd (less than 0.1%). 

Illustration. None. 

Paste. Apparently the same as Tohil Plumbate. 

Surface treatment. Interior surfaces are typical of 

Plumbate. Exterior surfaces were slipped red (10 R 4/6). 

The one specimen which is not eroded appears to have been 

polished on the exterior. 

Forms and dimensions. Judging from the size and the 

curvature of these two body sherds, they probably represent 

convex-wall bowls. Two measurements of wall thickness: 

0.4, 0.5 cm. 

Comparative material and discussion. See Red-on-white 

"Plumbate." 

Red-on-White "Plu.mbate" 

Frequency. Cih. 2 sherds (less than 0.1%). 

Illustration. None. 

Paste. Apparently the same as Tohil Plumbate. 

Surface treatment. Like Red-exterior Plumbate, interior 
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surfaces have the gray, lustrous, metallic appearance of 

Tohil Plumbate. To exterior surfaces a polished (?) white 

(10 YR 8/1) slip was applied. Painted decoration occurs 

over the slip. 

Form. These two body sherds apparently represent convex

wall bowls. 

Decoration. A design is painted in red (7.5 R 4/6) over 

the exterior slip. Motifs are indiscernable. 

Comparative material and discussion. Bruhns (1980b) has 

reported another sherd of Red-on-white "Plumbate" from a 

domestic structure at Cihuatan. She also mentions the two 

specimens described here, both of which were found in 

debris associated with Structure P-1. Bruhns (1980b:846) 

compares this type with the Rojo sabre Blanco con Bano 

MetaZico type from central Veracruz reported by Medellin 

Zenil (1955: 44; 1960: 130) 

Shepard (1948) did not mention any red- or white

slipped or painted types of Plurnbate. Red-exterior 

"Plurnbate," to my knowledge, has not been previously 

reported. Technical analysis is needed to determine 

whether these few sherds actually are of Plurnbate paste. 

Psetido-Plumbate 

Frequency. Cih. 3 sherds (less than 0.1%); SM 1 partial 

vessel. 



Illustrations. Figures 5lm,n. 

Paste. Relatively fine, dense, and compact. Very small 

inclusions (ea. 0.5 mm in diameter) of feldspar, green 

arnphibole, and pyroxene can barely be seen with the 
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unaided eye but are easily distinguished under 5X magnifi

cation. Two of the sherds are reduced toward the core to a 

dark gray (5 YR 4/1) color, while the margins are pink (5 

YR 8/3, 7/4). The other is evenly fired to a light reddish 

brown (5 YR 6/3). 

Surface treatment. A well polished pink (5 YR 7/3) to 

reddish brown (2.5 YR 5/4) slip was applied to interior and 

exterior surfaces of the vessels represented by sherds. 

The partial vessel was slipped on the exterior only. 

Forms and dimensions. (a) Probably convex-wall bowls: Cih. 

3 body sherds. Wall thickness 0.3, 0.5, 0.5 cm. (b) 

Partial miniature zoomorphic (crouching jaguar?) effigy 

jar: SM 1 sherd. Present height 3.3 cm. 

Decoration. Postslip incision in rectilinear and curvi

linear patterns appear on the sherds. The limbs and tail 

of the effigy are modeled and emphasized by grooving. 

Comparative material and discussion. The colors of these 

specimens resemble those of oxidized Plumbate. That they 

are not Plumbate is indicated by the paste, the polishing, 

and the postslip incision. Shepard (1948:37) discussed 

imitation Plumbate from sites throughout Mesoamerica. 

Wauchope (1948:143; 1975:211) reported several 
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pseudo-Plumbate or "near-Plumbate" sherds from Zacualpa, 

Guatemala. The term "pseudo-Plumbate" is not synonymous 

with "quasi-Plumbate," used by Dutton and Hobbs (1943:67, 

68) to describe certain specimens from Tajumulco, 

Guatemala. As Shepard (1948:115-117) explained, the 

majority of sherds and vessels referred to by the latter 

term are actually improperly fired Plumbate. 

Unnamed "Metallic-Slipped" 

Frequency. 56 sherds (0.2%); Cih. 54 sherds (0.2%); SM 2 

sherds (0.1%). 

Illustrations. Figures 510-t, 53. 

Paste. Same as Tamulasco Plain with colors tending toward 

red (2.5 YR 5/8) and reddish brown (5 YR 5/3). Light brown 

(7.5 YR 6/4) is less frequent. Gray (7.5 YR N6/0) cores 

are common. 

Surface treatment. Interior and exterior surfaces were 

generally well smoothed before the application of an 

iridescent, metallic-looking slip to one or both surfaces. 

On some specimens a light reddish brown (2.5 YR 6/4) or 

reddish yellow (5 YR 6/6) slip underlies the "metallic" 

slip. The primary slip cannot be easily distinguished 

except on sherds that have the secondary, "metallic" slip 

on one surface only. The "metallic" slip varies in color 

from light gray (5 YR 6/1) to dark gray (7.5 R 4/0), very 

dark gray (10 R 3/1), and dark brown (7.5 YR 3/2). It does 



Figure 53. Unnamed "Metallic-Slipped" (both sherds to 
same scale). 
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not adhere well to the paste surface and often has a crazed 

or crackled appearance. 

Forms and dimensions. (a) Flaring-wall bowls with direct, 

flat-grooved, everted, everted-grooved, slightly everted, 

and exteriorly thickened rims: Cih. 14 sherds. Rim 

diameter 10-31 cm, mean 17.2 cm (10 measurements). Rim 

thickness 0.5-0.9 cm, mean 0.72 cm (14 measurements). Wall 

thickness 0.4-0.85 cm, mean 0.64 cm (14 measurements). 

(b) Vertical-wall vessel: Cih. 1 sherd. Rim thickness 0.4 

cm, wall thickness 0.6 cm. (c) Low-neck jar: Cih. 1 sherd. 

Rim diameter 20 cm, rim thickness 0.7 cm, neck thickness 

0.7 cm, wall thickness 0.6 cm, neck height 1.7 cm. (d) 

Flaring and vertical high-neck jars: Cih. 2 sherds. Rim 

diameter 12, 12.5 cm. Rim thickness 0.7, 0.75 cm. Neck 

thickness 0.8, 1.3 cm. Neck height 5.2, 5.5 cm. In 

addition, three Cihuatan body sherds appear to be from 

convex-wall bowls. Wall thickness 0.4, 0.45, 0.5 cm. 

Bases. Flat bases: Cih. 3 sherds. Thickness 0.7, 0.7, 

0.8 cm. 

Comparative material and discussion. Bruhns (1980a:90; 

1980b:846) has reported sherds pertaining to two "metallic

slipped" vessels (both flaring-wall bowls) from her 

Cihuatan excavations. She states that these specimens 

represent "a local variant of what Medell.1.n Zenil (1960) 

calls Baiio Metalico" ·(Bruhns 1980a:90). She also states 

that "comparison to Tohil Plumbate specimens ... leaves 
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little doubt that the ['metallic'] slip is of Plumbate clay" 

(Bruhns 1980b:846). In order to avoid confusion, these two 

statements must be closely examined. 

The ceramics from central Veracruz that Medellin 

Zenil (1960:125-131) describes as having a "metallic" slip 

are made of untempered Fine Orange paste. The obvious 

intent of applying a "metallic" slip over a fine-paste 

vessel was to imitate Plumbate (ibid., p. 125). The vessel 

forms of the Veracruz metallic pottery are closely allied 

with those of Silha Fine Orange and Tohil Plumbate. 

The "metallic-slipped" sherds of Cihuatan and Santa 

Maria have medium-tempered paste identical to that of the 

most frequently occurring ceramic groups, Tamulasco Plain 

and Garcia Red, in the Guazapa ceramic complex. The vessel 

forms represented by the small sample of Cihuatan-Santa 

Maria "metallic-slipped" sherds are the same, and even 

occur in roughly similar percentages, as those of the 

Garcia Red ceramic group. There was no apparent intent by 

the potters who made central Salvadoran "metallic-slipped" 

wares to imitate Plumbate. 

The use of a metallic-looking slip does not by 

itself indicate a Plumbate imitation nor even a close 

relationship with other non-Plumbate metallic-slipped 

pottery. Through the courtesey of Professor Medellin, in 

July 1979 I inspected specimens of Veracruz "metallic

slipped" pottery from several excavated lots in the 
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storehouse of the Inst ituto de Antropologia of the 

Universidad Veracruzan a in Xalapa. Apart from vague simi

larities in the slip, I was unable to find any convincing 

formal, technological, or stylistic linkages between the 

Veracruz and Salvadoran material. Even the slips are not 

overwhelmingly similar; the Veracruz "metallic" slips are 

much thinner, often translucent, than those of the 

Salvadoran sherds. It is, therefore, misleading to refer 

to Salvadoran "metallic-slipped" pottery as a local variant 

of Veracruz Bano Metalico ceramics. 

Regarding the possibility of Cihuatan-Santa Maria 

"metallic-slipped" pottery having a Plumbate slip, well 

preserved specimens have a surface hardness of 3-5.5 in 

the Mohs scale. They are easily scratched with a metal 

knife blade. Although some poorly fired Plumbate has soft 

areas with a hardness of only 3 or 4 in the Mohs scale 

(Shepard 1948:97), most Plumbate specimens have a hardness 

equal to or exceeding that of steel, that 

7 in the Mohs scale (ibid., pp. 93,116). 

is, greater than 

If the slip of 

these sherds is Plumbate slip,· the potters who used it were 

unfamiliar with the method of firing which produced the 

characteristic hardness of Plumbate (cf. ibid., pp. 97-99). 

It should be noted, however, that the "metallic-slipped" 

pottery was fired at a higher temperature than that of the 

majority of Guazapa complex ceramics. The "metallic

slipped" sherds make the sound of a "ping" when dropped on 
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a tabletop rather than the typical "clunk" of, for example, 

sherds of the Garcia Red or Tamulasco Plain ceramic group. 

Shepard (1948:129-130) found only one sherd out of 

509 specimens that she examined microscopically from sites 

throughout Mesoamerica that possibly had a Plumbate slip 

over non-Plumbate paste. Interestingly, this sherd was 

from Boggs' excavations of the Tazumal mound group at 

Chalchuapa (ibid.). She noted that aside from this sherd, 

"there is no known occurrence of plumbate slip on paste of 

another ware, and therefore no evidence that raw plumbate 

clay was ever traded" (ibid., p. 131). She held the view 

that "imported plumbate slip clay would have been nearly 

valueless to a people who had not learned the technique 

of reducing at high temperatures" (ibid., p. 143). 

Shepard's remarks indicate the desirability of caution in 

attributing a Plumbate slip to non-Plumbate pottery, 

particularly when the specimens in question have not been 

subjected to technological analysis. 

Nicoya Polychrome 

Frequency. 184 sherds (0.65%); Cih. 179 sherds (0.7%); SM 

5 sherds ( 0. 3 % ) • 

Illustrations. Figures 54, 55. 

Paste. Relatively fine with very small inclusions, dense, 

and compact, similar to that of Tamoa Buff. Mineral inclu

sions are alkali and plagioclase feldspar, green amphibole, 
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Figure 54. Nicoya Polychrome. a, £, g, Vertical-wall 
vessels. b, c, Convex-wall bowls. d, Low
neck jar. e, h, i, Composite-silhouette bowls. 
j, Flat base. k, Stylized zoomorphic support. 
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Figure 55. Nicoya Polychrome. 
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and pyroxene; that is, the same as in the ceramic groups 

which on the basis of frequencies of occurrence are assumed 

to have been locally made. The paste color is generally 

even from cores to margins on most specimens. Red (2.5 YR 

4/8, 5/6, 5/8) and light red (2.5 YR 6/6, 6/8) are the most 

common colors. Pink (5 YR 7/4) and reddish yellow (5 YR 

7/6) also occur. A few specimens are reduced to light gray 

(5 YR 6/1) at the core with very thin red, light red, or 

reddish yellow margins. Paste surfaces are consistent in 

color with paste interiors. Red, light red, and pink 

surfaces are characteristic, while pinkish white (5 YR 8/2) 

occurs rarely. 

Surface treatment. Surfaces were well smoothed before the 

application of a thin, hard, well polished slip that varies 

in color from white (5 YR 8/1) and pinkish white (5 YR 8/2} 

to pink (5 YR 7/3), pinkish gray (5 YR 7/2), and gray (7.5 

R N5/0, 10 YR 5/1). The latter color is quite common and 

may be a result of deliberate (?) fire-clouding or 

smudging (cf. Healy 1974:268; 1980:163). Painted decora

tion occurs over the slip. The slip has a "soapy" or 

"waxy" feel and often flakes off the surface. 

Forms and dimensions. (a) Composite-silhouette bowls with 

direct, everted, slightly everted, and exteriorly thickened 

rims, some with medial melding: Cih. 19 sherds. Rim 

diameter 13-22 cm, mean 17 cm (14 measurements). Rim thick

ness 0.5-1.1 cm, mean 0.67 cm (18 measurements). Wall 
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thickness 0.4-0.9 cm, mean 0.59 cm (18 measurements). (b) 

Convex-wall bowls with direct rims: Cih. 2 sherds. Rim 

diameter 18, 20 cm. Rim thickness 0.6, 0.4 cm. Wall 

thickness 0.5, 0.5 cm. (c) Vertical-wall vessels with 

everted, slightly everted, and exteriorly thickened rims: 

Cih. 5 sherds. Rim diameter 7-19 cm, mean 12.8 cm (5 

measurements). Rim thickness 0.5-0.9 cm, mean 0.66 cm (5 

measurements). Wall thickness 0.3-0.6 cm, mean 0.44 cm (5 

measurements). (d) Low-neck jar: Cih. 1 sherd. Rim 

diameter 6 cm, rim thickness 0.6 cm, neck thickness 0.8 cm, 

wall thickness 0.6 cm, neck height 2.3 cm. (e) Flaring, 

high-neck jar with flat rim: Cih. 1 sherd. Rim thickness 

0.75 cm, wall thickness 0.7 cm. 

Appendages. (a) Hollow, marnmiform support with vertical, 

elongate perforations and rattle pellet: Cih. 1 sherd. 

Exterior diameter at junction with base 5.3 cm, height 7 

cm. (b) Hollow, rounded support: Cih. 1 sherd. (c) 

Hollow, stylized zoomorphic support: SM 1 sherd. Exterior 

diameter at junction with base 4.2 cm, height 5.7 cm. (d) 

Solid, conical support: Cih. 1 sherd. (e) Solid, truncated 

conical support: Cih. 1 sherd. (f) Solid, nubbin support: 

Cih. 1 sherd. Exterior diameter at junction with base 2.5 

cm, height 1.4 cm. (g) Flat strap handle of vessel form 

(d), above: Cih. 1 sherd. Width 2.6 cm, thickness 1.1 cm. 

Bases. (a) Flat bases: Cih. 2 sherds. Thickness 0.7, 0.9 

cm. (b) Rounded bases: Cih. 3 sherds. Thickness 0.7, 0.8, 
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0.8 cm. 

Decoration. Red and black or brown painted geometric 

motifs occur on vessel interiors and exteriors as well as 

on supports. Designs are often obscured by the darkened 

firing effect described above. A few sherds have orange or 

yellow painted motifs in addition to the typical red and 

black. Colors are weak red (7.5 R 4/2), red (5 R 4/8, 7.5 

R 4/8), dark gray (7.5 R N4/0), very dark gray (7.5 R N3/0), 

and reddish yellow (5 YR 6/8, 7/8). 

Comparative material and discussion. Ignorance of the 

principal identifying attributes of established types and 

varieties of Nicoya Polychrome ware hampered the field 

analysis and classification of these specimens. Initially, 

it was felt that these sherds were probably classifiable 

within the Papagayo ceramic group (Healy 1974:267-307). An 

examination, conducted in July 1980 through the courtesy of 

G. R. Willey, of Papagayo specimens from the Rivas region 

of Nicaragua (ibid.) in the Peabody Museum of Harvard 

University confirmed this impression. A selected group of 

25 Nicoya Polychrome sherds from Cihuatan was compared with 

the Rivas material. Several sherds were found to resemble 

the paste, surface treatment, form, and decoration of 

Papagayo Polychrome type specimens (Healy 1974:273-307; 

1980:163-188). Most of the Cihuatan specimens, however, 

are virtually indistinguishable from Rivas sherds of Paloma 

Black-and-Red-on-White Polychrome type (Healy 1974:267-273; 



1980:163-167). Particularly characteristic of Paloma 

Polychrome is the alteration through firing of the white 

surface slip to a smoky gray color, a trait which also 

occurs very frequently on the Cihuatan-Santa Maria 

specimens. 
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Healy (1974:267, 270, 273; 1980:167) regards Paloma 

Polychrome as the earliest type of the Papagayo ceramic 

group. He dates its occurrence in the Rivas region princi

pally to the late Palos Negros phase of the Early Polychrome 

period (A.D. 600-800?), noting that it carries over in 

trace amounts to the succeeding Apompua phase of the Middle 

Polychrome period (Healy 1974:270). Its relatively early 

appearance, fairly rare occurrence, poor preservation, and 

frequent fire-clouded surfaces suggest that Paloma was an 

experimental pottery type, a precursor of the later white

slipped Papagayo polychromes which peak in the Middle 

Polychrome period (A.D. 800-1200) (Healy 1974:270, 273; 1980: 

167; 1980:personal communication). 

The intersite provenience of Paloma Polychrome has 

been discussed by Healy (1974:270; 1980:164-166). Sherds 

of this type were found at only two sites in the Rivas 

Isthmus (ibid.). It is not a common nor a very secure 

chronological marker in the region (Healy 1980:personal 

communication). Given the limited distribution of Paloma 

Polychrome in Nicaragua, the occurrence of identical or 

closely related sherds in central El Salvador is surprising. 
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Except for one Cihuatan sherd that may be Papagayo 

Polychrome: Papagayo Variety and another that may be 

Papagayo Polychrome: Fonseca Variety, I was unable to draw 

further specific typological comparisons between the 

Cihuatan and Rivas Papagayo material. Several other sherds 

fit the criteria for Papagayo Polychrome type but resist 

varietal assignment. 

Papagayo Polychrome ceramics are traditionally 

thought to have had their primary centers of manufacture in 

the Greater Nicoya region of Nicaragua and Costa Rica. The 

low frequency of occurrence of this ceramic group in the 

Guazapa ceramic complex (0.65%) suggests that Papagayo 

vessels arrived in the Central Basin as imports. The 

similarity of mineral inclusions in the paste of Cihuatan 

Papagayo sherds with those of the paste of presumably local 

locally made Central Basin ceramics means little since the 

minerals in question are common volcanic materials. Speci

mens of Cihuatan Papagayo Polychrome have been submitted 

for elemental analysis to Ronald L. Bishop of the 

Brookhaven National Laboratory in the hope of identifying 

their region of origin. Baudez (1976:142) has suggested 

multiple centers of Papagayo pottery manufacture in El 

Salvador and Honduras as well as the Greater Nicoya region. 

With the origins of th±s ceramic group in doubt, 

the presence of Papagayo sherds at a site cannot be 

unequivocally interpreted as evidence of contact with the 
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Pacific regions of Nicaragua and Costa Rica. Whatever 

their locale of manufacture, Papagayo Polychrome ceramics 

were widely traded throughout Mesoamerica during the Early 

Postclassic, and they have often been found in direct 

association with Tohil Plumbate, indicating at least partial 

contemporaneity of these two important ceramic groups. 

Baudez (1967:209) and Healy (1974:276-277; 1980:169-170) 

have provided good summaries of the intersite distribution 

of Papagayo Polychrome and its association with Tohil 

Plumbate (cf. Lothrop 1926, vol. 1:115; 1927:185-186, 205; 

Shepard 1948:137-139). The most recent affirmation of this 

association was discovered in a cache at Tula, Hidalgo 

(Diehl et al. 1974). 

Birmania Polychrome, another important Middle 

Polychrome period ceramic type (Baudez 1967:137-141), has 

also been found in association with Tohil Plumbate, notably 

at Cerro del Zapote in central El Salvador (Boggs 1944c; 

cf. Baudez 1967:209). It is possible that a few sherds 

classified within the present "ceramic group" may be more 

closely related to the Birmania rather than the Papagayo 

ceramic group. For this reason I hesitate to assign all of 

these sherds to the Papagayo ceramic group. As previously 

mentioned, however, most of them are very similar to the 

Paloma Black-and-Red-on-White Polychrome type of the 

Papagayo ceramic group. 



Unnamed Specular Red 

Frequency. Cih. 15 sherds (less than 0.1%). 

Paste. Same as Tamulasco Plain. 
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Surface treatment. Surfaces were well smoothed prior to 

the application of a highly polished specular red (7.5 R 

4/6) or dark red (7.5 R 3/6) slip to interiors as well as 

exteriors. 

A. Unnamed Specular Red 

Frequency. Cih. 2 sherds (13.3%). 

Illustration. Figure 56a. 

Forms and dimensions. (a) Small, flaring-wall bowl with 

exteriorly thickened rim: Cih. 1 sherd. Rim diameter 13 

cm, rim thickness 0.5 cm, wall thickness 0.45 cm. (b) 

Small, vertical-wall or composite silhouette vessel with 

direct rim: Cih. 1 sherd. Rim diameter 6 cm, rim thick~ 

ness 0.4 cm, wall thickness 0.3 cm. 

B. Unnamed Specular Red 
Fine Incised 

Frequency. Cih. 8 sherds (53.3%). 

Illustration. Figure 56b. 

Forms and dimensions. (a) Small, flaring-wall bowl with 

exteriorly thickened rim: Cih. 1 sherd. Rim diameter 11 

cm, rim thickness 0.5 cm, wall thickness 0.5 cm. (b) 

Vertical-wall vessels with direct rims: Cih. 4 sherds 
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Figure 56. Unnamed Specular Red (a-d), Unnamed Specular 
Red-on-Brown (e), Unnamed Thin Tan (f), Unnamed 
Red-Rimmed Orange (g), Unnamed Fine-Paste 
Orange (h), Unnamed White-on-Brown (i), Unnamed 
White-and-Dark-Brown-on-Brown (j), "Mixtec
Style" Censer (k), Unnamed Glazed (1, m). a, 
e-g, Flaring-wall bowls. b, h, i, 1, m, 
Vertical-wall vessels. 
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(3 from the same vessel). Rim diameter 14 cm, rim thick

ness 0.4 cm, wall thickness 0.5 cm. 

Decoration. Very fine postslip incision, 0.5 mm in width, 

in geometric patterns appears on exterior surfaces. Three 

sherds (from a single vertical-wall vessel) have a dark 

brown (7.5 YR 3/2) painted band at the rim. 

C. Unnamed Specular Red 
Fluted 

Frequency. Cih. 5 sherds (33.3%). 

Illustration. Figure 56c, d. 

Form and dimensions. These are all body sherds, possibly 

from vertical-wall vessels. Wall thickness 0.25-0.4 cm, 

mean 0.35 cm (5 measurements). 

Decoration. Horizontal or oblique contiguous grooves, 2-4 

mm in width, cover exterior surfaces. The grooving was 

preslip. 

Comparative material and discussion. See Specular Red 

Polychr,ome. 

Unnamed Black-on-Specular 
Red 

Frequency. Cih. 17 sherds (less than 0.1%). 

Illustration. Figure 57a. 

Paste. Same as Tamulasco Plain. 

Surface treatment. Interior surfaces, as a rule, are 

smoothed, unpolished, and unslipped. Exterior surfaces 
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Figure 57. Unnamed Black-on-Specular Red (a), Specular 
Red Polychrome (b-e). a, Vertical high-neck 
jar. b, Convex-wall bowl with tab handle. c, 
Probably vertical-wall vessel. d, Vertical
wall vessel. e, Flaring-wall bowl. 
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have a reddish yellow (5 YR 6/6) to reddish brown (5 YR 

5/4) primary slip over which a specular red (10 R 4/6, 5/6) 

or dark red (2.5 YR 3/6) slip was applied in zones. A 

mottled orange appearance is sometimes created by incomplete 

coverage of the primary slip. 

Forms and dimensions. (a) Flaring-wall bowl with direct 

rim: Cih. 1 sherd. Rim thickness 0.5 cm, wall thickness 

0.5 cm. (b) Vertical high-neck jar with everted rim: Cih. 

1 sherd. Rim diameter 12 cm, rim thickness 0.55 cm, neck 

thickness 0.5 cm. 

Base. Pedestal base: Cih. 1 sherd. Estimated diameter 

8-9 cm, estimated height 5-6 cm, thickness 0.6 cm. 

Decoration. Bands and straight or wavy lines painted in 

black (5 YR 2.5/1) or dark reddish brown (5 YR 2.5/2) 

occur at the borders of and on the specular red zones. 

Comparative material and discussion. See Specular Red 

Polychrome. 

Unnamed Specular Red 
Polychrome 

Frequency. Cih. 26 sherds (0.1%). 

Illustrations. Figures 57b-e, 58. 

Paste. Sarne as Tamulasco Plain. 

Surface treatment. A primary reddish yellow (5 YR 6/6), 

reddish brown (5 YR 4/4, 5/4), or light reddish brown (5 

YR 6/4) polished slip was applied to well smoothed interior 
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Figure 58. Unnamed Specular Red Polychrome pitcher. 
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and/or exterior surfaces. A specular red (10 R 4/6, 4/8, 

7.5 R 4/6, 4/8) or weak red (10 R 4/4) and sometimes a 

lustrous white (7.5 YR NB/0) slip, both well polished, were 

applied in zones over the primary slip. 

Forms and dimensions. (a) Flaring-wall bowls with everted 

rims: Cih. 2 sherds. Rim diameter 27, 29 cm. Rim thick

ness 0.7, 0.7 cm. Wall thickness 0.7, 0.4 cm. (b) Convex

wall bowls with direct rims: Cih. 4 sherds. Rim diameter 

14, 19, 26 cm. Rim thickness 0.5, 0.4, 0.4, 0.5 cm. Wall 

thickness 0.4, 0.6, 0.4, 0.4 cm. (c) Vertical-wall vessels 

with direct rims: Cih. 4 sherds. Rim diameter 12, 15, 22 

cm. Rim thickness 0.5, 0.5, 0.5, 0.55 cm. Wall thickness 

0.5, 0.5, 0.5, 0.5 cm. (d) Pitcher: Cih. 1 sherd. Maximum 

interior diameter of spout 7.2 cm, thickness at shoulder 

2.4 cm. 

Appendages. Flat strap handles: Cih. 2 sherds (one a part 

of the pitcher sherd, above). Width 3.1, 3.3 cm. Thickness 

1.3, 1.8 cm. Obliquely set tab handle: Cih. 1 sherd. 

Estimated diameter 9.5 cm, thickness 0.7 cm. 

Decoration. Geometric motifs in black, white, orange were 

painted over the specular red zones. Convex-wall bowls and 

vertical-wall vessels have black rim bands. Colors are 

black (2.5 YR N2.5/0), reddish black (10 R 2/1), dusky red 

to very dusky red (10 R 3/2-2/2), pinkish white to pink 

(7.5 YR 8/2-8/4), and reddish yellow (5 YR 7/6, 7/8). 
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Comparative material and discussion. The sherds described 

as Specular Red, Black-on-Specular Red, and Specular Red 

Polychrome demonstrate a technological unity through their 

highly polished, lustrous, specular red slips. The rarity 

of such slips in the Guazapa ceramic complex and the low 

frequency of occurrence of specular red ware at Cihuatan 

(and its total absence at Santa Mar{a) indicate that these 

ceramics were probably imported to Cihuatan. There is a 

strong similarity in style between the Jejen Red Polychrome 

ceramic group and Specular Red Polychrome. 

Unnamed Specular 
Red-on-Brown 

Frequency. Cih. 5 sherds (less than 0.1%). 

Illustration. Figure 56e. 

Paste. Same as Tamulasco Plain. 

Surface treatment. A relatively hard, thin reddish brown 

(5 YR 5/3, 5/4) to light reddish brown (5 YR 6/4) slip 

occurs on the interior and exterior surfaces of these few 

specimens. With one exception, the interior of a bowl base, 

the slip was polished to a high gloss. 

Forms and dimensions. (a) Flaring-wall bowls with direct 

rims: Cih. 2 sherds. Rim diameter 14 cm, rim thickness 

0.6 cm, wall thickness 0.5 cm. 

with direct rim: Cih. 1 sherd. 

(b) Vertical-wall vessel 

Bases. Slightly dimpled bases: Cih. 2 sherds. Thickness 
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0.5, 0.6 cm. 

Decoration. Specular red (7.5 R 4/8) and dark red (5 R 3/6) 

painted decoration occurs on interior and ex~erior surfaces 

in exactly the same patterns as on sherds of the Tamoa Red

on-buff type, described above. Red rim bands, wide vertical 

bands on exterior surfaces, and large red dots on in~erior 

and exterior surfaces are characteristic. 

Comparative material and discussion. In terms of concepts 

of decoration, these sherds are closely related to the 

Tamoa Red-on-buff type. The distinctive brown slip, the 

specular red paint, and the polishing of vessel surfaces 

to a high luster set these specimens apart from Tamoa Red

on-buff and ally them with the sherds described here as 

Specular Red, Black-on-specular red, and Specular Red 

Polychrome. Further comments on these interrelated "types" 

are made in the discussion of the latter. Specular red 

paint is an infrequent characteristic of Tamoa Red-on-buff. 

The five Specular Red-on-brown sherds were all found in the 

construction fill between Patios I and II of the Southeast 

Patio of Cihuatan's West Ceremonial Center. 

Unnamed Thin Tan 

Frequency. SM 30 sherds (2.0%). 

Illustration. Figure 56f. 

Paste. Fine to medium-textured, dense, and compact. 

Mineral inclusions are the same as in Las Lajas Coarse. 



Paste color varies from pink (5 YR 7/4) to light red (2.5 

YR 6/6) and red (10 R 4/6, 5/6). 
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Surface treatment. All surfaces were well smoothed prior to 

the application of a polished reddish yellow (5 YR 6/6, 7/6) 

slip. Plates were slipped on the upper surface only, while 

other vessel forms were slipped on both surfaces. 

Forms and dimensions. (a) Flaring-wall bowl with direct 

rim: SM 2 sherds. Rim diameter 15, 15 cm. Rim thickness 

0.4, 0.5 cm. Wall thickness 0.7, 0.6 cm. (b) Composite-

silhouette bowl or high-neck jar: SM 1 sherd. Rim thick-

ness 0.6 cm, wall thickness 0.6 cm. (c) Vertical-wall 

vessel: SM 1 sherd. Rim thickness 0.3 cm, wall thickness 

0.5 cm. (d) Shallow plates with direct rims: SM 4 sherds. 

Rim diameter 20, 20, 31 cm. Rim thickness 0.5, 0.6, 0.6, 

0.5 cm. Wall thickness 0.6, 0.5, 0.5, 0.7 cm. 

Bases. Flat bases, probably of vessel form (d): SM 14 

sherds. Thickness 0.4-0.6 cm, mean 0.49 cm (10 measure

ments). 

Comparative material and discussion. The distinctive 

thinness of vessel walls and subtle differences in paste 

and surface treatment set these sherds apart from the 

Tamulasco Plain and the Tamoa Buff ceramic group s. 

Unnamed Red-Painted 
Tan Incised 

Frequency. Cih. 1 sherd (less than 0.1%). 
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Illustration. None. 

Paste. Same as Tamulasco Plain. 

Surface treatment. Both surfaces were smoothed before the 

application of a lightly polished light brown (7.5 YR 6/4) 

slip. 

Form and dimensions. This is a body sherd, probably from a 

medium-size convex-wall bowl. Wall thickness 0.45 cm. 

Decoration. Horizontal bands of red (10 R 4/6) paint, 

about 2.2 cm wide and separated by about 2 cm, are bordered 

by postslip incision. The red paint appears similar to 

that used in the base coat of Jejen Red Polychrome. 

Comparative material and discussion. None. 

Unnamed Red-Rimmed Orange 

Frequency. SM 1 sherd (less than 0.1%). 

Illustration. Figure 56g. 

Paste. Quite fine with very small inclusions, similar in 

appearance to the paste of Nicoya-like Polychrome. Colar 

is light red (10 R 6/8). 

Surface treatment. The exterior surface is covered with a 

calcareous deposit and cannot be seen. The interior 

surface has a lightly polished orange (light red 2.5 YR 

6/8) slip. 

Form and dimensions. Flaring-wall bowl or high-neck jar. 

Rim diameter 12 cm, rim thickness 0.5 cm, wall thickness 

0.4 cm. 



Decoration. A specular red (10 R 4/6) band, 0.9 cm in 

width, encircles the interior rim. 

Comparative material and discussion. None. 

Unnamed Fine-Paste Orange 

Frequency. Cih. 1 sherd (less than 0.1%). 

Illustration. Figure 56h. 
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Paste. Very fine, hard, dense, and compact. Paste color 

is reddish yellow (5 YR 7/6) at the margins and gray (2.5 

YR N6/0) at the core. 

Surface treatment. A hard, well polished light red (2.5 

YR 6/8) slip was applied to exterior and interior surfaces. 

Form and dimensions. Vertical-wall vessel with exteriorly 

thickened rim. Rim thickness 0.7 cm, wall thickness 0.4 cm. 

Decoration. A dark reddish gray (10 R 4/1) band is painted 

at the rim. Gouged-incising and dash punctation decorate 

the exterior surface. 

Comparative material and discussion. None. 

Unnamed White-on-Brown 

Frequency. Cih. 1 sherd (less than 0.1%). 

Illustration. Figure 56i. 

Paste. Same as Tamulasco Plain, but finer in texture, 

evenly fired to a reddish brown (2.5 YR 4/4). 

Surface treatment. A hard, well polished, reddish brown 

(2.5 YR 5/4) slip was applied to both surfaces. 



Form and dimensions. Convex-wall bowl with direct rim. 

Rim diameter 8 cm, rim thickness 0.5 cm, wall thickness 

0.3 cm. 

Decoration. A chalky-looking, matte white (5 YR 8/1) 

paint was applied in a band at the rim, in horizontal 

circumferential bands on the exterior, and in vertical 

bands on the interior. 

Comparative material and discussion. None. 

Unnamed White-and-Dark 
Brown-on-Brown 

Frequency. Cih. 2 sherds (less than 0.1%). 

Illustration. Figure 56j. 

Paste. Sarne as unnamed White-on-brown. 
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Surface treatment. A well polished reddish yellow (5 YR 

6/6) slip was applied to both surfaces of one specimen and 

only the exterior of the other which is smobthed on the 

interior. 

Form and dimensions. Both specimens are body sherds. The 

one with a smoothed interior is probably a jar fragment. 

Wall thickness 0.65, 0.8 cm. 

Decoration. White (10 YR 8/2) and dark reddish brown (2.5 

YR 3/4) motifs were painted on exterior surfaces. 

Comparative material and discussion. None. 



Unnamed Fugitive Polychr0me 

Frequency. SM 4 sherds (0.3%). 

Illustration. None. 

Paste. Same as Tamulasco Plain. 
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Surface treatment. A thin, polished white (10 YR 8/1) slip 

was applied to both surfaces. 

Form and dimensions. These four body sherds represent 

convex-wall bowls or vertical-wall :vessels. Wall thickness 

0.55, 0.6, 0.6, 0.6 cm. 

Decoration. Red and black painted designs are barely per

ceptible on exterior surfaces. 

Comparative material and discussion. These specimens may 

be eroded Zancudo White Polychrome sherds, but the imperma

nence of the painted designs suggests the use of different 

pigments. 

"Mixtec-style" Censer 

Frequency. Cih. 1 sherd (less than 0.1%). 

Illustration. Figure 56k. 

Paste. Relatively fine and soft with very small inclusions 

of pumice and sand and minute air pockets at the core. 

Paste color is reddish yellow (5 YR 7/8) with a faint trace 

of gray (5 YR 6/1) at the core. 

Surface treatment. Both surfaces were well smoothed. 

Surface color is reddish yellow (7.5 YR 7/6). Vestiges of 
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polished red (10 R 5/6) slip survive on the interior rim. 

Form and dimensions. The "Mixtec-style" censer is a tripod 

low-neck jar with one leg a long handle. This specimen is 

a rim sherd with the following dimensions: rim diamter 9 

cm, rim thickness 0.5 cm, neck thickness 0.95 cm, wall 

thickness 0.6 cm, neck height 2 cm. 

Decoration. A narrow fillet, 0.4 cm in width, with diagonal 

incised decoration encircles the exterior of the vessel at 

the base of the neck. The bodies of vessels of this form 

are perforated to create complicated geometric motifs. The 

present specimen has two perforations through the upper 

portion of the body. 

Comparative material and discussion. See comparative 

discussion by Wauchope (1948:148-149) and intersite 

references listed by R. E. Smith (1971, vol. 1:74). 

Unnamed Glazed 

Frequency. 15 sherds (less than 0.1%); Cih. 1 sherd (less 

than 0.1%); SM 14 sherds (0.9%). 

Illustrations: Figures 56 1-m. 

Paste. Very fine, apparently untempered, reddish yellow 

(5 YR 7/8) in color. 

Surface treatment. A thin glaze was applied to both 

surfaces. Surface color is reddish yellow (5 YR 6/8) to 

yellowish red (5 YR 5/8). 

Form and dimensions. Vertical-wall vessels with everted rims: 



SM 2 sherds. Rim diamter 17, 19 cm. Rim thickness 0.6, 

0.7 cm. Wall thickness 0.45, 0.5 cm. 
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Appendages. Small loop handle (from a cup?): SM 1 sherd. 

Base. Ring base: SM 1 sherd. 

Comparative material .and discussion. The 14 sherds from 

Santa Mar{a, all of which were found on the surface of 

Zone C, are unlike any modern glazed pottery that I have 

ever seen in Mexico or Central America. They may date to 

the Colonial period. The body sherd from Cihuatan is 

chronologically undiagnostic. 

Ceramic Summary 

The impression I have of the Guazapa ceramic 

complex is that it is essentially homogeneous and lacking 

in diversity. The major ceramic groups are few in number, 

and the range of trade types is relatively limited. The 

typological constituency of the complex and the type

frequency data are summarized in Table 4. Three major 

ceramic groups, representing three wares, comprise 87.6% 

of all classified sherds within the total ceramic complex. 

The Las Lajas Coarse ceramic group (coarse ware) 

accounts for 11.5% of the complex. It forms the majority 

of a ceremonial subcomplex as indicated by the frequent 

associations of Las Lajas Coarse specimens with civic

ceremonial structures (temples). The major form and type 

of this ceramic group, Las Lajas Coarse Composite, is a 



Table 4. The Guazapa Ceramic Complex 

Group/ 
Type 

Las Lajas 
Coarse 

Naguapate 
Coarse Red 

Tamulasco 
Plain 

Garcia 
Red 

Quijano 
White 

Cachinflin 
Black-brown 

Zancudo White 
Polychrome 

Jejen Red 
Polychrome 

Tamoa 
Buff 

Tohil 
Plumbate 

Red-Exterior 
"Plumbate" 

Red-on-White 
"Plumbate" 

Pseudo-
Plumbate 

,. 
Cihuatan Santa Maria 

N % N % 

2,621 9.8 636 42.7 

257 1.0 5 0.3 

12,370 46.1 538 36.1 

8,421 31. 4 218 14.6 

198 0.7 0 

586 2.2 21 1.4 

637 2.4 3 0.2 

473 1.8 2 0.1 

819 3.0 6 0.4 

146 0.5 3 0.2 

1 -0.1 1 -0.1 

2 -0.1 0 

partial 
3 -0.1 vessel 
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Totals 

N % 

3,257 11. 5 

262 0.9 

12,917 45.6 

8,639 30.5 

198 0.7 

607 2.1 

640 2.3 

475 1. 7 

825 2.9 

149 0.5 

2 -0.1 

2 -0.1 

3 -0.1 
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Table 4 (contiuned). The Guazapa Ceramic Complex 

Cihuatan 
,. 

Totals Santa Maria 
Group/ 
Type N % N % N % 

Unnamed "Metallic-
Slipped" 54 0.2 2 0.1 56 0.2 

Nicoya 
Polychrome 179 0.7 5 0.3 184 0.65 

Unnamed 
Specular Red 15 -0.1 0 15 -0.1 

Unnamed Black-
on-Specular Red 17 -0.1 0 17 -0.1 

Unnamed Specular 
Red Polychrome 26 -0.1 0 26 -0.1 

Unnamed Specular 
Red-on-Brown 5 -0.1 0 2.0 5 -0.1 

Unnamed Thin 
Tan 0 30 2.0 30 0.1 

Unnamed Red- . 
Painted Tan 
Incised 1 -0.1 0 1 -0.1 

Unnamed Red-
Rimmed Orange 0 1 -0.1 1 -0.1 

Unnamed Fine-
Paste Orange 1 -0.1 0 1 -0.1 

Unnamed White-
on-Brown 1 -0.1 0 1 -0.1 

Unnamed White-
arid Dark Brown-
on Brown 2 -0.1 0 2 -0.1 
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Table 4 (continued). The Guazapa Ceramic Complex 

,. 
Cihuatan Santa Maria Totals 

Group/ 
Type N % N % N % 

Unnamed Fugitive 
Polychrome 0 4 0.3 4 -0.1 

"Mixtec-style" 
censer 1 -0.1 0 1 -0.1 

Unnamed 
Glazed 1 -0.1 14 0.9 15 -0.1 

Total 
Classified 26,846 100 1,489 100 28,335 100 

Unclassifiable 
Eroded 277 4 281 

Unexamined 554 242 796 

Total 27,677 1,735 29,412 
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biconical, spiked censer. This form has no antecedent in 

the Central Basin prior to the Early Postclassic. Its 

ultimate source is central Mexico, and closely allied 

censers are known from Tula (Acosta 1956-1957:Figure 17,7). 

Las Lajas Coarse Modeled effigies depicting Mexican deities, 

especially Xipe Totec, are also without local precedent, 

and they help to establish the identity and origins of the 

people who made and used them. 

The Tamulasco Plain (plain ware) and Garcia Red 

(red ware) ceramic groups make up the bulk of a domestic or 

culinary subcomplex. The frequency of occurrence of the 

former (45.6%) is somewhat higher than that of the latter 

(30.5%), and the two ceramic groups together comprise 76.1% 

of the classified sherds of the complex. Jars of various 

shapes and sizes and flaring-wall bowls are the most 

frequently occurring forms of the two groups. Comals of 

the Tamulasco Plain ceramic group are also noteworthy but 

not as important numerically. The two groups are very 

closely related, and Garcia Red is really just a red

slipped version of Tamulasco Plain. Very few sherds of 

either group bear decoration of any kind. 

The Quijano White ceramic group (0.7%), which 

occurs in only one recognized form, a large jar, is 

nothing more than Tamulasco Plain with the addition of a 

white slip. The Cachinflin Black-brown ceramic group 



(2.1%) occurs mostly in the thin-walled jars (water 

bottles?). These two minor ceramic groups round out the 

Guazapa ceramic complex inventory of slipped monochrome 

wares, presumably of local manufacture. 

Another important locally produced ware with a 

relatively low frequency of occurrence is made up of the 

two polychrome ceramic groups: Zancudo White Polychrome 
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(2.3%) and Jejen Red Polychrome (1.7%). Like the slipped 

monochrome wares, the polychrome ware represents an 

extension of the plain ware through the addition of a 

stylistic and technological mode, in this case, polychrome

painted decoration. The emphasis on the vertical-wall 

vessel (probably a pyriform vase) in the Zancudo White 

Polychrome ceramic group may be due to influences from the 

Greater Nicoya region where this form is quite common in 

polychromes. Both Guazapa complex polychrome ceramic 

groups represent a significant departure in form and style 

from the earlier Fogon phase Copador and related polychrome 

ceramic groups (Sharer 1978:51-58) that characterize Late 

Classic pottery of the Central Basin. There are no strong 

external linkages for either the Zancudo or the Jejen 

ceramic group, but the former appears generally related to 

many white-based polychromes of Postclassic Mesoamerica. 

The Tamoa Buff ceramic group (2.9%), which also 

constitutes a distinct ware (polished buff ware), is a local 
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manifestation of Mazapan Red-on-buff ceramics of central 

Mexico. Tamoa Red-on-buff is much simpler in its painted 

designs, however, than most Mazapan Red-on-buff types. The 

Tamoa ceramic group may be directly related in an evolu

tionary sense to the Marihua ceramic group of the Late 

Postclassic (Haberland 1964a). 

The unnamed "Metallic-Slipped" pottery of the 

Guazapa ceramic complex has paste identical to that of the 

Tamulasco Plain ceramic group, and its forms occur in 

roughly the same percentages as those of the Garcia Red 

ceramic group. This "metallic-slipped" ware was probably 

also locally produced, although it ac~ounts for only 0.2% 

of the ceramic complex. 

The most common forms of the locally produced 

ceramic groups of the Guazapa ceramic complex are high-neck 

and low-neck jars, flaring-wall bowls, and large, biconical 

censers. Convex-wall bowls, vertical-wall vessels, large 

vertical-wall storage vessels, comals, and ladle censers 

are also important. These forms and their rim profiles 

show a high degree of standardization (Figures 28-50, 5lc-t, 

53). Supports include a variety of rounded, conical, 

cylindrical, and nubbin feet, all of which, except the 

latter, are hollow. These support forms replicate some of 

those of the Early Postclassic ceramic complexes of central 

Mexico (Tolstoy 1958:Figure 5). Effigy supports occur on 

some Las Lajas Coarse Composite censers. Pedestal bases are 
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infrequent, occurring on Las Lajas Coarse Composite hollow, 

spherical vessels and Jejen Red Polychrome convex-wall 

bowls. One stylized zoomorphic support was observed for 

Tamoa Red-on-buff type, and an elongate "cloven" support 

was found among sherds of the ~ancudo White Polychrome 

ceramic group. 

Trade types (or wares) are predominated by the two 

most widely traded ceramics of Early Postclassic 

Mesoarnerica: Tohil Plumbate (0.5%) and Nicoya Polychrome 

(0.65%). Most specimens of the latter are very similar to 

Paloma Black-and-Red-on-White Polychrome of the Papagayo 

ceramic group found in the Isthmus of Rivas, Nicaragua 

(Healy 1980:163-167). 

FIGURINES 

Only 20 figurine fragments were found in the 1978-

1979 APC Cihuatan excavations, and one was recovered from 

Santa Maria in 1976, Because of the small size of the 

figurine collection, I have not attempted to develop a 

figurine typology. The following discussion is limited to 

descriptive data. 

In general, the figurines are mold-made, and some 

have rnodeled or incised details. With only one known 

exception, the figurines are made of coarse paste identical 

to that of the Las Lajas Coarse ceramic group. One 

specimen bears vestiges of blue, red, and white paint. 
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Descriptions 

Mazapan Figurines 

Two typical Mazapan figurine fragments, similar to 

those from Tula discussed by Stocker (1974), are present in 

the Cihuatan collection. These are solid, flat, mold-made, 

"gingerbread" figurines. The first specimen is a female 

head (Figure 59a) similar to Stocker's Type 1-G (ibid., pp. 

45, 47, Figure 18c). The headdress is a rectangular bar 

with two disc-like decorations. The hair is flat at the 

side of the head. Ears are not shown but the ear region of 

the intact right side of the head has a raised, circular 

earplug. The nose is triangular in profile. The eyes are 

obliterated but they were probably elliptical. 

The second Mazapan figurine fragment is a female 

body fragment (Figure 59b). The arms rest over the breasts 

with the fingertips of the two hands touching together. 

The faint outlines of a quechquemitl ("shift") are visible 

below the arms. Two horizontal lines just above the feet 

probably represent the hem of a skirt. The feet are small 

projecting stubs perpendicular to the axis of the body. 

Human Heads 

Two human figurine heads, one from Cihuatan and one 

from Santa Mar1a, are present. The Cihuatan specimen 

(Figure 59c) is a solid, mold-made male head with the 



Figure 59. Figurines. a, b, Mazapan figurines. c, 
Human heads. e-g, Human body fragments. 
Headdress fragment. i-k, Animals. 1-n, 
Wheeled figurine fragments. 

d, 
h, 
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headdress, earplugs, and other features modeled in relief. 

The headdress is a rectangular cap, and shoulder-length 

hair (or the lower portion of the headdress) extends to 

the base of the neck. The eyes are circular. The earplugs 

are modeled, circular discs. A modeled collar adorns the 

front of the neck. 

The Santa Maria specimen (Figure 59d) is a solid, 

mold-made female head. The back of the head is flat and 

lacking in detail. The hair is braided and wrapped across 

the forehead. The eyes are elliptical and the brow is 

ridged. The nose and mouth are naturalistic. Earplugs are 

represented by raised areas at either side of the head. 

Human Body Fragments 

These specimens, like the remainder of those 

described here, are from Cihuatan , Two hollow, mold-made 

torso fragments depict sleeveless tunics (Figure 59e). An 

arm fragment has a modeled-incised gauntlet at the wrist 

(Figure 59f). This specimen has traces of blue, white, and 

red pigment. Another fragment with modeled-incised decora

tion, i f it represents a body part at all, probably depicts 

a scarified penis (Figure 59g). 

Headdress Fragment 

This fragment is not of the typical coarse paste 

but of a finer paste, similar to that of the Tamoa ceramic 

group. Lts rnodeled-carved decoration appears to represent 
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a portion of a feathered headdress (Figure 59h). 

Animals 

Two figurine heads represent birds. One is solid 

and modeled and it depicts a crested bird (Figure 59i). The 

other is hollow and mold-made (Figure 59j). The head and 

partial body of a jaguar or dog figurine is solid and 

modeled and had jointed limbs (Figure 59k). 

Wheeled Figurine Fragments 

Wheeled figurines of Cihuatan have been studied and 

described in detail by Boggs (1972, 1973). All are stylized 

effigies with rnodeled heads attached to hollow, cylindrical 

bodies which were modeled around some cylindrical, fibrous 

vegetal object such as a short segment of maize stalk. 

Tails were usually modeled from a thin, cylindrical clay 

fillet. Bodies were generally attached to rectangular, 

slab supports with circular perforations to accomodate the 

axles. Wheels are thin, round discs with round axle holes 

(ibid., pp. 9-10). The most frequently depicted subjects 

are apparently dogs, deer, and humans. 

Six support fragments and two wheel fragments are 

present in the collection considered here. Five of the 

support fragments are the typical slab feet described above. 

One of them retains a small portion of the hollow figurine 

body (Figure 59 1). The sixth is trapezoidal in outline 

and is typical of the abstract feet found on many 
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non-wheeled Cihuatan figurines (Figure 59m). Like the slab 

supports, it has a round perforation which presumably 

served as an axle housing. Wheel fragments are represented 

by two specimens (Figure 59n). 

The cultural significance of Cihuatan wheeled 

figurines is that they provide an important link between the 

Central Basin of El Salvador and the Veracruz Gulf Coast 

region (Boggs 1972:64; 1973:12). 

ARTIFACTS 

The artifacts of Cihuatan and Santa Maria are 

classified according to technological and behavioral consi

derations (Sheets 1975a, 1978a). Following a precedent set 

by Kidder (1947), "artifacts" are considered to be all 

items of chipped stone, groundstone, grourid and polished 

stone, worked bone, and fired clay (excluding pottery 

vessels and figurines). These are the same categories used 

by Sheets (1978a) i~ the analysis of the artifacts of 

Chalchuapa, and the present analysis adheres closely to 

Sheets' theoretical model and methodology (1972, 1975a, 

1978a; cf. Clark and Lee 1979). 

Although the five major artifact categories initial

ly result from an arbitrary separation based on raw 

materials, they can, as Sheets (1975a:372; 1978a:3-5) 

recommends, be viewed as industries. "An industry refers 

to the artifacts, including the wastage in their 
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manufacture, of a common raw material, which were manu

factured using a common body of procedures" (ibid., p. 3). 

Because industries embody groups of artifacts made of the 

same raw materials transformed through a common set of 

behavioral procedures, they are inherent, not artificially 

imposed, divisions of material culture. As in Sheets' 

analysis of the Chalchuapa artifacts, the concept of 

industry is the highest level of organization in this 

artifact analysis. 

Objectives 

The first objective of this analysis is to present 

a clear and orderly typology of the Cihuatan-Santa Maria 

artifacts. The typology aims at descriptive economy~ 

comparability with other artifact analyses of southeastern 

Mesoamerica, and chronological sensitivity. The latter 

goal refers not so much to chronological control within 

Cihuatan and Santa Maria, which appear to exhibit little if 

any temporal variability either in ceramics or artifacts, 

but to the eventual application of the results of the 

analysis to a better understanding of the cultural sequence 

of the Central Basin as a whole. Of course, further 

studies of Cihuatan may reveal fine-grained temporal change 

within the site, and I hope that the typology presented 

here will prove useful in isolating the intrasite varia

bility that would reflect such change. Until future 
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analysis indicates the possibility of chronological 

separations within the artifact classes of Cihuatan and 

Santa Maria, each industry is regarded as a single artifact 

complex. 

A further objective of this analysis is to attempt 

to isolate attributes, or clusters of attributes, wfuich are 

meaningful in an ethnic or cultural sense. Although 

ceramics and architecture are generally more sensitive to 

ethnic or cultural expression, I have no doubt that certain 

artifact traits were brought into Central America from 

Mexico by Nahua-speaking immigrants. One of the best 

examples of such an imported trait is bifacial flaking (see 

Sheets 1978a:9, 21, 75). 

Finally, an important goal of this study is to 

define the structure of the artifact industries of Cihuatan 

and Santa Maria. This is accomplished by placing taxonomic 

emphasis on technological and behavioral considerations. 

Method and Theory 

Four of the five industries considered here are 

subtractive rather than additive in nature. "Subtractive 

manufacture involves the removal of raw material until the 

artifact emerges in finished form" (Deetz 1967:48). An 

artisan who works in a subtractive industry .selects a raw 

material suitable for the production of the artifacts he 

intends to make. He then reduces the objective piece of 
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raw material using a set of culturally transmitted behavior

al procedures to create the desired products. In doing so, 

he leaves a record on the artifacts, and the wastage 

resulting from their manufacture, of each behavioral step 

followed in producing the artifacts. He also leaves a 

record of his mistakes and the procedures followed in 

recovering from them. These records are especially 

"readable" on artifacts of the chipped stone industry. 

Through replicative experiments, study of the 

literature, and careful study of the artifacts, the archae

ologist can train himself (or herself) to recognize the 

behavioral steps taken by an artisan to produce the 

artifacts of a subtractive industry. This is behavioral 

and technological analysis. Assuming that the archaeologist 

correctly recognizes the procedures used by the artisan 

which resulted in the observable attributes of the artifact 

artifacts, the resulting classification is inherent, 

reflecting the behavior of the artisan and the technology 

of his culture. 

The fundamental criteria for recognizing taxonomic 

units in behavioral classification are "behavioral discon

tinuities" (Sheets 1975a:375). These are points in the 

sequence of artifact production at which the artisan 

shifted from one manner of production to another. The 

classic example of a behavioral discontinuity is the shift 

in the chipped stone industry from percussion to pressure 
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flaking in core reduction (ibid., p. 372). The evidence 

for this change in behavior is recorded on the artifacts, 

and the shift is reflected in the artifact classes 

"macroblade" and "prismatic blade." These classes result 

from the behavior of the artisan; they are not imposed by 

the archaeologist. Furthermore, when the analyst correctly 

identifies and interprets behavioral discontinuities in 

artifact production and uses them as a basis for a hier

archical ordering of types, he is modeling the techno~ 

logical aspect of the real structure of the industry. 

Another criterion used in the establishment of taxa 

is deliberate modification of a blank or preform to produce 

a special-purpose object. Again drawing an example from 

the chipped stone industry, macroblades may be modified 

through unifacial retouching to produce scrapers or through 

bifacial retouching to produce projectile points, knives, 

and other specialized implements. The form or outline of 

retouched artifacts manifests itself only in the final 

stage of production. The behavioral analyst therefore uses 

morphological criteria at a low taxonomic level to sub

divide technological types. 

Form is often related to function, and the validity 

of taxa based on formal (morphological) criteria can be 

tested through functional analysis, particularly through 

microscopic examination of edge-wear (Semeonov 1964; 

Wilmsen 1968a). An artifact may look like a "scraper" or a 
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"spokeshave," but should not be referred to by such 

designations until demonstrated through functional analysis 

to have been used for scraping, shaft straightening, or 

whatever task is connoted by a specific functional 

designation. It is also important to distinguish between 

edge-wear resulting from use and that which occurs during 

the manufacture of certain artifacts (Sheets 1973). 

Some artifact categories do not preserve techno

logical and behavioral information as well as chipped stone 

artifacts, and the methods for their classification must 

be revised accordingly. The most extreme example is the 

fired clay industry which is additive rather than 

subtractive and has attributes unique to plastic materials. 

In the analysis of this industry, as in that of the pottery 

vessels and figurines, stylistic and morphological criteria 

are most important for distinguishing taxonomic units. 

Morphology is also necessarily more important in the 

classification of the groundstone, ground and polished 

stone, and worked bone industries than in that of the 

chipped stone industry. With many taxa of these less 

informative industries, however, we have the advantage o f 

a more secure knowledge (gained through analogy) of the 

functions of certain artifacts. We may feel safe in 

assuming, for example, that manos and metates were grinding 

stones, beads were items of personal adornment, and spindle 

whorls were used for spinning. 
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Procedure 

The analysis of the artifacts of Cihuatan and 

Santa Maria was conducted in El Salvador in 1978 and 1979 

at the Cihuatan field laboratory during excavation seasons 

and in a laboratory set up in my house in San Salvador 

between field seasons. The artifact analysis was carried 

out concurrently with the ceramic analysis. 

The first step in the analysis was the intial 

sorting based on raw material. At the time that the 

analysis was begun in May 1978 no artifacts of worked bone 

had been encountered. The first, or highest, units of 

sorting were then chipped stone (almost entirely obsidian), 

groundstone, ground and polished stone, and fired clay. 

When a number of worked bone artifacts were discovered at 

Cihuatan toward the close of the 1979 season, this category 

was added to the list. The initial sorting of artifacts 

into groups based on common raw materials is the first 

classificatory step in most artifact analyses (Kidder 1947; 

Woodbury and Trik 1953; w. Coe 1959; Proskouriakoff 1962; 

Willey et al. 1965; MacNeish el al. 1967; Lee 1969; Willey 

1972, 1978; Sheets 1978a). For the present analysis, this 

initial sorting actually took place as the artifacts were 

excavated rather than in the laboratory. Different classes 

of artifacts were bagged or packaged separately according 

to their raw materials. 



The procedures of analysis of the chipped stone 

artifacts will be described in detail to illustrate the 

steps taken in the analysis as a whole. After all 

collected specimens were washed and labeled, I conducted 

a general inspection of approximately 2,100 pieces of 

chipped stone from the 1976 Santa Maria project and the 

1978 APC Cihuatan investigations. More or less at the 
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same time, I undertook a detailed examination of the 

Chalchuapa chipped stone type collection which had been 

moved from the Tazumal Museum in Chalchuapa to the Cihuatan 

field house (this facility now houses all APC type 

collections from western and central El Salvador). This 

examination was made with reference to Sheets' published 

analysis of the collection (1978a). Fortunately, Sheets 

was in El Salvador at the time I began the artifact 

analysis, and he gave freely of his time in helping me to 

understand lithic technology and behavioral analysis. Need

less to say, any misapplication of the behaviorist method 

is my own error. 

To complement this learning stage of the analysis, 

I acquired obsidian nodules from the El Chayal source in 

Guatemala and conducted replicative experiments. My efforts 

to replicate typical prehistoric artifacts were for the 

most part unrewarded. The knowledge gained from the 

experience .. did, · however, teach me to recognize with 

confidence the difference between percussion and pressure 
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flaking, intentional and unintentional modification, and 

use-wear versus postdepositional damage. I also gained a 

firm appreciation of the potential for error in the 

production of chipped stone implements! 

The next stage in the analysis was to devise a 

preliminary typology and to tabulate each lot of chipped 

stone from excavations and surface collections. Sheets' 

analysis of the Chalchuapa chipped stone was used as a 

point of departure for establishing the provisional 

typology. My basic sorting categories were debitage, 

utilized flakes, macroblades, prismatic blades, cores, 

unifacially (or laterally) retouched prismatic blades, 

unifacially (or laterally) retouched macroblades, and 

bifacially retouched macroblades. The 89-page lot tabula

tions are not presented here but are available upon request. 

Close examination of these rather gross categories revealed 

variation which resulted in finer taxonomic units that were 

added to the typology as necessary. 

Other data recorded at this stage of the analysis 

were the ratio of obsidian to non-obsidian artifacts, the 

ratio of ground and striated platforms to plain platforms 

on prismatic blades, and the rate of occurrence of 

manufacturing errors on prismatic blades. Prismatic blades 

were also weighed and measured to calculate the cutting 

edge to mass (CE/M) ratio for each lot (Sheets and Muto 

1972: 633) • 
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After tabulating the data for each lot on a standard 

form, a random sample of polyhedral cores, macroblades, and 

prismatic blades, and all retouched implements were set 

aside for detailed attribute analysis. The results of the 

attribute analysis are included in the chipped stone 

typology. All metric measurements were made with a 

sliding caliper, and angles were measured with a goniometer. 

Wear patterns were studied with a 12X loupe and, when 

warranted, with a binocular microscope using a range of 

magnification from lOX to 40X and an independent light 

source. During the course of the attribute analysis, very 

fine taxonomic distinctions were made within categories of 

retouched artifacts. 

The procedure followed in classifying the artifacts 

of other industries is comparable to that used for the 

chipped stone artifacts. As far as possible, the attributes 

held to be the most taxonomically significant in all 

industries are based on technological criteria, and finer 

distinctions are based on morphological criteria. 

Attribute analysis was conducted for almost all artifacts 

of the groundstone, gr.ound and polished stone, worked bone, 

and fired clay industries. 

Presentation 

The typologies are presented within a standard 

format for each industry. Because of differences in raw 
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materials, manufacturing techniques, artifact morphology, 

and sample size, the formats vary slightly between 

industries. The Chalchuapa artifact report (Sheets 1978a) 

was closely followed in designing the formats. Several 

modifications were introduced to make the type descriptions 

of the artifacts congruent with those of the ceramics. 

The first entry of information is the "type name." 

This is followed by frequency data. Percentage frequencies 

are given only for the artifact types of the chipped stone 

industry and are stated in the same manner as in the 

ceramic typology. The frequency of an artifact type within 

the entire chipped stone complex is stated first, followed 

by the frequencies at each of the two sites. If a type was 

found only at one site, the percentage frequency of 

occurrence at that site, rather than in the entire complex, 

is stated. The abbreviations Cih. and SM are used where 

necessary in data entries to refer to Cihuatan and Santa 

Maria, respectively. "Illustrations" refer to figures in 

this thesis. "Provenience" refers to general or specific 

locations from which . the artifacts were recovered through 

excavation or surface collection. All Southeast Patio 

proveniences are construction fill, with very few 

exceptions, which are specified. Artifacts from structures 

other than those of the Southeast Patio were found in 

primary deposits unless otherwise specified. The word 

"surface" refers to a surface find, while "surface 
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collection" refers to systematic surface collection. 

Several important artifacts, including a number of 

projectile points, were picked up and contributed to the 

artifact assemblage by local residents of Cihuatan. In 

most cases, the provenience of these artifacts is unknown 

or imperfectly known. Their proveniences are referred to 

as "general surface." The zones of the sites referred to 

are those shown in Figures 5 and 6. 

"Form" describes the outline, transverse section, 

longitudinal section, and/or any other relevant data 

regarding the shape of a specimen or group of specimens. 

The form terminology for bifaces and laterally retouched 

artifacts follows Binford (1963) . Under "Dimensions" all 

relevant metric data are presented, usually length, width, 

and thickness, sometimes diameter, height, or other 

dimensions. If more than five specimens are present in a 

given category, the dimensions are stated in terms of their 

ranges, means, standard deviations, and the number of 

measurements taken. If a category is comprised by less 

than five specimens, all dimensions are stated in 

sequence so that, for example, the second in a series of 

length, width, and thickness measurements refers to a single 

specimen. The final entry is "Comparative material," in 

which selected comparisons with artifacts of ~bher sites 

and regions are presented. Comparisons are limited to 

southeastern Mesoamerica and central Mexico. In some 



287 

appropriate cases, the discussions of certain types do not 

follow the "data entry" format but are presented in a 

cursive form with relevant data and summaries. 

THE CHIPPED STONE INDUSTRY 

In a previous paper I have presented the evidence 

and discussed the reasons for regarding the chipped stone 

artifacts from Cihuatan and Santa Marfa as a single 

industry and a single complex (Fowler 1980). Both sites 

share virtually every chipped stone type, and the mean 

dimensions of most types, especially macroblades and 

prismatic blades, show very little variation between the 

two sites, suggesting shared concepts of lithic technology. 

The Cihuatan-Santa Mar1a chipped stone industry is 

based almost entirely on obsidian. The 33 non-obsidian 

artifacts are of the following materials: chert, 

chalcedony, jasper, basalt, vein quartz, quartzite, ~hale, 

petrified wood, and one piece of unidentified material. 

Non-obsidian artifacts are specified in the type descrip

tions. Unless otherwise specified, artifacts under 

discussion are of obsidian. 

The obsidian used by the Cihuatan-Santa Maria 

knappers was probably obtained through trade from a number 

of highland Guatemalan sources. Preliminary results of 

X-ray fluorescence analysis conducted at th~ Lawrence 

Berkeley Laboratory on 20 obsidian samples from Cihuatan 
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show close chemical matches with three distinct highland 

Guatemalan sources. Twelve samples match the chemistry 

of the Ixtepeque source in southeastern Guatemala, seven 

align with the El Chayal source near Guatemala City, and 

one appears to have come from the Rfo Pixcaya source near 

San Martin Jilotepeque (F. Asaro and H. V. Michel 1981: 

personal communication; for comments on these sources see 

Cobean et al. [1971], Sidrys et al. [1976], Stress et al. 

[1977], Nelson et al. [1977], Nelson et al. [1978], Asaro 

et al. [1978], and Hurtado de Mendoza and Jester [1978]). 

The preliminary results of the X-ray fluorescence analysis 

at the Berkeley laboratory will be tested through an 

abbreviated sequence of neutron activation analysis. 

Further trace element analysis of obsidian samples from 

Cihuatan, Santa Maria, and El Mico (a Postclassic site 

located on the west slope of Guazapa Volcano) is currently 

being conducted by R. Cobean of the Research Reactor 

Facility of the University of Missouri. The results of 

this analysis should be available in early 1982. 

The indications of obsidian procurement from 

multiple sources by the Pipil of central El Salvador is 

wholly consonant with our concepts of the Postclassic as 

a period in which alliances were constantly formed and 

broken and trade networks were often disrupted. At the 

present time, however, little is known or understood of 

the exact nature of such networks and their operation. As 
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a tentative hypothesis, I would suggest that the Ixtepeque 

source was controlled for a time during the Postclassic by 

the Pipil, and that obsidian fvom this source was traded 

through a complex network involving many or most of the 

principal Pipil regions of eastern Guatemala and western 

and central El Salvador (cf. Sheets 1980:16). Patterns of 

trade involving obsidian from other sources (El Chayal, Rio 

Pixcaya, arid probably others as well) are also open to 

speculation, and future research should be directed toward 

understanding the apparently complex obsidian procurement 

system in which the ancient inhabitants of Cihuatan and Santa 

Maria participated. 

Obisidian was probably traded to the two sites in 

the form of macrocores. The relatively low incidence of 

cortex on obsidian artifacts from the two sites, observed on 

only 20 specimens, suggests quarry preforming. Furthermore, 

two of the probable sources of Cihuatan-Santa Maria 

obsidian, Ixtepeque and El Chayal, have yielded evidence of 

Late Classic and Postclassic macrocore production at 

quarries (Coe and Flannery 1964; Graham and Heizer 1968; 

Hester 1972; Michels 1975; Sheets 1975b). 

There is abundant evidence that obsidian tool 

manufacture was an important local industry at Cihuatan and 

Santa Marfa. Debitage (core-blade chipping debris and 

thinning flakes) is frequently found at both sites, as are 

exhausted polyh~dral cores. Several obsidian workshops 
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have been excavated at Cihuatan, the most noteworthy of 

which was located at Structure P-16 (Bruhns 1980a:41). A 

large number of exhausted cores and other evidence of core 

reduction were found on the surface of a portion of Zone A 

of Santa Maria, without doubt the location of one or more 

obsidian workshops (Fowler 1978:280; Fowler and Sol1s 1977: 

16) . 

The Collection 

From the Santa Maria project a total of 669 chipped 

stone artifacts were recovered, all of which were analyzed. 

From the 1978-1979 APC project at Cihuatan a total of 

10,064 chipped stone artifacts were recovered and 

classified. Additionally, 584 chipped stone artifacts from 

Structure P-12 at Cihuatan, excavated by E. H. Lubensky 

{1978), and 4,986 chipped stone artifacts from Cihuatan 

Structure P-16, NW-1, NW-3, NW-4, SE-1 (also known as 

HP-102), and SS-118, all excavated by K. o. Bruhns (1980a), 

were classified with the consent of the excavators. Thus, 

the total of all chipped stone artifacts analyzed from 

Cihuatan and Santa Maria is 16,303 specimens. Due to a 

minor tallying error, this figure differs by six specimens 

from an earlier stated total (Fowler 1980:Table 2). 



Type Descriptions 

The three major categories within the chipped 

stone typology are wastage, unretouched implements, and 

retouched implements. 

Wastage 

Frequency. 1855 (11.4%), Cih. 1,685 (10.8%), SM 170 

(25.4%). 

This category includes all forms of debitage, or 

residual lithic material resulting from tool manufacture 
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or from the unintentional breakage of chipped stone 

artifacts (Crabtree 1972:58). Debitage from tool manu

facture may include non-utilized flakes from core 

preparation and trimming, platform overhang removal flakes, 

and thinning flakes from the manufacture of bifacial and 

unifacial artifacts. An attempt was made to distinguish 

all these classes of by-products of lithic tool manufacture. 

Due to my general lack of confidence in the results, 

however, I ultimately decided to distinguish only between 

thinning flakes and general debitage. The debitage 

specimens were not measured, nor were they submitted to 

further analysis beyond their initial classification. The 

provenience of debitage includes virtually every excavated 

context and most surface-collected contexts at the two 

sites. 



A. General Debitage 

Frequency. 1,714 (10.5%), Cih. 1,544 (9.8%), SM 170 

(25.4%). 
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This category of wastage consists primarily of 

core-blade debitage. It includes core preparation and 

trimming flakes that bear no evidence of use, platform 

overhang removal flakes, and any other debris which 

resulted from the reduction of cores to other artifacts. 

Also included in this category is general wastage which 

could not be assigned with confidence to a more specific 

class of debitage. Many of these specimens may have 

resulted from the accidental breakage of artifacts. Eight 

non-obsidian general debitage specimens include one piece 

of chert, one of chalcedony, one of quartzite, one of 

jasper, two of shale, one of basalt, and one piece of 

unidentified material. 

B. Thinning Flakes 

Frequency. Cih. 141 (0.9t). 

Thinning flakes are flakes removed from a blank or 

preform either by percussion or pressure to thin the 

objective piece and shape it into a specialized tool 

(ibid., p. 94). These are small flakes which were 

intentionally terminated in step or hinge fractures. I did 

not feel compe~ent to distinguish between unifacial and 

bifacial thinning flakes. Non-obsidian thinning flakes 
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include nine pieces of chert, one of vein quartz, and one 

of quartzite. 

Comparing the frequencies of thinning flakes and 

general debitage (the latter mostly core-blade), general 

debitage is far more frequent than are thinning flakes. 

This is a reflection of the emphasis placed in the industry 

on prismatic blades as opposed to retouched implements. 

Note that no thinning flakes were found at Santa Mar{a, 

whereas general debitage accounts for 25.4% of all chipped 

stone artifacts analyzed from the site. A total of 151 

of the 170 pieces of general debitage from Santa Maria were 

recovered from the surface of a maize field in the northern 

sector of Zone A which, as discussed above, appears to have 

been the general locale of one or more workshops special

izing in prismatic blade production. 

Unretouched Implements 

Frequency. 14,267 (87.5%), Cih. 13,788 (88.2%), SM 479 

(71.7%). 

This is an intermediate taxon between the level of 

the industry and that of the type. It includes all tools 

which were ready for use (and which were used) without 

further modification. This category constitutes the 

largest of the three major subdivisions of the chipped 

stone industry, and it includes utilized flakes, macro

blades, prismatic blades, and cores. 
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Utilized Flakes 

Frequency. 110 (0.7%), Cih. 100 (0.6%), SM 10 (1.5%). 

These are percussion-produced flakes more than 

twice as wide as they are long resulting from conchoidal 

fractures. Most are probably by-products of the initial 

stages of core preparation for blade manufacture (Sheets 

1972, 1975a:374-375). Only those flakes showing definite 

evidence of use to the unaided eye were included in this 

type. Flakes with no wear patterns were assigned to the 

general debitage category. One utilized flake was of 

chert. 

Informal observations of the wear patterns show 

that utilized flakes were apparently put to a variety of 

uses including cutting, scraping, shaving, and sawing. 

These are generally the same purposes to which prismatic 

blades were apparently put. As at Chalchuapa, the relative 

paucity of utilized flakes in the Cihuatan-Santa Maria 

chipped stone complex may be due to the great abundance of 

prismatic blades which were presumably better suited to 

the wide range of tasks in which both implement types could 

have been used (Sheets 1978a:10). 

Macroblades 

Frequency. 554 (3.4%), Cih. 523 (3.3%), SM 31 (4.6%). 

Illustrations. Figures 60a, b. 

Macroblades are large, semi-parallel-sided, 
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Figure 60. Chipped Stone. a, b, Macroblades. c, 
Prismatic blade. d-h, Polyhedral cores (note 
hinge fracture on d and lack of platform 
overhang removal on h). i, Flake core (plan 
view). Unifacially retouched prismatic blades: 
j, Retouched tip of prismatic blade. k-n, 
Laterally notched blades. o, p, Scrapers on 
snapped segments. q, spokeshave (?). r, Drill 
(?). s, Burin-like tool. t, Tridentate 
eccentric. Unifacially retouched macroblades: 
u, Retouched tip of macroblade. v, Ovate blade 
with macroblade platform base. w, Spokeshave 
(?) • 
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percussion-produced blades, the length of which is equal 

to or greater than twice the width. They are generally 

heavy and thick and have very large striking platforms. 

Their very prominent bulbs of force, eraillure flakes, 

compression rings, and frequently crushed platforms 

indicate percussion as the technique of detachment from 

the core. These characteristics help to distinguish 

macroblades from pressure-flaked prismatic blades. Small 

percussion-produced blades were placed in the category of 

macroblades. 

Due mainly to a lack of time, no effort was made to 

distinguish varieties of percussion-produced blades. In 

retrospect, I believe that it would have been profitable to 

distinguish between small and large percussion-produced 

blades. This distinction would, however, have been an 

arbitrary one. Tolstoy (1971:275) has suggested setting an 

arbitrary limit of 2.5 cm of width to distinguish between 

macroblades and prismatic blades. But since these two 

types can be distinguished on the basis of technological 

attributes, this limit could perhaps be used to separate 

large and small macroblades, with small varieties 

approximating the size of large prismatic blades. Smaller 

percussion-produced blades were removed during the final 

percussion core-shaping stage prior to the detachment by 

pressure of prismatic blades (Sheets 1975b:101). 

A total of 74 macroblades, representing 13.4% of 



Table 5. Cihuatan and Santa Maria Macroblade Attributes 

Thick-
Lot/ Length Width ness Flake Plat. Use Dorsal 
Serial (cm) (cm) (cm) Angle Prep. Wear Scars Comments 

F526-l ( 3. 2) 2.8 0.7 75° plain m. ( 2) 3 

F526-2 (3.2) 2.7 1.0 90 ° m. grnd. -- 3 

F526-3 ( 3. 6) 2.5 0.8 80° m. str i. 1. ( 1) 3 

F526-4 ( 2. 7) 2.1 0.5 -- -- 1. ( 2) 3 medial fragment 

F526-5 7.2 3.0 1.1 goo m. grnd. m. ( 2+) 4 l hinge fracture; 
weight 23.5 g 

F526-6 4.2 2.1 0.4 -- -- 1. ( 2+) 4 platform crushed; 
weight 3.6 g 

F526-7 ( 4. 6) 3.7 1.1 80° h. grnd. m. ( 2) 4 cortex on dorsal face 

F526-8 ( 4. 2) 2.8 1.0 -- -- 1. ( 2+) 3 distal fragment 

F526-9 (3.9) 2.6 0.9 goo 1 • s tr i. 1 . /m • ( 2 ) 3 

F526-10 ( 4. 6) 2.8 1.0 85° 1. stri. -- 3 

F526-ll (3.8) 2.4 1.1 -- -- 1. ( 2) 2 

F526-12 (3.5) 2.4 0.7 95° -- 1. ( 1) 4 platform crushed I\J 
\.0 
00 



Table 5 (continued). Cihuatan and Santa Marfa Macroblade Attributes 

Thick-
Lot/ Length Width ness Flake Plat. Use Dorsal 
Serial (cm) (cm) (cm) Angle Prep. Wear Scars Comments 

F526-13 5.3 2.6 0.8 90 ° plain 1./h. (2) 2 hinge fracture 
on dorsal face 

!200-1 (5.2) 2.8 0.6 90 ° m. grnd. 1. ( 2) 4 

!200-2 ( 3. 8) 3.0 0.7 85° cortex? 1. ( 2) 2 

!200-3 (6.4) (2.6) 0.6 85° 1. grnd. 1. ( 2) 3 

!200-4 (3.3) 2.0 0.6 85° m. grnd. m. ( 2) 2 

!200-5 4.3 3.5 0.7 95° m. grnd. 1. ( 2) 2 hinged termination 

!207-1 (4.6) 5.2 1.9 90 ° m. grnd. m. ( 2) 3 

!207-2 (5.5) 2.8 0.6 85° m. grnd. m. ( 2) 3 1 hinge fracture 

!207-3 ( 8 .1) 2.8 1.0 90 ° 1. grnd. 1. ( 2) 4 

!207-4 ( 2. 5) 1.9 0.6 goo h. grnd. 1. ( 2) 2 

!207-5 (6.5) 2.5 0.7 90 ° 1. grnd. m. ( 2) 3 

!207-6 (5.2) 2.7 0.7 90 ° m. grnd. 1. ( 2) 3 
t\J 
\.0 
\.0 



Table 5 (continued). Cihuatan and Santa Maria Macroblade Attributes 

Thick-
Lot/ Length Width ness Flake Plat. Use Dorsal 
Serial (cm) (cm) (cm) Angle Prep. Wear Scars Comments 

1207-7 ( 4. 3) 2.4 0.9 85° 1. grnd. 1. ( 2) 3 numerous hinge frac-
tures on dorsal face 

1207-8 ( 3. 0) 2.7 0.9 85° m. grnd. 1. (2) 2 

1209-2 (2.9) 2.5 0.7 95° 1. grnd. 1. ( 2) 4 

1209-4 ( 5. 8) 2.9 0.7 95° cortex? 1. ( 2) 2 1 hinge fracture; 
1 phenocryst 

1209-6 (3.9) 3.0 0.6 goo m. grnd. 1. ( 1) 3 1 hinge fracture 

1209-8 (3.3) 3.8 0.8 95° 1. stri. 1. ( 2) - dorsal face percus-
sion trimmed 

1210 ( 4. 8) 2.4 0.7 -- m. grnd. m. ( 2) 2 3 hinge fractures 

1211-1 ( 4. 0) 4.0 1.0 70° h. grnd. 1. (2) 3 

1211-2 (2.7) 2.3 0.5 85° m. grnd. 1. ( 2) 3 

1211-3 (2.9) 2.2 0.6 80° h. grnd. 1. ( 2) 3 

1211-4 (3.5) 2.6 0.5 85° 1. grnd. 1. ( 2) 3 
w 
0 
0 



Table 5 (continued). Cihuatan and Santa Maria Macroblade Attributes 

Thick-
Lot/ Length Width ness Flake Plat. Use Dorsal 
Serial (cm) (cm) (cm) Angle Prep. Wear Scars Comments 

1212 (3.7) 2.9 0.8 80° m. grnd. 1. ( 2) 2 

1254 ( 4. 3) 3 .:2 0.6 95° m. grnd. 1. (2) 4 

1267-1 (3.7) 2.0 0.6 goo m. grnd. 1. ( 2) 3 

1267-2 (2.7) 2.5 0.7 90° cortex? 1. ( 2) 4 hinge fractures 

1304 ( 7. 0) 3.4 1.1 90° m. grnd. 1. ( 2) 4 

1306-1 9.3 3.4 1.5 75° h. grnd. 1. (1) 5 1 hinge fracture 

1306-2 ( 4. 0) 2.7 0.8 80° cortex? m. ( 2) 3 1 hinge fracture' 

1306-3 (2.3) 2.3 0.6 90 ° cortex? 1. ( 2) 3 

1307-1 (5.3) 1. 7 0.3 90 ° m. grnd. 1. ( 2) 2 

1307-2 (5.2) 2.1 0.6 goo m. grnd. m. ( 2) 2 

1307-3 (5.0) 2.3 0.5 85° h. grnd. m. ( 2) 2 

1307-4 (4.3) 2.1 0.4 85° 1. grnd. 1. ( 2) 3 

1307-5 (3.4) 1.7 0.6 85° m. grnd. 1. ( 2) 3 2 hinge fractures w 
0 
t--' 



Table 5 (continued). Cihuatan and Santa Marfa Macroblade Attributes 

Thick-
Lot/ Length Width ness Flake Plat. Use Dorsal 
Serial (cm) (cm) (cm) Angle Prep. Wear Scars Comments 

1307-6 8.8 2.4 1.1 goo 1. grnd. 1. ( 2) 5 numerous hinge 
fractures 

1307-7 (6.0) 2.5 0.8 goo m. grnd. 1. ( 2) 2 2 hinge fractures 

1307-8 (3.2) 2.3 0.6 85° cortex? 1. ( 2) 3 

1375 (3.2) 3.0 0.7 -- 1. grnd. m. ( 2) 2 

1380 ( 3. 5) 1.9 0.9 -- h. grnd. m. ( 2) 2 

1398 ( 3. 0) 2.1 0.7 -- m. grnd. m. ( 2) 2 

1415 ( 4. 0) 2.0 0.5 90° 1. stri. h. ( 2) 4 

1419 (3.4) 2.4 0.7 -- 1. grnd. m. ( 2) 2 

1429 ( 3. 5) 1.4 0.5 85° 1. grnd. none 2 2 hinge fractures 

1439-1 (3.5) 3.9 1.0 85° 1. grnd. 1. ( 2) 3 1 hinge fracture 

1439-2 ( 4. 0) 2.8 0.7 95° 1. grnd. 1. /m. ( 2) 2 2 hinge fractures 

1442 (5.0) 2.0 0.4 85° 1. grnd. 1. ( 2) 2 1 hinge fracture 
w 
0 
I\.) 



Table 5 (continued). Cihuatan and Santa Maria Macroblade Attributes 

Thick-
Lot/ Length Width ness Flake Plat. Use Dorsal 
Serial (cm) (cm) (cm) Angle Prep. Wear Scars Comments 

I443 5.1 2.2 0.7 goo 1. grnd. m. ( 2) 2 several hinge 
fractures 

I475 7.9 2.5 0.9 85° m. grnd. m. ( 1) 6 several hinge 
fractures 

I487 (3.3) 3.5 0.6 95° m. grnd. 1. ( 2) 3 

I505 (2.3) 2.5 0.6 95° m. grnd. 1. ( 2) 4 

I509 (5.0) 3.1 1.1 -- h. grnd. m. ( 2) 2 

I511 ( 2. 8) 3.3 0.9 -- m. grnd. 1./m. (2) 2 several hinge 
fractures 

I520 (4.1) 2.3 0.7 goo m. grnd. m. ( 2) 2 

I540-l (3.3) 1.7 0.4 goo 1. grnd. 1. ( 2) 3 

1540-2 (3.1) 1.8 0.5 goo 1. grnd. 1. ( 2) 2 

I551 ( 2. 8) 2.0 1.0 80° m. grnd. m. ( 2) 2 

I592 (3.9) 3.0 0.7 75° m. grnd. none 3 
w 
0 
w 



Table 5 (continued). Cihuatan and Santa Maria Macroblade Attributes 

Lot/ Length Width 
Serial (cm) (cm) 

1593-1 6.7 2.0 

1593-2 ( 5. 3) 3.0 

1600 10.7 4.8 

Thick-
ness Flake 
(cm) Angle 

0.7 75° 

1.2 --

2.4 --

Abbreviations: 

1. light 
m. medium 
h. heavy 
grnd. ground 
stri. striated 

Plat. Use Dorsal 
Prep. Wear Scars Comments 

cortex 1. ( 1) 2 

-- m. (1) 2 distal fragment; 
cortex on dorsal face 

plain m. ( 2) 2 

w 
0 
~ 
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all analyzed macroblades, were selected for detailed 

attribute analysis (Table 5). In Table 5, as in all 

attribute tables, lot numbers preceded by the letter "F" 

pertain to Santa Marfa, and those preceded by "I" pertain 

to Cihuatan. The measurements in all attribute tables are 

maximum. Measurements of incomplete dimensions are shown 

in parentheses. The lengths of 10 complete macroblades 

range from 4.2 to 10.7 cm with a mean of 7.24 cm and a 

standard deviation of 2.03. Other metric attributes are 

listed in Table 5, and their means and standard deviations 

are presented in Table 6. For comparison, the mean values 

and standard deviations of macroblades from a Late Classic/ 

Early Postclassic lot (LC 2-3.1) from Chalchuapa (Sheets 

1978a:93) are also included in Table 6. 

The mean flake angle (the angle at which the blade 

was struck from the core, measured between the plane of the 

striking platform and the ventral surface just below the 

bulb of percussion) of 61 specimens for which this var i able 

could be measured is 87°. Most (41 specimens) were removed 

from the core at angles between 85° and 90°. Macroblades 

struck at more acute angles, since they were generally 

thicker and stronger than blades removed at angles 

approaching 90°, were probably frequently selected as 

blanks for other implements, especially scrapers (cf., 

ibid., p. 10). 

Almost all platforms were striated or ground. Only 
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three platforms were plain or unprepared, while nine were 

lightly or moderately striated, and an overwhelming 

majority of 53 specimens (73.6%) have platforms that were 

ground to one degree or another. One has a certain 

cortex platform, and six have possible cortex platforms. 

Platform grinding increases the friction between the 

flaking implement and the platform, reducing slippage and 

facilitating blade removal (Crabtree 1972:8, 68). 

Frequency and intensity of platform grinding are chrono

logically sensitive variables in southeastern Mesoamerica, 

with heavily ground platforms becoming very frequent in 

the Postclassic (Sheets 1978a:ll). This trend is seen 

even more clearly in prismatic blades. 

Sheets has summarized intersite references to 

macroblades from Papalhuapa (Ixtepeque), El Chayal, San 

Agustin Acasaguastlan, Uaxactun, Quirigua, and Capan 

(ibid.). At Chalchuapa 310 macroblades were found, 

representing 2.5% of all classified artifacts of the 

Chalchuapa chipped stone industry and 1.0% of the total 

excavated collection that Sheets analyzed (ibid., p. 10). 

Sheets (1978b:Table l; 1979b:Table 6) has also reported 57 

macroblades from surface collections and excavations in 

the Zapotitan Basin. Tolstoy (1971:275-276) has discussed 

macroblades from central Mexico. 
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Table 6. Macroblade Mean Values (cm) 

Width Thickness Flake Angle 

n=61 n=6l n=52 
Cihuatan x=2.64 x=. 77 x=s1.2° 

s=.71 s=.34 s=S.7 

n=l3 n=l3 n=9 
Santa Maria x=2.6s x=.ss x=86.1° 

s=.4 s=.22 s=6.l 

n=l7 n=l7 n=l6 
Chalchuapa x=3.30 x=.82 x=88.1° 

s=.91 s=.21 s=S.O 

n=number measured x=mean s=standard deviation 



-

Prismatic Blades 

Frequency. 13,428 (82.3%), Cih. 13,066 (83.5%), SM 362 

(54.0%). 

Illustration. Figure 60c. 
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Prismatic blades are long and thin with parallel 

lateral edges. They were removed, apparently by pressure, 

from carefully prepared polyhedral cores. The distal ends 

of complete specimens taper to thin, sharp, feathered 

terminations, except for those which resulted from manufac

turing errors and terminate in hinge or step fractures. 

Prismatic blades are triangular or, more often, trapezoidal 

in transverse section. They are concavo-convex in longi

tudinal section (the ventral surface is concave). Two 

prismatic blades from Cihuatan are of chert rather than 

obsidian. 

A sample of 410 proximal segments of prismatic 

blades (including all complete specimens) were selected for 

detailed attribute analysis. Attributes of •.·a random sample 

of 100 specimens which were studied in detail are shown in 

Table 7. The means and standard deviations of :metric 

attributes of the 410 specimens subjected to detailed study 

are summarized in Table 8. Included for comparison in 

Table 8 are data from surface-collected specimens from El 

Mico and the Late Classic/Postclassic specimens from 

Chalchuapa studied by Sheets (1978a:96-97). 

The lengths of five complete specimens measure 7.6, 



Table 7. Cihuatan and Santa Maria Prismatic Blade Attributes 

Platform Eraillure Blade 
Lot/ Plat. Plat. Lip L. w. Length Length Width Thickness 
Serial Prep. Prep. (cm) (cm) (cm) (cm) (cm) 

-
F526-4 1. stri. m. 0.3 0.2 0.75 -- 1. 6 0.4 

F526-8 1. stri. 1. 0.65 0.25 0.7 -- 1.5 0.3 

F526-12 m. grnd. m. 0.7 0.3 -- -- 1.4 0.4 

F526-16 1. stri. none 0.4 0.25 -- -- 1.4 0.45 

F526-20 1. stri. 1. 0.7 0.25 0.9 -- 1.4 0.4 

F526-24 m. grnd. m. 0.8 0.3 -- -- 1. 7 0.6 

F526-28 none 1. 0.6 0.2 1.1 -- 1. 6 0.4 

F526-32 1. grnd. 1. 0.75 0.25 0.8 -- 1.5 0.35 

F526-36 1. grnd. none 0.75 0.3 -- -- 1.3 0.35 

F526-40 none 1. 0.5 0.2 -- -- 1.2 0.3 

F526-44 m. grnd. 1. 1.0 0.25 0.95 -- 1. 45 0.35 

F526-48 none 1. 0.65 0.1 -- -- 1.3 0.3 

F526-52 m. grnd. h. 1.35 0.45 0.9 -- 2.0 0.6 w 
0 

'° 



Table 7 (continued). Cihuatan and Santa Maria Prismatic Blade Attributes 

Platform Er ail lure Blade 
Lot/ Plat. Plat. Lip L. w. Length Lenght Width 'l'hickness 
Serial Prep. Prep. (cm) (cm) (cm) (cm) (cm) 

F526-56 none 1. 0.6 0.25 0.8 -- 1. 2 0.4 

F526-60 1. stri. 1. 0.3 0.1 -- -- 0.95 0.3 

F526-64 m. grnd. 1. 0.8 0.25 0.8 -- 1. 35 0.4 

F526-68 m. stri. h. 0.9 0.3 - -- 1. 7 0.4 

F528 1. grnd. 1. 0.4 0.1 - -- 0.7 0.2 

F543 m. grnd. 1. 1.2 0.4 -- -- 1. 4 0.4 

F550 1. grnd. m. 0.4 0.2 - - 1.2 0.4 

F555 m. grnd. none 0.9 0.4 -- -- 1.2 0.4 

F556 1. grnd. 1. 0.5 0.2 - -- 1.8 0.5 

F560 1. grnd. 1. 0.6 0.1 -- -- 0.8 0.2 

F565 m. grnd. m. 0.6 0.3 -- -- 1.5 0.5 

F566 1. grnd. m. 0.8 0.3 -- -- 1.5 0.4 

F572 1. grnd. 1. 0.6 0.3 - -- 1.7 0.5 w 
I--' 
0 



Table 7 (continued). Cihuatan and Santa Marfa Prismatic Blade Attributes 

Platform Eraillure Blade 
Lot/ Plat. Plat. Lip L. w. Length Length Width Thickness 
Serial Prep. Prep. (cm) (cm) (cm) (cm) (cm) 

F578 1. stri. 1. 0.2 0.1 -- -- 0.8 0.2 

1211-3 1. grnd. m. (0.7) 0.25 -- -- 1.2 0.5 

1211-7 1. grnd. 1. 0.9 0.35 -- -- 1.6 0.4 

1211-11 1. grnd. 1. 0.65 0.2 -- -- 1.5 0.4 

1211-15 h. grnd. 1. 1.0 (0.2) 0.8 -- 2.0 0.4 

1211-19 1. grnd. 1. 0.9 0.3 0.6 -- 1.3 0.4 

1211-23 h. grnd. 1. 1.2 0.3 0.7 -- 1.6 0.45 

1211-27 h. grnd. 1. 1.2 0.4 0.7 -- 1.4 0.5 

1212-2 h. grnd. 1. 0.5 0.25 -- -- 0.9 0.3 

1212-4 1. grnd. 1. 0.8 0.2 -- -- 0.9 0.3 

1212-5 1. grnd. m. 0.7 0.3 -- -- 1.4 0.4 

1212-6 m. grnd. 1. 0.5 0.3 -- -- 0.9 0.35 

1212-9 1. grnd. 1. 1.0 0.3 - -- 1.7 0.4 w 
f--1 
f--1 



Table 7 (continued). Cihuatan and Santa Maria Prismatic Blade Attributes 

Platform Eraillure Blade 
Lot/ Plat. Plat. Lip L. w. Length Length Width Thickness 
Serial Prep. Prep. (cm) (cm) (cm) (cm) (cm) 

1212-10 h. grnd. 1. 0.9 0.3 -- -- 1.3 0.4 

1212-12 1. grnd. 1. 0.5 0.2 -- -- 0.9 0.2 

1212-14 h. grnd. h. 0.8 0.3 0.7 -- 1. 2 0.4 

1313-11 rn. grnd. none 0.7 0.2 -- -- 1.3 0.3 

1313-15 h. grnd. none 0.7 0.25 -- -- 1.2 0.3 

1313-24 h. grnd. 1. 0.85 0.35 -- -- 1. 6 0.4 

1313-25 cortex m. 0.6 0.25 -- -- 1.0 0.4 

1314 h. grnd. none 0.7 0.2 0.9 -- 1.5 0.3 

1315-3 h. grnd. h. 0.95 0.35 0.9 -- 2.1 0.5 

1315-4 cortex 1. 0.8 0.2 0.8 -- 1.5 0.3 

1315-32 1. grnd. none 1.0 0.4 0.6 -- 1.5 0.4 

1316-9 cortex? m. 0.8 0.3 0.7 -- 1. 25 0.4 

1317-4 h. grnd. 1. 0.4 0.2 -- -- 1.0 0.3 w .,_. 
I\.) 



Table 7 (continued). Cihuatan and Santa Maria Prismatic Blade Attributes 

Platform Eraillure Blade 
Lot/ Plat. Plat. Lip L. w. Length Length Width Thickness 
Serial Prep. Prep. (cm) (cm) (am) (cm) (cm) 

1317-8 m. grnd. m. 0.8 0.3 0.8 -- 1. 4 0.4 

1318-20 1. grnd. 1. 0.4 0.1 -- -- 0.7 0.2 

1318-32 1. grnd. 1. 0.9 0.4 0.9 -- 1.7 0.5 

1334 1. grnd. m. 1.1 0.4 1.0 -- 1.7 0.4 

1335-1 1. grnd. 1. 1.1 0.6 0.9 -- 1.5 0.6 

1345-1 1. grnd. 1. 0.8 0.3 0.9 -- 1.7 0.6 

1351-1 1. grnd. 1. 0.4 0.1 -- -- 0.6 0.2 

1356 m. grnd. 1. 1.0 0.3 -- -- 1. 2 0.3 

1360-3 m. grnd. 1. 1.0 0.3 0.7 -- 1.2 0.3 

1361-2 1. grnd. 1. 0.7 0.3 -- -- 1.0 0.3 

1365-2 m. grnd. 1. 0.8 0.3 0.5 -- 1. 2 0.3 

1380-3 1. grnd. m. 1.0 0.3 -- -- 1. 4 0.4 

1382-1 1. grnd. 1. 0.8 0.3 -- -- 1.4 0.4 w 
f---1 
w 



Table 7 (continued). Cihuatan and Santa Maria Prismatic Blade Attributes 

Platform Eraillure Blade 
Lot/ Plat. Plat. Lip L. w. Length Length Width Thickness 
Serial Prep. Prep. (cm) (cm) (cm) (cm) (cm) 

I385 m. grnd. 1. 0.6 0.3 -- -- 1.0 0.3 

I387 1. grnd. 1. 0.4 0.2 -- -- 0.8 0.3 

I388-4 h. grnd. 1. 0.8 0.4 -- -- 1. 2 0.4 

I390-l 1. grnd. 1. 0.6 0.4 -- -- 0.9 0.4 

I390-5 1. grnd. 1. 0.6 0.3 -- -- 1.3 0.3 

I393 m. grnd. 1. 0.6 0.3 -- -- 0.8 0.3 

I395-7 1. grnd. 1. 1.8 0.3 -- -- 1. 3 0.3 

I396-5 1. grnd. 1. 1.0 0.3 -- -- 1.9 0.4 

I396-7 m. grnd. 1. 0.4 0.2 -- -- 1.0 0.2 

I398 1. grnd. 1. 0.6 0.3 -- -- 2.0 0.4 

I399 1. grnd. 1. 1.1 0.5 -- -- 1. 6 0.5 

I416-5 h. grnd. 1. 1.0 0.4 -- -- 1. 9 0.4 

I417 1. grnd. 1. 0.5 0.1 -- -- 0.8 0.3 w 
~ 
~ 



Table 7 (continued). Cihuatan and Santa Marra Prismatic Blade Attributes 

Platform Eraillure 
Lot/ Plat. Plat. Lip L. w. Length Length Width Thickness 
Serial Prep. Prep. ( cm) ( cm) (cm) ( cm) ( cm) 

1423 1. grnd. 1. 1.0 0.3 0.7 -- 1.1 0.3 

1427-1 1. grnd. 1. 0.5 0.2 -- -- 0.5 0.3 

1427-2 1. grnd. 1. 0.6 0.3 -- -- 1.4 0.3 

1428 1. grnd. m. 0.8 0.4 -- -- 1.7 0.4 

1430 1. grnd. 1. 0.9 0.4 -- -- 1. 3 0.4 

1431-1 m. grnd. h. 1.0 0.2 1.0 -- 1.7 0.4 

1431-2 1. grnd. none 0.9 0.3 0.7 -- 1.1 0.2 

1432 1. grnd. 1. 1. 2 0.4 -- -- 1.5 0.5 

1439-1 1. grnd. 1. 0.6 0.2 -- -- 1.0 0.3 

1439-2 1. grnd. none 1.2 0.4 -- -- 1.5 0.4 

1442 1. grnd. 1. 0.7 0.3 1.0 -- 1.4 0.4 

1443-1 1. grnd. none 1.1 0.3 -- -- 1.7 0.4 

1443-2 m. grnd. 1. 1.2 0.3 -- -- 1.8 0.4 w 
I--' 
U1 



Table 7 (continued). Cihuatan and Santa Mar1a Prismatic Blade Attributes 

Lot/ Plat. Plat. Lip 
Serial Prep. Prep. 

I458 m. grnd. 1. 

I470 m. grnd. 1. 

I488-l m. grnd. 1. 

I488-2 1. stri. 1. 

I498 1. grnd. 1. 

I526 1. grnd. 1. 

I532 m. grnd. 1. 

I542-l 1. grnd. none 

I542-2 m. grnd. 1. 

Platform Eraillure 
L. w. 

(cm) 

1. 2 0.3 

0.9 0.3 

1.6 0.4 

0.4 0.2 

0.8 0.3 

0.5 0.2 

0.8 0.4 

0.8 0.2 

0.6 0.3 

Abbrevations: 

1. light 
m. medium 
h. heavy 

Length Length 
(cm) ( cm) 

-- --

-- 8.1 

-- --

-- --

-- --

-- --

-- --

-- --

-- --

grnd. ground 
stri. striated 

Blade 
Width Thickness 
( cm) ( cm) 

1.5 0.3 

1.2 0.35 

1.9 0.4 

0.7 0.2 

1.4 0.3 

1.1 0.3 

1. 6 0.4 

1.2 0.3 

1.1 0.3 

w 
I---' 

°' 



Table 8. Prismatic Blade Mean Values (cm) 

Platform 
L. W. 

n=295. n=299 
Cihuatan x=.84 x=.31 

s=.25 s=.09 

n=l09 n=l08 
Santa Mar1a x=.70 x=.28 

s=.26 s=.15 

n=40 n=40 
El Mico x=l.01 x=.36 

s=.23 s=.09 

n=66 n=66 
Chalchuapa x=.ss x=.20 

s=.23 s=.09 

n=number measured x=mean 

Blade 
W. T. 

n=299 n=301 
x=l.34 x=.37 
s=.3 s=.09 

n=l09 n=l09 
x=l.41 x=.39 
s=.29 s=.09 

n=40 n=40 
x=l.57 x=. 42 
s=.17 s=.07 

n=66 n=66 
x=1.ss x=. 41 
s=.4 s=.08 

Length of 
Eraillure 

n=65 
x=.s1 
s=.15 

n=27 
x=.82 
s=.14 

--:---

n=54 
x=.ss 
s=.22 

s=standard deviation 

317 
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8.1, 8.1, 8.4, and 10.7 cm. All other specimens were 

fragmentary and their lengths were not measured. The mean 

width of the specimens studied in detail is 1.38 cm (408 

measurements). Their mean thickness is 0.38 cm (410 

measurements). The mean platform length is 0.77 cm (404 

measurements), and the mean platform width is 0.3 cm (407 

measurements). 

Experiments by Crabtree (1968), Sheets and Muto 

(1972), and others have indicated that impulsive pressure 

was the most likely technique of detaching ancient 

Mesoarnerican prismatic blades from polyhedral cores. There 

are several contrasting features which distinguish pris

matic blades from percussion-produced macroblades. 

Prismatic blade platforms are much smaller than those of 

macroblades. The former do not exhibit platform crushing 

which frequently occurs on macroblade platforms. The bulbs 

of force of prismatic blades are very small relative to 

those of macroblades. The ventral surfaces of prismatic 

blades almost never have the compression rings or ripple 

marks which characterize macroblades. These differences 

reveal a behavioral discontinuity between the production 

of macroblades and prismatic blades: the shift from 

percussion to pressure. This is the overriding behavioral 

and technological criterion defining the type "prismatic 

blade." 

Most platform surfaces were striated or ground 
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prior to the removal of blades. Of the 410 specimens 

studied in detail, 43 (10.5%) had striated platforms and 

352 (85.9%) had ground platforms. Nine specimens (2.2%) 

had plain or unprepared platforms, while six (1.5%) had 

possible or certain cortex platforms. All prismatic blade 

fragments with intact platforms were separated into two 

groups: those with striated/ground platforms (including 

cortex platforms) and those with plain platforms. Of the 

3,695 proximal segments from both sites, only 31 (0.8%) had 

plain platforms. The remainder (99.2%) had ground or 

striated platforms, and most were lightly to moderately 

ground. The total of 3,664 specimens with prepared 

platforms includes the six previously mentioned specimens 

with possible or certain cortex platforms. 

As discussed above in connection with macroblades, 

abrading the platform surface increases the friction 

between the flaking tool, in this case a pressure tool, and 

the platform, retarding tool slippage and reducing the 

possibility of flaking errors (Crabtree 1968:463). The 

naturally rough surface of a cortex platform has the same 

effect (ibid., p. 457). Abrading also breaks the surface 

tension of the platform, reducing the amount of force 

required for blade removal (Sheets 1978a:12). Sheets' 

research at Chalchuapa has shown that platform abrading 

(either striation or grinding) is a technological inno

vation which began in the Late Preclassic and became a very 
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common technique during Late Classic and Postclassic times 

(ibid., pp. 12, 74). Similar trends have been noted for 

Tehuacan (MacNeish et al. 1967:25-26, 228) and the Basin of 

Mexico (Tolstoy 1971:274). The data on platform abrasion 

on prismatic blades of the Cihuatan-Santa Mar{a chipped 

stone industry are in agreement with this pattern. 

Another technological variable for prismatic blades 

which is chronologically sensitive is the technique of 

platform overhang removal. When a knapper removes a se r ies 

of blades from the periphery of a core, the negative scars 

of the bulbs of force manifested with the removal of each 

blade produces an overhang around the rim of the platform 

surface of the core. To facilitate the removal of the 

next series of blades, this overhang must be removed 

(Crabtree 1968:465). Two technological options are 

available for platform overhang removal: fine pressure 

flaking at the platform edge or grinding with a stone 

around the rim of the platform. The first technique is 

effective but must be accomplished with great care and is 

very time consuming. The second method is equal to the 

first in effectiveness but can be done much more quickly. 

In this sense, it is a technological advance over the 

flaking method since more blades could be produced in less 

time (Sheets 1978a:12, 74). A further advance, providing 

that the knapper is sufficiently skilled in prismatic 

blade production, is not to remove the platform overhang 
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at all (ibid., p. 12). 

Only five (1.2%) of the 410 prismatic blade 

specimens from Cihuatan and Santa Maria which were included 

in the attribute study had their platform overhangs 

removed by flaking. The platform overhang of 53 specimens 

(12.9%) were not removed at all. The remainder (85.9%) 

showed grinding as the form of platform lip preparation, 

and 299 of these (72.9%) had been ground only very lightly. 

These data on platform overhang removal on 

Cihuatan-Santa Mar{a prismatic blades are in accord with 

the chronological developments concerning this techno

logical variable at Chalchuapa. Sheets has noted that the 

earliest prismatic blades at Chalchuapa had platform 

overhangs removed by careful flaking. The technique of 

removing platform overhangs by abrading the rim of the 

core begins in the Middle Preclassic, and its occurrence 

steadily increases through time. The frequency of 

prismatic blades with unretouched platform overhangs 

increases gradually from the Late Preclassic to the 

Postclassic (ibid., pp. 11-12, 73-74). 

As the frequency data show, the knappers of the 

Cihuatan-Santa Maria chipped stone industry invested a 

great deal of obsidian (not to mention time and energy) in 

the production of prismatic blades. A strong emphasis on 

prismatic blade manufacture would appear to be an earmark 

of Postclassic chipped stone industries of southeastern 
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Mesoamerica. Prismatic blades comprise 82.3% of the 

16,303 chipped stone artifacts analyzed from Cihuatan and 

Santa Marfa. A steady increase through time is evident for 

prismatic blade production at Chalchuapa where prismatic 

blades account for less than 10% of chipped stone artifacts 

from earlier contexts, and their frequency rises to around 

70% for Postclassic lots (ibid., pp. 12-13, 74, Table 3). 

The high frequency of prismatic blades relative to 

other chipped stone types suggests specialization in blade 

production at Cihuatan and Santa Maria. Supporting 

evidence for specialization is the very low incidence of 

manufacturing errors recorded in this analysis for prismatic 

blades. Of the 13,428 prismatic blades classified, only 93 

(0.7%) had hinged off their parent cores prematurely. 

There are only six blade fragments which resulted from 

outrepasse, or plunging, errors (carrying the distal end of 

the core and a portion of the opposite core face off with 

the blade). These data indicate a high level of profi

ciency in prismatic blade production on the part of the 

Cihuatan-Santa Maria knappers, and some degree of 

occupational specialization in the chipped stone industry 

is suggested. The close correspondences in the mean 

dimensions of platform length and width, blade width and 

thickness, and the length of eraillure of prismatic blades 

from the two sites may be indicative of standardized 

manufacturing techniques (Table 8). 
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The production of prismatic blades, however, was 

probably not totally in the hands of specialists. Core

blade debitage and exhausted polyhedral cores are found at 

both sites in contexts that cannot be interpreted as 

specialized workshops and would seem to indicate prismatic 

blade production at the household level. Thus, a certain 

degree of casual (non-specialized) production of prismatic 

blades at the two sites probably accompanied specialized 

production. Wonderley (1980:21, 35-36) has discussed a 

similar pattern at Naco and suggests a developmental trend 

from casual to specialized blade production. 

There is evidence to indicate that obsidian was not 

an easily obtained commodity for the inhabitants of 

Cihuatan and Santa Maria. The cutting edge to mass (CE/M) 

ratio is an efficiency index which measures the total acute 

cutting edge (measured in cm) of prismatic blades per gram 

of obsidian invested in prismatic blade production (Sheets 

and Muto 1972:633). Previous studies have shown that the 

CE/M ratio for prismatic blades from sites in southeastern 

Mesoamerica tends to vary proportionately with distance 

from the source of obsidian (Sheets 1976b:5-13; Sidrys 

1976:155-167; 1978:150-152). The mean CE/M ratio for 

Cihuatan, measured on a sample of 4,490 prismatic blade 

fragments, is 4.07 cm/g. The CE/M ratio for Santa Marfa, 

measured on a single lot of 235 specimens, is 4.25 cm/g. 

For comparison, the mean CE/M ratio for Chalchuapa is 
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2.69 cm/g (Sheets 1978a:ll). Chalchuapa is located only 

50 km on an easily traversed route from the source of 

Ixtepeque which probably provided almost all of the site's 

obsidian (ibid., pp. 11, 72-73). In contrast, much 

greater distances and probably tighter controls on obisdian 

procurement and t~ade separated Cihuatan and Santa Maria 

from the sources of the obsidian needed by their 

inhabitants. These factors were almost certainly respon

sible for the maximization iN prismatic blade production at 

the two sites, as indicated by the CE/M ratio. The 

multiple-source procurement pattern for Cihuatan obsidian, 

discussed previously, is commensurate with the CE/M data 

from Cihuatan and Santa Maria which indicate a scarcity of 

the 1'.iesource. 

Intersite comparisons for prismatic blades would 

probably include every site in Mesoamerica from the 

Preclassic to the time of the Conquest (ibid., ,p. 14). To 

Sheets' citations of the partial lists compiled by Kidder 

(194 7: 20-21), W. Coe (1959: 14-15), and Willey et al. (1965: 

445) should be added those by Willey (1972:217) and Baudez 

and Becquelin (1973:372). 

Cores 

Frequency. 175 (1.1%), Cih. 99 (0.6%), SM 76 (11.4%). 

Almost all of the cores considered here are 

exhausted polyhedral cores of obsidian. Two flake cores 



325 

and an amorphous core are also included in this category. 

A. Polyhedral Cores 

Frequency. 172 (1.1%), Cih. 96 (O. 6%), SM 76 (11. 4%). 

Illustrations. Figures 60d-h. 

Polyhedral prismatic blade cores are viewed as 

tools for the production of other tools (Sheets 1978a:14). 

While all the polyhedral cores in the present collection 

are exhausted and could be considered a form of debitage, 

there are obvious analytical advantages in considering them 

as a separate artifact category and in treating them in a 

section adjacent to prismatic blades (ibid., p. 9). 

Polyhedral cores, shaped by percussion from macro

cores and designed specifically for prismatic blade 

production, begin their lifespans with conical or 

cylindrical forms. The former has certain advantages since 

the successive removal of blades results in a reduction of 

the platform area. Thus, the conical form increases the 

longevity of a core and reduces the necessity for core 

rejuvenation. When exhausted, the polyhedral core has the 

shape of a pointed ellipsoid or a pointed parabaloid. 

Nineteen of the 172 specimens classified were 

complete exhauted cores. Their lengths range from 3.3 to 

8.7 cm with a mean of 5.11 cm and a standard deviation of 

1.37. A total of 49 specimens were proximal segments, 

eight were rejuvenation spalls, one was tabulated as a 



possible rejuvenation spall, and the remainder of 114 

specimens were medial and distal fragments. 
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A total of 106 cores or core fragments (62% of all 

those classified) were selected for detailed attribute 

analysis. The results are displayed in Table 9. The 

ranges, means, and standard deviations of the maximum and 

minimum diameters and the platform-to-edge angles are 

summarized in Table 10. The number of measurements of each 

variable is shown in parentheses. The weights of 17 

complete specimens which were weighed range from 4.5 to 

24.0 g with a mean of 12.7 g and a standard deviation of 

4. 6. 

The data on preparation of platform tops and 

platform lips are in accord with the same data for 

prismatic blades. Of 57 specimens for which platform 

surface preparation could be examined, five were plain or 

unprepared, one had a cortex platform, 18 were striated, 

and 33 were ground. Of 56 specimens for which platform lip 

preparation could be evaluated, four showed no form of 

platform overhang removal, 39 were lightly ground at the 

platform lip, 11 were moderately ground, and two were 

heavily ground. 

A total of 78 hinge fractures were recorded on 39 

specimens, and 21 specimens were recorded as having 

"numerous hinge fractures." If this error rate seems 

higher than that recorded for prismatic blades, it is 



Table 9. Cihuatan and Santa Maria Polyhedral Core Attributes 

Max. Min. 
Lot/ Length Diam. Diam. Plat. Top PLat. Lip 
Serial (cm) (cm) (cm) Prep. Prep. Angle Scars Comments 

F526-l ( 4. 8) 1. 3 1.1 m. grnd. -- 100°-105° 6 4; wt. 8.6 g 

F526-2 6.1 1.5 1.2 m. grnd. 1. 85°-100° 8 5; wt. 14.3 g 

F526-3 ( 4. 8) 1.5 1.2 - -- -- 9 7, 9; wt. 11 g 

F526-4 3.3 1. 2 1.1 1. stri. 1. 95° 11 5; wt. 7.2 g 

F526-5 (5.7) 1. 6 1. 3 1. stri. 1. 100°-105° 7 4; wt. 14.1 g 

F526-6 4.1 2.1 1.9 - -- -- 9 4.5; wt. 14.5 g 

F526-7 5.2 1.6 1.1 1. stri. 1. 110° 7 5, 7; wt. 
13.3 g 

F526-8 4.5 1. 6 1.2 - -- goo 7 9; wt. 11.5 g 

F526-9 3.4 1.8 1.5 1. stri. 1. 90° . 7 wt. 11.3 g 

F526-10 4.7 1.7 1.4 1. stri. none 90° 10 5; wt. 12.9 g 

F526-ll 4.5 2.0 1. 3 1. stri. 1. 85°-90° 10 5, 6, 7; 
wt. 14.6 g 

w 
t\J 
....J 



Table 9 (continued). Cihuatan and Santa Maria Polyhedral Core Attributes 

Max. Min. 
Lot/ Length Diam. Diam. Plat. Top Plat. Lip 
Serial (cm) (cm) (cm) Prep. Prep. Angle Scars Comments 

F526-12 (3.8) 1.6 1. 2 1. grnd. 1. 90° 10 5, 10; wt. 
10.7 g 

F526-13 (6.4) 1.5 1. 3 -- -- 90° 8 5, 9; wt. 16 g 

F526-14 ( 4 .1) 1.7 1.4 h. grnd. 1. 90° 12 4, 5; wt. 
11.6 g 

F526-15 ( 4. 4) 1.2 1.0 -- -- 90 ° 12 5, 6, 9, 10 
wt. 7.4 g 

F526-16 (3.5) 1.9 1. 4 1. stri. 1. 95° 11 4; wt. 12.2 g 

F526-17 (4.7) 1.5 1.2 1. grnd. 1. 90°-95° 14 4, 5; wt. 
10.5 g 

F526-18 4.7 1.3 1.1 1. stri. 1. 90 ° 10 5; wt. 8.5 g 

F526-19 5.9 2.1 (1. 0) m. grnd. 1. 100° (10) 5, 8, 9; 
wt. 16.6 g 

F526-20 7.4 (1. 9) (1. 1) m. grnd. 1. 85°-100° (13) 5; wt. 16.9 g 

F526-21 5.9 ( 1. 2) (1. 0) 1. grnd. 1. 95°-100° (14) 5; wt. 8 g 
w 
tv 
00 



Table 9 (continued). Cihuatan and Santa Maria Polyhedral Core Attributes 

Max. Min. 
Lot/ Length Diam. Diam. Plat. Top Plat. Lip 
Serial (cm) (cm) (cm) Prep. Prep. Angle Scars Comments 

F526-22 6.4 1.7 1.1 m. grnd. m. goo 10 5, 9, 10; 
wt. 15. 3 g 

F526-23 ( 4. 5) 2.1 1.4 1. grnd. 1. 90°-95° 13 4 I 5; wt. 
19.9 g 

F526-24 4.4 1.1 1.0 m. grnd. 1. 90 °·-105 ° 8 5; wt. 6.6 g 

F526-25 3.5 1.2 ( 0. 9) 1. stri. 1. 90° (6) 4 I 8; Wt• 
4.5 g 

F526-26 (3.7) 2.3 1.8 h. grnd. 1. 90°-95° 9 5; wt. 18.5 g 

F526-27 ( 4. 1) 1.8 1.1 -- -- -- 12 4 attempted, 5. 
7, 9, 10; wt. 
10.2 g 

F526-28 ( 3. 2) 2.0 1.8 -- -- -- 10 2; wt. 10.1 g 

F526-29 ( 4. 1) 2.4 2.0 m. stri. 1. 90 ° 15 4 I 5 I 7; Wt• 

21.5 g 

F526-30 ( 2. 9) 1.5 1. 2 1. stri. 1. 95° 7 4; wt. 6.2 g 

F526-31 (2.8) 1.8 1.4 1. stri. 1. 90°-95° 11 4 I 5 ; Wt • 9 • 8 g w 
N 
'-0 



Table 9 (continued). Cihuatan and Santa Mar{a Polyhedral Core Attributes 

Max. Min. 
Lot/ Length Diam. Diam. Plat. Top Plat. Lip 
Serial (cm) (cm) (cm) Prep. Prep. Angle Scars Comments 

F526-32 (2.9) (2.0) (1.6) -- -- -- (10) 2; wt. 9.1 g 

F526-33 (2.7) 2.8 (2.0) m. grnd. m. 95° { 10) 5, 7; wt. 14 g 

F526-34 (3.0) 1.6 1.4 1. stri. 1. goo 10 4; wt. 10 g 

F526-35 { 2. 1) 0.8 0.7 1. grnd. none goo 5 wt. 1. 5 g 

F526-36 3.9 2.7 2.0 none h. 85°-95° 12 5; wt. 24 g 

F526-37 (5.0) 1. 7 (1.1) h. grnd. m. 95° (9) 5, 8; wt. 10 g 

F526-38 4.6 1.7 1.6 m. stri. 1. 90°-95° 8 wt. 15. 3 g 

F526-39 { 4. 8) { 1. 3) { 1. 2) m. stri. - -- (10) 5, 9. 10; wt. 
8 g 

F526-40 (2.9) 2.5 1.7 m. grnd. 1. 90°-95° (7) wt. 12.1 g 

F526-41 (3.2) { 1. 6) { 1.1) h. grnd. 1. 90°-105° (8) 5; wt. 6 g 

F526-42 (2.4) (1. 5) (0.7) m. grnd. 1. 85° (5) 4; wt. 3 g 

F526-43 (1. 5) { 2. 0) (1.5) - - - (8) 3; wt. 3.6 g 
w 
w 
0 



Table 9 (continued). Cihuatan and Santa Maria Polyhedral Core Attributes 

Max. Min. 
Lot/ Length Diam. Diam. Plat. Top Plat. Lip 
Serial ( cm) ( cm) (cm) Prep. Prep. Angle Scars Comments 

F526-44 (3.3) (1.5) ( 1. 2) - - - (7) 2, 5, 8; 
wt. 6 g 

F526-45 (1. 8) (2.5) (1. 9) - - - ( 5) 3?; wt. 9.9 g 

F526-46 ( 2. 9) (1.6) (1. 3) m. grnd. none goo (8) wt. 5 g 

F526-47 ( 0. 7) (2.1) (2.0) none m. goo (4) 3; wt. 2.3 g 

F526-48 ( 3. 0) (2.1) (1.7) - - - (8) 5; wt. 9. 7 g 

F526-49 (1. O) ( 3. 1) (1. 8) m. stri. m. goo (5) wt. 3.7 g 

F526-50 (0.9) ( 2. 1) (1.4) - - - (9) 3, 5; wt. 4 g 

F526-51 (1.0) (2.4) (1. 9) - - - (4) wt. 3.2 g 

F526-52 (2.3) ( 3. 5) ( 2 .1) none none 90° (11) 3 , 4 ; wt . 12 . 3 
12.3 g 

F526-53 (3.2) ( 2. 4) (1.7) - - - (7) 5; wt. 14. 5 g 

F526-54 ( 4. 0) 2.1 (1. 0) - - - (6) 2, 8; wt. 11 g 

F526-55 (3.9) (1. 8) ( 1. 3) 1. stri. 1. 90° (5) 8; wt. 9. 6 g w 
w ,_. 



Table 9 (continued). Cihuatan and Santa Maria Polyhedral Core Attributes 

Max. Min. 
Lot Length Diam. Diam. Plat. Top Plat. Lip 
Serial/ (cm) (cm) (cm) Prep. Prep. Angle Scars Comments 

F526-56 (1. 2) (2.2) (2.0) - - - (8) 2, 3; wt. 
4.35 g 

F526-57 (2.2) (1. 5) ( 0. 7) cortex m. goo ( 6) 5; wt. 2.05 g 

F526-58 (1. 1) ( 2. 7) (2.4) h. grnd. m. 95° ( 7) 3; wt. 6 g 

F526-59 ( 0. 6) (1. 8) ( 1. 5) - - - ( 7) 3; wt. 1.4 g 

F526-60 (1. 5) (5.3) ( 3. 9) - m. 80° (6) 3, 5; wt. 
33.7 g 

F526-61 ( 2. 5) ( 1. 3) (0.9) - - - (10) 2, 8 

F526-62 ( 4 .1) (3.3) ( 2. 2) (8) 8; wt. 34.1 g 

F526-63 (5.8) ( 4. 9) ( 2. 2) - - - ( 8) 8; wt. 58.9 g 

F526-64 ( 3. 0) ( 3. 9) (1. 9) none 1. 90 ° (5) 8; wt. 22 .1 g 

1200-1 (7.5) 1.9 1. 6 1. grnd. 1. 90 ° 11 5 

1200-2 (6.8) 2.1 1.8 - - - 11 2 

1200-3 ( 4. 9) 2.2 1.7 m. grnd. m. 90 ° 13 4, 5 w 
w 
I\.) 



Table 9 (continued). Cihuatan and Santa Maria Polyhedral Core Attributes 

Max. Min. 
Lot/ Length Diam. Diam. Plat. Top Plat. Lip 
Serial (cm) (cm) (cm) Prep. Prep. Angle Scars Comments 

I200-4 (1. 9) 1.8 1.6 - - -- 11 2 

I207-l (10.1) 2.9 2.3 - - - 12 5, 9, 10 

I207-2 (3.3) (3.9) ( 3. 0) h. grnd. m. - (5) 9 

I207-3 ( 4. 7) 1.9 :
1 1. 3 m. grnd. 1. - 13 5 

I207-4 (3.3) 2.4 1.5 h. grnd. 1. - 8 4, 5 

I207-5 (3.6) 1.7 1. 4 m. grnd. 1. goo 8 5 

I207-6 5.8 1.4 1.1 1. grnd. h. goo 7 5, 7 

I209-l (2.7) (1.1) (1.1) - -- -- (8) 1, 4, 5 

I209-2 (2.8) 2.0 1.8 - - -- 11 1 

I209-3 (2.7) 1.7 1.4 - -- - 7 5, 9 

I209-4 (2.0) 1.9 1.4 - -- -- 10 1, 5 

I209-5 ( 3. 7) 2.0 ( 1. 4) - -- -- ( 9) 2, 4, 5 

I209-6 ( 5. 7) (1. 9) ( 0. 7) - - -- ( 5) 2 w 
w 
w 



Table 9 (continued). Cihuatan and Santa Maria Polyhedral Core Attributes 

Max. Min. 
Lot/ Length Diam. Diam. Plat. Top Plat. Lip 
Serial (cm) (cm) (cm) Prep. Prep. Angle Scars Comments 

!209-7 ( 4. 3) ( 1. 8) ( 1. 0) - - - ( 8) 2 

!209-8 ( 2. 5) (2.9) (0.8) 1. stri. m. - ( 4) 

!209-9 (3.5) (3.9) ( 2. 0) none 1. - (7) 4 

!210 8.7 1.5 1.3 1. grnd. 1. goo 9 5, 7 

!211 ( 3. 8) ( 1. 4) (0.9) - - - (10) 5, 8 

!212 (5.2) ( 2 .1) (1. 9) - - - (9) 2, 5 

!267-1 (3.5) 1.9 1.9 - - - 12 2 

!267-2 ( 5. 0) 1.0 1.0 h. grnd. 1. - 9 5 

!302 (4.7) 2.3 1.8 1. grnd. 1. - 8 5 

!306-1 (4.2) 2.3 1.6 - - - 10 2, 5 

!306-2 (5.7) 2.2 1.9 1. grnd. 1. goo 7 4, 5 

!306-3 (3.4) 1.9 1.5 - - - 11 2, 5 

!307-1 (3.8) (1. 5) ( 1. 2) - - - (11) 5, 8 w 
w 
ii::. 



Table 9 (continued). Cihuatan and Santa Mar1a Polyhedral Core Attributes 

Max. Min. 
Lot/ Length Diam. Diam. Plat. Top Plat. Lip 
Serial (cm) (cm) (cm) Prep. Prep. Angle Scars Comments 

I307-2 (6.3) ( 3. 0) ( 2. 0) - - - (11) 2, 5 

I307-3 ( 3. 0) 2.1 1.5 - - - 11 2, 5 

I307-4 (3.7) 3.1 2.2 - - - 12 2, 4, 5 

I380 ( 3. 3) 1. 6 1. 3 - - - 10 2, 4 

I448-l (5.7) ( 3. 7) ( 2. 3) 1. grnd. 1. - (6) 8 

I448-2 ( 4. 9) (1.6) ( 0. 9) - - - (5) 2, 5, 8 

I464 ( 6. 2) ( 1. 5) (1. 0) - - - (6) 2, 4, 8 

I467 (7.8) 2.1 2.0 - - - 11 2, 5 

I480 ( 4. 0) 2.5 1. 3 - - - 11 5, 8, 9 

I555 ( 4. 3) (1.4) (0.8) - - - (5) 8, 9 

I592 ( 3. 8) 1.5 1.3 - - - 10 2 

I593 (5.2) ( 1. 2) (1. 0) - - - (7) 2, 8 

I600 (5.2) ( 2. 6) ( 1.1) 1. grnd. 1. goo (7) 5, 8 w 
w 
V1 



Table 9 (continued). Cihuatan and Santa Marra Polyhedral Core Attributes 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

Comments 

medial fragment 

distal fragment 

rejuvenation spall 

core rejuvenated 

hinge fracture(s) 

step fracture(s) 

phenocryst(s) 

core split longitudinally percussion blow 

proximal end battered 

distal end battered 

Abbreviations 

1. light 
m. medium 
h. heavy 

grnd. 
stri. 

ground 
striated 

w 
w 
O'I 



Table 10. Cihuatan and Santa Maria Polyhedral Cores: 
Continuous Variables 

Maximum diameter (63.) 
range 

mean 
standard deviation 

Minimum diameter (57) 
range 

mean 
standard deviation 

Platform-to-edge angle (67) 

0.8-5.3 cm 
1. 85 cm 
0.45 

0.7-3.9 cm 
1.45 cm 
0.33 

range 80°-110° 
mean 92.6° 

standard deviation 5.5 
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probably because as the core is reduced in size the 

successful removal of blades becomes more difficult (cf. 

Crabtree 1968:466). In fact, recurrent hinge fractures 
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may have been the main reason for abandoning many of the 

cores. Not counting core rejuvenation spalls, a total of 

23 cores had been rejuvenated. This figure represents 

21.7% of all cores subjected to detailed attribute analysis 

and is much higher than the 8% rejuvenation ratio reported 

by Sheets (1978a:14) for Chalchuapa cores. A high 

frequency of rejuvenation is, of course, expectable in a 

situation in which obsidian was scarce. 

As at Chalchuapa (ibid.), a large number of 

Cihuatan-Santa Mar1a exhausted cores had been battered or 

smashed by violent percussion blows. A total of 13 

specimens had battered platforms and six had battered tips. 

Nineteen specimens had been split longitudinally by 

percussion blows. Two longitudinally split cores had 

apparently been used as scrapers. The remainder of the 

mutilated core fragments showed no use-wear, unless the 

battering of the ends is considered as such. Sheets 

(1979b:4-5) has also reported smashed exhausted cores from 

sites in the Zapotitin Basin. Woodbury and Trik (1953:231) 

mentioned exhausted polyhedral cores from .. Zaculeu that had 

been "broken by rough use after flakes [blades] could no 

longer be struck off." 

Polyhedral cores were found in excavated and 



surface-collected contexts throughout Cihuatan and Santa 

Marfa. The heaviest occurrences were in the surface

collected obsidian workshop area of Zone A of Santa Maria 

and in excavated contexts at Structures P-16 and SE-1 of 

Cihuatan. 
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The 172 polyhedral cores analyzed here probably 

produced far more prismatic blades than are present in the 

Cihuatan-Santa Mar{a chipped stone collection. Sheets and 

Muto (1972) produced 83 prismatic blades from a prepared 

core weighing 820 g; the exhausted core weighed 50 g. If 

broken into proximal, medial, and distal fragments, the 

blades from their experiment would represent 166 to 249 

prismatic blade fragments. The CE/M ratio calculated by 

Sheets and Muto on their experimentally produced blades is 

2.3 cm/g, roughly half that of the mean 4.16 cm/g ratio 

obtained by the knappers of Cihuatan and Santa Marfa. 

Using a conservative estimate of 100 prismatic blades per 

core, the 172 cores and core fragments from Cihuatan and 

Santa Marfa probably yielded at least 17,200 blades or 

34,400 to 51,600 blade fragments. The 64 cores from the 

obsidian workshop area of Santa Marfa a1one could have 

produced as many as 6,400 blades or 12,800 to 19,200 blade 

fragments (see similar calculations by Clark and Lee [1979: 

42-43]). 

As in the case of prismatic blades, a list of sites 

from which polyhedral cores have been reported would be 



interminable. Partial summaries have been compiled by 

Willey et al. (1965:442, 444), Lee (1969:158), Willey 

(1972:213-214), and Baudez and Becquelin (1973:370). 

B. Flake Cores 

Frequency. Cih. 2 (less than 0.1%). 

Illustration. Figure 60i. 

The term "flake core" is borrowed from Sheets 
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(1978a:14). The proveniences of the two Cihuatan specimens 

are the surface between the North Ballcourt and Structure 

P-6 and an excavated context within the NW-1 terrace group. 

They are roughly conical in section. Their dimensions are 

as follows: maximum diameter 7.1, 6.3 cm; minimum diameter 

4.8, 4.4 cm; height 3.2, 2.7 cm. Flakes were removed from 

the cores, apparently by percussion. They have no platform 

surface or lip preparation. Sheets has reported five 

comparable specimens from Chalchuapa (ibid.). 

C. Amorphous Core 

Frequency. Cih. 1 (less than 0.1%). 

Illustration. None. 

One amorphous core of petrified wood was found in 

the Southeast Patio excavations. It measures 2.9 cm in 

maximum diameter. One small blade and several flakes had 

been detached from the core, apparently by percussion. 
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Retouched Implements 

Frequency. 181 (1.1%), Cih. 161 (1.0%), SM 20 (3.0%). 

This broad category includes all artifacts which 

were modified from other types either through percussion or 

pressure flaking to produce special-purpose implements. 

The first level of subdivision within the category is the 

nature of the retouch which may be unifacial, lateral, or 

bifacial. Unifacial retouch refers to modification of an 

artifact on only one of its faces. Lateral retouch refers 

to unifacial or bifacial modification occurring only at the 

margins of the artifact and not invading the central area 

of either face. This form of retouch could also be called 

marginal retouch (Garc1a Cook 1967:43). Bifacial retouch 

refers to shaping (and usually thinning) an artifact from 

both faces. 

Unifacially Retouched Implements 

Frequency. 77 (0. 5%), Cih. 72 (0. 5%), SM 5 (0. 7%). 

This category is subdivided according to whether 

the blank was a prismatic blade or a macroblade. With two 

exceptions, these are the only artifact types used as 

blanks for unifacially retouched artifacts in the collection 

analyzed. 

From Prismatic Blade Blanks 

Frequency. 14 (less than 0.1%), Cih. 12 (less than 0.1%), 
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SM 2 ( 0. 3 % ) • 

All unifacially retouched prismatic blades were 

evidently modified by pressure flaking. Types are 

recognized within this taxon on the basis of morphological 

distinctions and functional analysis. 

Retouched Tips of 
Prismatic Blades 

Frequency. 2 (less than 0.1%), Cih. 1 (less than 0.1%), SM 

1 (0.15%). 

Illustration. Figure 60j. 

Provenience. Cih.: Southeast Patio. SM: surface, Zone A. 

Form. Parallel-sided outline. 

Dimensions. Length 3.8, 4.0 cm. Width 1.2, 1.1 cm. 

Thickness 0.3, 0.3 cm. 

Comments. The only modification of the Cihuatan specimen 

is fine pressure retouch from the ventral to the dorsal 

surface near the proximal end (after removal or breaking 

of the platform) to create a pointed tip. Light abrasion 

is evident on the tip. The opposite end was snapped, 

either accidentally or deliberately. The Santa Maria 

specimen was modified by light pressure flaking from the 

ventral face to form a pointed tip near the d~stal end. It 

too shows abrasion at the tip and was snapped at the 

opposite end from the tip. 

Comparative material. Sheets (1978a:17) has reported 354 

snapped segments of prismatic blades from ·chalchuapa which 
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were unifacially retouched. Studying a sample of 100 of 

these, he found 49 which probably were not deliberately 

retouched. Although an attempt was made to isolate all 

purposely retouched prismatic blade segments from Cihuatan 

and Santa Maria, I undoubtedly overlooked many of them. 

Sheets has discussed the problem of distinguishing between 

deliberate retouch, use-wear, and postdepositional damage 

on prismatic blades (ibid.). Proskouriakoff (1962:368, 

Figure 35n) has reported three prismatic blade fragments 

with retouched pointed tips from Mayapan. An apparently 

similar specimen from Tajumulco was illustrated by Dutton 

and Hobbs (1943:Figure 24ae). Two similar specimens from 

Nopalera Cave in central Mexico have been illustrated by 

Garcia Cook (1967:Lamina XVII, 1, 2). 

Laterally Notched Blades 

Frequency. 6 (less than 0.1%), Cih. 5 (less than 0.1%), SM 

1 (0.15%). 

Illustrations. Figures 60k-n. 

Provenience. Cih.: Southeast Patio (2), south end of 

North Ballcourt, Structures SE-1, SS-118. SM: Structure 

A-1. 

Form. Typical prismatic blades with lateral notches. 

Dimensions. Length 1.6-3.4 cm, mean 3.01 cm, standard 

deviation 0.6 (6 measurements). Width 1.1-1.6 cm, mean 

1.33 cm, standard deviation 0.17 (6 measurements). 
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Thickness 0.3-0.4 cm, mean 0.34 cm, standard deviation 0.05 

(6 measurements). 

Comments. The blades were snapped, and light pressure 

retouch from the ventral surface was used to straighten the 

bases of all but one specimen. Two specimens were notched 

just below their intact platforms; the other four are 

notched medial segments. Notching was apparently by fine 

pressure flaking, usually from the ventral surface. Two 

specimens have pressure-retouched lateral edges. All show 

use-wear at the edges. 

Comparative material. Smith and Kidder (1943:164, Figure 

56a, upper row) reported 225 proximally notched prismatic 

blades from San Agust{n Acasaguastlan. Notohed prismatic 

blades have also been reported from Barton Ramie and Tikal 

(Willey et al. 1965:444-445). A total of 210 notched 

prismatic blades were found at Altar de Sacrificios (Willey 

1972:214). The illustrated specimens are notched just 

below their proximal ends (ibid., Figures 191c, e, 193c, 

d). Baudez and Becquelin (1973:373, Figure 138f) have 

mentioned two prismatic blade fragments with notches below 

the platform from Los Naranjos. Eight proximally notched 

specimens have been reported from Nopalera Cave in central 

Mexico by Garcia Cook (1967:79, Laminas XVII, 7, 8, XVIII, 

3). I am unaware of any previously reported notched medial 

segments. 



Scrapers on Snapped 
Segments 

Frequency. Cih. 2 (less than 0.1%). 

Illustrations. Figures 600-p. 

Proven~ence. Southeast Patio, Structure P-16. 
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Form. Rectangular outlines. The worked ends are subconvex. 

Dimensions. Length 1.2, 1.6 cm. Width 1.8, 1.4 cm. 

Thickness 0.4, 0.4 cm. 

Comments. Both are medial segments. Both have steep end 

retouch by pressure from the ventral surface. Use-wear from 

from motion perpendicular to the worked edge was noted on 

one specimen. The other was apparently unused. 

Comparative material. Proskouriakoff (1962:370, Figures 

35p, q) has reported very similar scrapers on prismatic 

blade segments from Mayapan. Tolstoy (1971:Figure 10) has 

illustrated a similar specimen from Teotihuacan, probably 

Classic in date (ibid., p. 275). A large number of 

scrapers on blade segments from the Tehuacan Valley range 

in time from the Preclassic to the Postclassic (MacNeish 

et al. 1967:32, 41-42, Table 6, Figure 22, center and 

right), but MacNeish apparently made no distinction between 

scrapers made on prismatic blades and those made on 

macroblades. 

Spokeshave (?) 

Frequency. Cih. 1 (less than 0.1%). 



Illustration. Figure 60q. 

Provenience. Southeast Patio. 
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Form. The sides of the blade are tapered. The worked area 

is a semi-circular notch at one lateral edge. 

Dimensions. Length 2.9 cm, width 1.5 cm, thickness 0.3 cm. 

Comments. Made on a snapped distal segment, the notch was 

pressure-flaked from the ventral face. Light use-wear is 

evident within the notch under lOX magnification. Both 

lateral edges are worn from use or deliberately dulled. 

Comparative material. Sheets (1978a:16-17, Figure lb9) has 

reported two probable spokeshaves on prismatic blade 

segments from Chalchuapa. The illustrated specimen is 

quite different in form from the Cihuatan specimen. 

Drill (?) 

Frequency. Cih. 1 (less than 0.1%). 

Illustration. Figure 60r. 

Provenience. Structure P-19. 

Form. The parallel-sided blade tapers to a blunted point. 

Dimensions. Length 2.9 cm, width 0.9 cm, thickness 0.3 cm. 

Comments. Made on a proximal segment, the ground prismatic 

blade platform is intact. The blade was snapped and 

retouched along one edge to create a sharp point. The tip 

is broken. A wear pattern resulting from use of the blade 

in a rotary motion is evident under 12X magnification. 

Comparative material. Sheets (1978a:20, Figure lblO) has 
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reported a small drill made on a polyhedral core spall 

from Chalchuapa which is very similar in form and size. 

An almost identical specimen, made on a prismatic blade, 

has been reported from Seibal by Willey (1978:129, Figures 

137c, 141, left). Mayapan yielded five small drills made 

on chert blades (Proskouriakoff 1962:362, Figures 32m-p). 

Kidder (1947:6, Figure 1) described 10 drills made on flakes 

or core-trimming debitage of chert from Uaxactun which are 

quite different in form and manufacturing procedure. Small 

drills or punches of chert have also been reported from 

Barton Ramie (Willey et al. 1965:434, Figures 276c-g), and 

two illustrated specimens (ibid., Figures 276e, f) are 

similar in form and apparently also in manufacturing 

technique. 

Burin-li~e Tool 

Frequency. Cih. 1 (less than 0.1%). 

Illustration. Figure 60s. 

Provenience. Southeast Patio. 

Form. The sides of the blade are parallel. The worked 

area is a sharp protrusion oblique to the long axis of the 

blade. 

Dimensions. Length 3.2 cm, width 1.5 cm, thickness 0.5 cm. 

Comments. Made on a snapped segment of a prismatic blade, 

the ground platform is intact. Light pressure flaking from 

the dorsal surface was used to form the burin spall 
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platform and the stop notch. Removal of the burin spall 

left a sharp angular protrusion which is dulled from use. 

Comparative material. Tolstoy (1971:275) has discussed 

burins on prismatic blades from central Mexico and 

illustrated a Late Preclassic specimen from Ticoman 

(ibid., Figure lw). 

Tridentate Eccentric 

Frequency. Cih. 1 (less than 0.1%). 

Illustration. Figure 60t . 

. Provenience. Southeast Patio. 

Form. The sides of the blade are parallel with two notches 

chipped into one edge. 

Dimensions. Length 2.8 cm, width 1.6 cm, thickness 0.4 cm. 

Comments. Two notches were pressure flaked from the 

ventral surface at one lateral edge of a medial segment. 

Comparative material. W.R. Coe (1959:28) has summarized 

reported finds of tridentate eccentrics from various 

Mesoamerican sites. Sheets (1978a:25-26, Figure 2d2) has 

reported two tridentate eccentrics from Chalchuapa, one 

made from a prismatic blade segment, but they are 

bifacially worked and only vaguely similar in form. The 

same observation would apply to the tridentate or trilobal 

eccentrics from Teotihuacan and Tula reported by Stocker 

and Spence (1973) which appear to have been made from 

prismatic blade segments (see Sheets 1978a:26). 
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From Macroblade Blanks 

Frequency. 61 ( 0. 4 % ) , Cih. 5 8 ( 0. 4 % ) , SM 3 ( O. 4 % ) • 

In contrast to unifacially retouched implements 

made from prismatic blade blanks which were apparently 

retouched by pressure flaking, those made from macroblade 

blanks were evidently retouched by percussion flaking. 

Retouched Tips of 
Macroblades 

Frequency. Cih. 2 (less than 0.1%). 

Illustration. Figure 60u. 

Provenience. Southeast Patio. 

Form. Ovate outlines. 

Dimensions. Length 4.1, 3.8 cm. Width 2.0, 1.9 cm. 

Thickness 0.7, 0.7 cm. 

Comments. Both specimens were retouched from the ventral 

surface at the tip and on the lateral edges near the tip. 

One has moderate abrasion on both edges parallel to the 

long axis of the blade, while the other has no use-wear. 

Comparative material. Sheets (1978a:17-18, Figure 2al) has 

reported nine retouched macroblade tips from Chalchuapa 

which exhibit a wide range of variation in size and weight. 

Ovate Blade with Macroblade 

Platform Base 

Frequency. Cih. 1 (less than 0.1%). 

Illustration. Figure 60r. 



350 

Provenience. Structure P-2. 

Form. Ovate outline; the basal portion of one lateral edge 

is concave. The straight base is formed by the platform of 

the blank. 

Dimensions. Length 4.0 cm, width 2.3 cm, thickness 0.6 cm. 

Comments. Steep edge retouch, apparently by percussion, 

from the ventral surface was used to shape the specimen at 

both lateral edges and at the tip. No use-wear was noted. 

Comparative material. None. 

Spokeshave (?) 

Frequency. Cih. 1 (less than 0.1%). 

Illustration. Figure 60w. 

Provenience. Structure P-2. 

Form. Approximately triangular outline with a concavity 

chipped into one edge. 

Dimensions. 3.3 by 2.8 by 0.7 cm; notch width 1.1 cm, 

notch depth 0.7 cm. 

Comments. A large semi-circular notch was chipped, 

evidently by percussion, from the dorsal face on one edge 

of a macroblade segment, Moderate use-wear perpendicular 

to the edge is evident within the notch. 

Comparative material. MacNeish et al. (1967:47, Figure 27) 

have reported "spokeshave-like" tools from Tehuacan, but 

they are neither technologically nor morphologically 

comparable to the Cihuatan specimen. 



Scrapers 

Frequency. 57 (0.3%), Cih. 54 (0.3%), SM (0.4%). 

With two exceptions, scrapers from Cihuatan and 

Santa Maria are macroblades which were modified by steep 

unifacial retouch from the ventral surface. The two 

exceptions do not differ in the form of retouch, but one 

was made on (or from) a flake and the other on a core 

rejuvenation spall. They are discussed below. 
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The Cihuatan and Santa Maria scrapers fit con

veniently into the five scraper types defined by Sheets for 

Chalchuapa: general, domed, discoidal, and thin elongate 

scrapers, and scrapers on ends of snapped segments (1978a: 

18-20). The criteria used for subdividing the Cihuatan

Santa Maria scrapers into types are, therefore, the same as 

those used by Sheets: formal (outline, relative thickness, 

and width) and technological (nature of retouch) (ibid., p. 

18). The metric data of the five scraper types, with the 

number of measurements of each variable given in 

parentheses, are summarized in Table 11. The quantitative 

and qualitative attributes of all scrapers in the analyzed 

collection (including the two made from non-macroblade 

blanks) are listed in Table 12. 

As at Chalchuapa, larger and thicker macroblades 

were usually selected for modification into scrapers. On 

the average, however, the Cihuatan-Santa Marfa scrapers 

are somewhat smaller and thinner than those found at 
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Chalchuapa (compare the means of length, width, and 

thickness shown in Table 11 with those given by Sheets 

[1978a:Table 4]). The relatively small size of Cihuatan

Santa Maria scrapers is in accord with the indications 

that obsidian was scarce at the two sites. 

Blanks for scrapers were generally struck from the 

core at an acute angle (thus, making them thicker). Only 

two specimens have blank angles exceeding 90°, and four 

were removed by right-angle blows to the platform. The 

remainder of the 32 specimens for which the blank angle 

could be measured were detached from their cores by blows 

at 65° to 85° relative to the platform. 

Most scrapers were modified at their working edges 

at retouch angles from 55° to 75° relative to their ventral 

surfaces. The mean retouch angles (Table 11) are consider

ably more acute than those reported by Sheets for 

Chalchuapa scrapers (ibid.). This variation could reflect 

a slight functional difference. 

By and large, however, the function(s) of the 

Cihuatan~santa Maria scrapers were probably similar to 

those which Sheets has attributed to Chalchuapa scrapers 

(ibid., pp. 18-19). Wear patterns vary from light to heavy 

and consist of minute hinge and step fractures. Such use

wear suggests that the scrapers were probably used in 

woodworking or possibly boneworking. Edge rounding and 

fine abrasion, wear patterns usually associated with hide 



Table 11. Cihuatan and Santa Maria Scrapers: Continuous Variables 

General Domed Discoidal Elongate 

Length (cm) (7) (12) (7) (10) 
range 3.7-4.9 3.2-5.4 3.0-4.4 3.5-5.5 

mean 4.33 4.52 3.54 4.04 
standard 

0.37 0.62 0.42 0.58 deviation 

Width (cm) (11) (13) ( 8) (10) 
range 2.7-5.1 3.1-4.9 2.6-4.3 2.1-3.2 

mean 3.43 4.1 3.26 2.63 
, standard 

0.67 0.54 0.6 0.31 deviation 

Thickness ( cm) (14) (13) (8) (11) 
range o. 7-1. 4 1.2-1.8 0.7-1.05 0.5-1.0 

mean 1.01 1.45 0.86 0.7 
standard 

0.18 0.2 0.14 0.13 deviation 

On End of 
Snapped 
Segment 

(9) 
3.2-4.4 

3.54 

0.35 

( 13) 
2.0-4.4 

2.92 

0.64 

(13) 
0. 4-1. 1 

0.75 

0.21 

w 
U1 
w 



Table 11 (continued). Cihuatan and Santa Maria Scrapers: Continuous Variables 

On End of 
Snapped 

General Domed Discoidal Elongate Segment 

Blank Angle (6) (9) ( 7) ( 10) none 
range 65°-95° 75°-90° 75°-85° 80°-95° 

mean 80° 80° 81. 4 ° 86.5° 
standard 10.4 4.08 3.5 3.9 deviation 

Retouch Angle (14) (13) (8) ( 10) ( 13) 
range 50°-85° 55°-75° 60°-75° 50°-70° 50°-70° 

mean 64° 66° 66.3° 63.5° 60.4° 
standard 9.85 7.17 4.15 5.83 5.0 deviation 

w 
u, 
~ 



Table 12. Cihuatan and Santa Maria Scraper Attributes 

Thick-
Lot/ Length Width ness Blank Retouch Retouch 
Serial (cm) (cm) (cm) Angle · Ang.le Location Use Type Comments 

F526-l 5.4 4.5 1.4 75° 65° d. +2 h. B wt. 38.5 g 

F526-2 4.9 3.0 1.2 95° 65° d. +2 1. A wt. 15.05 g 

F583 (3.6) 4.1 0.9 -- 55° d. m. A cortex 

1207 4.3 3.7 1.7 -- 60° d. +l m. B 

1209-1 3.3 2.9 0.8 -- 70° d. +2 1. E 

1209-2 4.2 3.5 0.9 80° 75° d. +2 h. A hinge fractures 

1209-3 3.7 2.7 0.85 95° 50°-65° d. +l m. D 

1209-4 4.2 3.4 1.0 70° 70° d. 1. A 

1209-5 3.7 3.0 1.1 -- 65° d.+ m. E 

1209-6 3.3 3.4 0.7 80° 65° d. m. C 

1209-7 (2.2) (2.8) 0.4 -- 60° d. h. E 

1209-8 4.9 4.9 1.3 80° 70° d. +l 1. B used on both 
lateral edges 

w 
u, 
u, 



Table 12 (continued). Cihuatan and Santa Marfa Scraper Attribubes 

Thick-
Lot/ Length Width ness Blank Retouch Retouch 
Serial ( cm) (cm) ( cm) Angle Angle Location Use Type Corn..ments 

!209-9 3.7 3.3 0.9 80° 70° d. m.-h. A platform intact 

!209-10 5.0 4.2 1.3 80° 75° d. +2 1. B used on both 
lateral edges 

!209-11 ( 4. 1) 2.7 0.6 90° 65°-70° d. +2 1. D used on both 
lateral edges 

!209-12 4.6 3.2 0.7 85° -- d. h. D distal end des-
troyed by use 

!209-13 3.5 2.9 1.0 85° 70° d. h. D used on both 
lateral edges 

!209-14 4.0 2.4 0.65 85° 70° d. 1. D 

!209-15 5.1 3.9 1.6 75° 70° d. +l h. B 

!209-16 3.5 3.4 0.9 -- 65° d. +l m. E cortex 

!209-17 3.0 2.8 0.7 85° 65° d. +2 1. C 

!209-18 4.8 4.7 1.8 -- 70°-75° d. +3 m. B used on all 
edges 

w 
Ul 

°' 



Table 12 (continued). Cihuatan and Santa Maria Scraper Attributes 

Thick-
Lot/ Length Width ness Blank Retouch Retouch 
Serial (cm) (cm) (cm) Angle Angle Location Use Type Comments 

1209-19 3.4 4.3 1.0 75° 70° d. 1. C 

1209-20 3.7 2.1 0.6 85° 65° d. +l m. D 

1209-21 3.5 3.1 1.1 80° 75° d. +2 m. B used on all 
edges 

1209-22 4.4 3.8 1. 3 80° 75° d. +2 h. B 

1210-1 4.4 3.3 1.0 80° 60° d.+ m. C 

1210-2 3.9 ( 3. 3) 0.7 -- 60° d. 1.-m. D 

1210-3 5.5 2.8 0.7 85° 55° d. +l 1. D 

1210-4 3.7 3.0 1.1 -- 60° d. h. E 

1211 3.5 3.5 0.8 -- 55° d. +l 1. E 

1212-1 (3.5) 5.1 1.4 -- 75° d. h. A cortex 

1212-2 4.1 (3.5) 1.1 -- 55° d. +l 1. A 

1212-3 3.2 2.0 0.7 -- 60° d. h. E 
w 
Ul 
--.J 



Table 12 (continued). Cihuatan and Santa Marfa Scraper Attributes 

Thick-
Lot/ Length Width ness Blank Retouch Retouch 
Serial ( cm) ( cm) ( cm) Angle Angle Location Use Type Comments 

I254 4.8 4.6 1.7 80° 65° d. +2 m. B cortex 

I267 ( 2. 5) (2.7) 0.7 -- 85° d. +l none A 

I281 (3.0) 4.4 0.5 -- 60° d. h. E 

I296 3.6 2.6 0.5 85° 65° d. m. D 

I299-l 3.3 2.8 0.9 85° 75° d. +l m.-h. C 

I299-2 3.7 2.3 0.7 80° 70° d. +2 m. D 

I305-l 4.2 4.3 1.5 80° 60° d.+ 1. B 

I305-2 3.7 2.8 0.8 80° 65° d. +2 h. C 

I305-3 4.2 2.6 0.7 90° 55° d. 1. D 

I305-4 3.4 2.4 0.6 -- 60° d. +l none E 

I306-l ( 4. 2) 2.7 0.8 -- 50° 1. ( 2) m. A 

I306-2 ( 2. 6) 3.2 1.5 -- 60° d. m. B 

w 
u, 
co 



Table 12 (continued). Cihuatan and Santa Maria Scraper Attributes 

Thick-
Lot/ Length Width ness Blank Retouch Retouch 
Serial (cm) (cm) (cm) Angle Angle Location Use Type Comments 

1307-1 (3.7) 3.9 1.0 -- 50° 1. (1) h. A distal end bro-
ken, retouched 

1307-2 3.2 2.2 0.5 -- 50° d. m. E 

1307-3 3.2 3.9 1. 2 90° 55° d. +2 m. B 

1308 ( 2 .1) 3.4 0.6 -- 60° d. +2 none E 

1321 3.7 4.1 1.05 85° 65° d.+ h. C 

1333 4.6 3.1 1.1 65° 60° d. h. A 

1469 (2.7) 2.1 0.9 -- 65° d. 1. E 

1480 (2.6) 2.6 0.7 -- 65° d. +2 1. C flake blank 

1483 (3.0) 2.8 1.0 -- 60° d. 1. A 

1484-1 4.7 4.5 1.5 -- 55° 1. ( 2) h. B 

1484-2 4.4 2.8 0.8 -- 55° d. h. E cortex 

1486 ( 4. 7) ( 4. 3) 1. 2 -- 60° d. h. A cortex 
w 
U1 
\..0 



Table 12 (continued). Cihuatan and Santa Maria Scraper Attributes 

Lot/ 
Serial 

I592 

Length 
( cm) 

4.6 

Width 
(cm) 

2.9 

Thick
ness 
(cm) 

0.9 

Blank 
Angle 

Retouch 
Angle 

90° 65° 

Types 

A General 

B Domed 

C Discoidal 

D Thin Elongate 

Retouch 
Location 

d. 

Use 

h. 

E On end of snapped segment 

Abbreviations 

1. light 
m. medium 
h. heavy 
d. distal 

Type 

A 

Comments 

w 
°' 0 
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preparation, do not occur (cf. Sheets 1979b:8-9). Use-wear 

is evident only on the dorsal surface of the working edges, 

indicating that the scrapers were held with the ventral 

surface toward the worker and pulled with the edge perpen

dicular to the scraping motion. 

A. General Scrapers 

Frequency. 13 (less than 0.1%), Cih. 11 (less than 0.1%), 

SM 2 ( 0. 3%) . 

Illustrations. Figures 6la-d. 

Provenience. Cih.: Southeast Patio (3), Structures P-2, 

P-16 (3), and NW-4 (2), test pit, Zone 11 (north of West 

Ceremonial Center), surface collection, Zone 14. SM: 

surface and test pit, Zone A. 

Form. There is a wide variation in outline from ovoid to 

elongate. 

Dimensions. See Table 11. 

Comments. As the name of this type implies, this is a 

broad category intended to embrace all specimens which do 

not fit the criteria of the other four types. Due in part 

to the small sample size, no significant variation which 

would indicate the desirability of further subdivision was 

recognized. Seven general scrapers were retouched only at 

the distal end (abbreviated in Table 12 as "d."), two were 

retouched at the distal end and on one lateral edge 

("d.+l"), and two at the distal end and on both lateral 
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Figure 61. Chipped Stone. a-d, General scrapers (stippling 
indicates cortex on a). e-g, Domed scrapers. 
h-i, Discoidal scrapers. j-1, Thin, elongate 
scrapers. rn-o, Scrapers on snapped segments. 
Laterally retouched flake: p, Ovate point, 
round base. Laterally retouched rnacroblades: 
q, Point, subconvex base. r, Point, base 
missing. Laterally retouched prismatic blades: 
s, Single-shouldered point with prismatic blade 
platform base. t, Side-notched point, thinned 
concave base. u, Point, straight base. v, w, 
Points, thinned straight base. x, Point (?), 
rectangular stern. Bifacially retouched rnacro
blades: y, Bipointed. z, Parallel to expanding 
blade, straight base. aa, bb, Parallel to 
expanding blade, pointed stern. dd, Narrow, 
parallel blade, base missing. ee, Ovate blade, 
straight base. ff, Ovate blade, round base. 
gg, Single-shouldered ovate blade, convex base. 



E 
~> 

-~:, 
<,~ 
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edges ("d.+2"). One specimen was retouched not at the 

distal end but on one lateral edge ("1. (1)"), and one had 

retouch at both lateral edges but none on the distal end 

("l. (2)"). No specimen of this type had retouch at the 

distal end extending slightly onto the lateral edges 

("d.+"). Cortex was noted on the dorsal surfaces of three 

specimens. 

Comparative material. Sheets (1978a:19, Figures lcl-2) has 

reported 47 general scrapers from Chalchuapa which he 

compares to a specimen from Kaminaljuyu (Kidder, Jennings, 

and Shbok 1946:138, Figure 56). 

B. Domed Scrapers 

Frequency. 13 (less than 0.1%), Cih. 12 (less than 0.1%), 

SM 1 ( 0. 15 % ) . 

Illustrations. Figures 6le-g. 

Provenience. Cih.: North Ballcourt, Structures SE-1 and 

P-16 (6), surface collection and test pit, Zone 11 (north 

of West Ceremonial Center), surface collection, Zone 14. 

SM: surface, Zone A. 

Form. Round to ovoid, thick. Plana-convex sections. 

Dimensions. See Table 11. 

Comments. Domed scrapers are consistently thicker than 

other scraper types. The most common retouch location is 

at the distal end and extending onto both lateral edges 

(six specimens). One specimen was retouched on all four 
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edges, and one was retouched only on the two lateral edges. 

One showed retouching only at the distal end, while the 

distal retouch of another extended slightly onto the 

lateral edges. Three specimens were retouched at the 

distal end and only one lateral edge. Nine had use-wear 

only at the distal end, two had been used on both lateral 

edges, and two had been used on all edges. Cortex was 

noted on the dorsal face of one specimen. 

Comparative material. Sheets (1978a:19) has reported 10 

similar domed scrapers from Chalchuapa which are formally 

as well as technologically comparable. 

C. Discoidal Scrapers 

Frequency. Cih. 7 (less than 0.1%). 

Illustrations. Figures 6lh-i. 

Provenience. Structures P-12, P-16 (3), and NW-1, North 

Ballcourt, and surface collection, Zone 11 (n~rth of West 

Ceremonial Center). 

Form. Circular outline, thin. Plano-convex sections. 

Dimensions. See Table 11. 

Comments. Two specimens were retouched only at the distal 

ends, while two others had retouch at the distal ends and 

expanding slightly onto the lateral edges. One was 

retouched at the distal end and one lateral edge, and two 

were retouched at the distal ends and both lateral edges. 

Comparative material. Sheets (1978a:19-20, Figure lc4) has 
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reported 15 discoidal scrapers from Chalchuapa which are 

formally and technologically comparable. Discoidal 

scrapers, apparently made from macroblade segments, have 

been reported from central Mexico by Garc1a Cook (1967:88, 

90, Lamina XXVII, 1-3) and by Tolstoy (1971:283, Figure 4c). 

Frequency data from the Valley of Mexico indicate that this 

scraper type increases in occurrence from the Preclassic 

to the Postclassic (Garcia Cook 1967:Cuadro 18; Tolstoy 

1971: 283). 

D. Thin, Elongate Scrapers 

Frequency. Cih. 11 (less than 0.1%). 

Illustrations. Figures 6lj-l. 

Provenience. Structures P-16 (6), P-2, and NW-1 (2), 

North Ballcourt, and surface collection, Zone 11 (north of 

West Ceremonial Center). 

Form. Rectangular to elongate oval outline, thin. Plano

convex and biplane sections. 

Dimensions. See Table 11. 

Comments. The majority, six specimens, were retouched only 

at the distal ends, three were retouched at the distal ends 

and one lateral edge, and two were retouched at the distal 

ends and both lateral edges. 

Comparative material. Thirteen thin, elongate scrapers 

were recovered from the Chalchuapa investigations (Sheets 

1978a:20, Figure lcS). These are directly comparable in 



both form and technology. Some of the so-called es pigado 

(stemmed) and dobZe (double-edged) scrapers reported by 

Garcfa Cook (1967:84, Lami nas XXIII, 4, 9, 11, XXV, 3, 4) 

from Nopalera Cave also appear to be formally and techno

logically comparable. 

E. Scrapers on End 
of Snapped Segment 

Frequency. Cih. 13 (less than 0.1%). 

Illustrations. Figures 6lm-o. 

Provenience. Structures P-1, P-16 (4), NW-1, NW-3, NW-4, 

Southeast Patio, surface collection and test pit, Zone 11 

(north of West Ceremonial Center), surface and test pit, 

Zone 12. 
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Form. Rectangular to ovoid outlines. Transverse sections 

are generally trapezoidal, while longitudinal sections are 

plano-convex. 

Dimensions. See Table 11. 

Comments. Scrapers on ends of snapped segments are gener

ally thicker than thin, elongate scrapers, and their 

proximal ends were (deliberately?) snapped off. Five 

specimens were retouched at the snapped end to straighten 

it. Seven specimens had retouch only at the distal ends, 

while the distal retouch of one extends slightly onto the 

lateral edges. Three were retouched at the distal ends 

and one lateral edge, and two had retouch at the distal end 

and both lateral edges. Cortex was noted on the dorsal 



faces of two specimens. 

Comparative material. Sheets (1978a:20, Figure lc6) has 

reported eight comparable specimens from Chalchuapa, 

comparing them to an "almost identical" scraper from 

Esperanza phase Kaminaljuyu (Kidder, Jennings, and Shook 

1946:138, Figure 56). 

From Other than Prismatic 
Blade or Macroblade Blank 

Frequency. Cih. 2 (less than 0.1%). 
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Both specimens described in this category are 

classified as scrapers, but one was made on a flake blank 

and the other was made on a spall of a smashed polyhedral 

core. For convenience, their attributes are included in 

Table 12 with their blank types identified in the 

"Comments" column. 

Scrapers 

Frequency. Cih. 2 (less than 0.1%). 

Illustrations. None. 

Provenience. Test pits, Zone 12. 

Form. The specimen made from a core spall fits the formal 

criteria for general scrapers and has an ovoid outline. 

The one made from a flake blank fits the formal criteria 

for discoidal scrapers and is ovoid and thin. 

Dimensions. See Table 12. 

Comments. For technological reasons, these scrapers are 
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considered apart from those made on macroblade blanks. 

Comparative material. Sheets (1978a:21) has reported two 

scrapers from Chalchuapa which were made from polyhedral 

core spalls. Scra~ers on flakes have been reported from 

Nopalera Cave by Garcia Cook (1967:84, 88, Lamina XXIV, 

6, 7) • 

Laterally Retouched Implements 

Frequency. 21 ( 0. 13 % ) , Cih. 16 ( 0. 1 % ) , SM 5 ( 0. 7 5 % ) • 

As stated previously, lateral retouch involves 

trimming the blank from which a desired form was made 

along the lateral edges of both faces. Lateral retouching, 

then, is intermediate between unifacial and bifacial 

retouching as a form of tool modification. 

All the specimens described in this category appear 

to have served as projectile points, almost certainly for 

arrows. Although a wide range of forms is represented, all 

would appear to be functionally equivalent to small 

projectile points for arrows which have been reported from 

Classic and Postclassic sites from various Mesoamerican 

sites and regions (cf. Tolstoy 1971:281, 283; Sheets 1978a: 

15; specific comparisons are drawn in the discussions of 

individual types). 

Laterally retouched points from Cihuatan and Santa 

Maria were made from flakes, macroblades, and prismatic 

blades. The blank types form the highest level of 



370 

subdivision of the category. 

From Flake Blank 

Frequency. Cih. 1 (less than 0.1%). 

Ovate Point, Round Base 

Frequency. Cih. 1 (less than 0.1 %). 

Illustration. Figure 6lp; also illustrated by Bruhns (198 

(1980a:Figure 8e). 

Provenience. NW-1 terrace group. 

Form. Ovate outline with round base. The transverse 

section is lenticular. The longitudinal section is plano-

convex. 

Dimensions. Length 2.7 cm, width 1.2 cm, thickness 0.2 cm. 

Comments. This point was made on a thin flake. Fine 

pressure retouch at both edges of both faces was used to 

shape the specimen. The striking platform is intact at 

the base. Flaking covering the dorsal face probably 

occurred on the core rather than as a stage of manufac

turing the point. 

Comparative material. None. 

From Macroblade Blank 

Frequency. 3 (less than 0.1%), Cih. 2 (less than 0.1%), 

SM 1 ( 0 . 15 % ) . 

Point, Subconvex Base 

Frequency. SM 1 (0.15%). 



Illustration. Figure 6lq. 

Provenience. Structure A-1. 
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Form. Ovate outline with subconvex base. The transverse 

section is trapezoidal. The longitudinal section is plano

convex. 

Dimensions. Length 5.4 cm, width 2.1 cm, thickness 0.4 cm. 

Comments. Light pressure retouch at both edges of both 

faces was used to shape the point. The base was thinned 

bifacially. The point was made on the distal end of a 

snapped macroblade segment. 

Comparative material. This specimen is formally, but not 

technologically, comparable with similar points discussed 

below which were made on prismatic blade blanks. 

Points, Base Missing 

Frequency. Cih. 2 (less than 0.1%). 

Illustration. Figure 6lr. 

Provenience. Structure P-2, general surface. 

Form. Triangular outlines. Transverse sections are 

convexo-triangular and plane-triangular. Longitudinal 

sections are plane-convex and biplane. 

Dimensions. Length (2.8), (2.5) cm. Width 2.2, 1.8 cm. 

Thickness 0.5, 0.4 cm 

Comments. Very light pressure retouch scars appear at both 

edges of both surfaces. There is no evidence for the shape 

of the bases. The specimens may be complete points, in 
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which case the bases could be described as subconcave. On 

the strength of comparison with the previously described 

specimen, the bases are assumed to be absent. Cortex was 

noted on one specimen. 

Comparative material. None. 

From Prismatic Blade Blank 

Frequency. 17 (0.1%), Cih. 13 (less than 0.1%), SM 4 

(0.6%). 

Single-Shouldered Point 
with Prismatic Blade 

Platform Base 

Frequency. SM 1 (0.15%). 

Illustration. Figure 61s. 

Provenience. Surface, Zone A. 

Form. Triangular outline with one edge corner-notched, 

straight base. The transverse section is convexo

triangular. The longitudinal section is concavo-convex. 

Dimensions. Length 3.4 cm, width 1.6 cm, thickness 0.6 cm, 

notch width 0.8 cm, notch depth 0.3 cm. 

Comments. The prismatic blade platform is intact, forming 

the straight, unthinned base of the point. The lateral 

edges were retouched by pressure flaking from both faces. 

A single notch was flaked, apparently by pressure, from the 

ventral surface. No use-wear was noted. 

Comparative material. Sheets (1978a:15, Figure lb4) has 

reported three prismatic blade points with intact platforms 



from Chalchuapa. These specimens, however, are not 

notched. I know of no previously reported single

shouldered prismatic blade points. 

Side-Notched Point, Thinned 
Concave Base 

Frequency. Cih. 1 (less than 0.1%). 

Illustration. Figure 6lt; also illustrated by Bruhns 

(1980a:Figure 8f). 

Provenience. NW-1 terrace group. 
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Form. Triangular blade with side notches, concave base. 

Dimensions. Length 3.5 cm, width 1.3 cm, thickness 0.3 cm. 

Comments. The point was retouched, apparently by pressure, 

at both edges from both faces. One side notch was chipped 

from the ventral surface, the other from both surfaces. 

The concave base was chipped from the dorsal face. 

Comparative material. Sheets (1978a:16, Figure lb7) has 

described three prismatic blade points from Chalchuapa 

with thinned, concave bases, but they are not side-notched. 

In fact, side-notching does not occur at all on the 

Chalchuapa prismatic blade points (ibid., p. 15). Sheets 

(1979b:6) has reported two prismatic blade points from the 

Zapotitan Basin with thinned, concave bases and small side 

notches. A very similar specimen has been reported from 

Quelepa (Andrews V 1976:160, Figure 163h). Baudez and 

Becquelin (1973:377-378, Figure 149j) have reported 42 

prismatic blade points from Las Ventanas Island, Lake 



Yojoa, Honduras, many of which are side-notched and at 

least one has a concave base. A prismatic blade point 

from Tajumulco, Guatemala appears to be side-notched but 

has a subconvex base (Dutton and Hobbs 1943:Figure 24k). 

A very similar specimen from Barton Ramie has been 
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reported by Willey at al. (1965:Figure 267g). A side

notched prismatic blade point with a convex base has been 

reported from Seibal (Willey 1978:127, Figure 140g). 

Proskouriakoff (1962:369-370, Figures 3Se, f) has reported 

four side-notched prismatic blade points with notched bases 

from Mayapan. Some so-called Teotihuacan points from 

Tehuacan, which are side-notched prismatic blade points, 

have concave bases, similar to the base of the Cihuatan 

specimen (MacNeish et al. 1967:75-76, Figure 62). 

Teotihuacan points with straight bases have been reported 

from Nopalera Cave in central Mexico (Garcia Cook 1967:60, 

Lamina VIII, 19, 20) and from the Santa Marta rock shelter 

in Chiapas (MacNeish and Peterson 1962:23, Plate 4A, e, f). 

These comparable specimens are, in all cases, from Late 

Classic or Postclassic contexts. 

Point, Straight Base 

Frequency. Cih. 1 (less than 0.1%). 

Illustration. Figure 6lu. 

Provenience. Southeast Patio. 

Form. Triangular outline. 



Dimensions. Estimated length 3.3 cm, width 1.7 cm, 

thickness 0.4 cm. 
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Comments. The blank was a distal segment of a snapped 

prismatic blade. Retouch, apparently by fine pressure 

flaking, is evident on both edges of both faces. The base 

is not thinned. No use-wear was observed. 

Comparative material. Sheets (1978a:15-16, Figure lbS) has 

reported 11 triangular prismatic blade points with straight, 

unthinned bases dating from the Late Classic to the 

Postclassic at Chalchuapa. He has also reported six 

similar specimens from the Zapotitan Basin (Sheets 1979b:6). 

So-called Tula points without basal thinning from central 

Mexico (MacNeish et al. 1967:76, Figure 63, upper; Garcia 

Cook 1967:58) and from Chiapas (MacNeish and Peterson 1962: 

23, Plate 4A, a) are apparently comparable, as are 

possibly three "pointed blades" reported by L. A. Parsons 

(1967-1969, vol. 1:81, Plate 23a) from Bilbao, Guatemala. 

Points, Thinned, Straight 
Base 

Frequency. 3 (less than 0.1%), Cih. 2 (less than 0.1%), 

SM 1 ( 0. 15 % ) • 

Illustrations. Figures 61v, w. 

Provenience. Cih.: Structure P-2, Southeast Patio. SM: 

Structure A-1. 

Form. Triangular outline. 

Dimensions. Length 2.5, 2.4, 2.1 cm. Width 1.1, 1.0, 1.3 
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cm. Thickness 0.3, 0.4, 0.3 cm. 

Comments. The blanks of all three specimens were snapped 

prismatic blades. All were retouched at both lateral 

edges from both faces. The bases of two specimens were 

thinned from both faces, the other from the ventral 

surface. No use-wear was noted, but one specimen has 

light edge abrasion, possibly postdepositional damage. 

Comparative material. Seven similar specimens have been 

reported from Chalchuapa (Sheets 1978a:16, Figure lb6), 

and nine are known from the Zapotitan Basin (Sheets 1979b: 

6). Kidder (1947:12, Figures 4a, b) collected prismatic 

blade points with straight, thinned bases from Chuitinarnit, 

the Postclassic Tzutujil center on Lake Atitlan, Guatemala 

(cf. Orellana 1977:23). Some so-called Tula points from 

central Mexico have straight to slightly concave, thinned 

bases (MacNeish et al. 1967:Figure 63; Garcia Cook 1967: 
,. 

Lamina VIII, 6, 7). 

Point(?), Rectangular Stern 

Frequency. Cih. 1 (less than 0.1%). 

Illustration. Figure 6lx. 

Provenience. Southeast Patio. 

Form. The stern is rectangular in outline. 

Dimensions. Length (1.7) cm, width 1.2 cm, thickness 0.3 

cm. 

Comments. The blank was a snapped prismatic blade. One 
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edge was retouched from the ventral surface, the other from 

the dorsal. The base is not thinned. 

Comparative material. Linne (1934:Figures 298-300, 305, 

306) illustrated prismatic blade points with rectangular 

sterns from Teotihuacan (cf. Tolstoy 1971:279, Figure 3b). 

Similar points were made in recent times by the Lacandon 

Maya (Kidder 1947:12-13, Figure 4c). 

Tips and Other Fragments of 
Prismatic Blade Points 

Frequency. 10 (less than 0.1%), Cih. 8 (less than 0.1%), 

SM 2 ( 0. 3%) . 

Illustration. None. 

Provenience. Cih.: Structures P-12, SS-118, and NW-1 

terrace group, Southeast Patio, North Ballcourt, and 

general surface. SM: Structure A-1, test pit, Zone A. 

Comments. These specimens are not classified except as 

fragments of prismatic blade points. Six are tips of 

points; four are body fragments. 

Comparative material. None. 

Bifacially Retouched Implements 

Frequency. 83 (0.5%), Cih. 73 (0.5%), SM 10 (1.5%). 

This category is divided into bifaces made from 

rnacroblade blanks and those made from indeterminate blanks. 
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From Macroblade Blank 

Frequency. 80 (0.5%), Cih. 70 (0.45%), SM 10 (1.5%). 

Types are distinguished within the category of 

bifaces made from macroblade blanks on the basis of morphol

ogy. Before proceeding to the type descriptions, 

comparisons may be drawn at the supratypological level. 

Although they comprise a relatively small percentage of the 

Cihuatan-Santa Maria chipped stone industry, bifacially 

worked artifacts are characteristic of the two sites. 

Interestingly, the majority of bifaces reported from 

Chalchuapa date to the Postclassic, and none can be dated 

with confidence to a time prior to the Classic (Sheets 

1978a:21). All bifaces found at Quelepa are probably Late 

Classic in date (Andrews V 1976:160). The apparent lack of 

bifacial retouching in El Salvador prior to the Late 

Classic-Postclassic is difficult to explain, for the trait 

was certainly not unknown (cf. Sheets 1978a:75). Whatever 

the reason, the appearance of bifacial flaking in the 

region can be correlated with the arrival of the Pipil in 

southeastern Mesoamerica. A very similar pattern occurs in 

the Rivas region of Nicaragua where chipped stone tools are 

very rare, but one biface dates to the end of the Middle 

Polychrome period and four are reported from Late 

Polychrome period contexts (Healy 1980:284). It appears 

that bifacial flaking was one of many new cultural traits 

carried into the Isthmus of Rivas by the Nicarao (ibid., 
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p. 338). The late shift toward bifacial flaking in these 

regions is probably a reflection of Nahua e~perience and 

ideas in chipped stone manufacture (cf. Sheets 1978a:75). 

Bi pointed 

Frequency. Cih. 1 (less than 0.1%). 

Illustration. Figure 6ly. 

Provenience. Southeast Patio. 

Form. The outline is bipointed excurvate or lanceolate. 

The transverse section is biconvex. The longitudinal 

section is plano-convex. 

Dimensions. Length 5.2 cm, width 2.8 cm, thickness 0.6 cm. 

Comments. This specimen was rather crudely made. Only one 

edge of the dorsal surface is extensively retouched, 

evidently by percussion. The opposite edge had a few small 

thinning flakes removed. Most retouch scars of the ventral 

surface are primary. No use-wear was noted. 

Comparative material. Bipointed bifaces have been reported 

from a number of sites in southeastern Mesoamerica (Sheets 

1978a:21). They are all much better finished than the 

Cihuatan specimen. 

Parallel to Expanding Blade, 
Straight Base 

Frequency. Cih. 4 (less than 0.1%). 

Illustration. Figure 6lz. 

Provenience. Structure P-1, surface collection and test 
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pit, Zone 11 (north of West Ceremonial Center), test pit, 

Zone 12. 

Form. Outline: Blade has parallel to expanding sides; 

base is straight. Transverse sections are plano-convex 

and biconvex. Longitudinal sections are plano-convex. 

Dimensions. Length unknown. Width 2.7, 3.4, 4.1, 4.2 cm. 

Thickness 0.8, 0.7, 0.9, 1.2 cm. 

Comments. All were apparently flaked by percussion. Three 

have very little secondary retouch. The fourth is fairly 

well finished but carries several primary scars on both 

ventral and dorsal surfaces. Bases are not thinned. One 

specimen has abraded lateral edges; no wear patterns were 

observed on the others. These may be biface preforms. 

Comparative material. Sheets (1978a:21-22, Figure 2a3) has 

reported 14 similar specimens from Postclassic contexts at 

Chalchuapa which were probably "intended to be stemmed, 

straight-base bifaces, ... but were broken in the process 

of manufacture." He compares these with five chert bifaces 

from Postclassic contexts at Zaculeu (Woodbury and Trik 

1953:226). 

Parallel to Expanding Blade, 
Tapered Stem 

Frequency. 4 (less than 0.1%), Cih. 2 (less than 0.1%), 

SM 2 ( 0. 3%) . 

Illustrations. Figures 6laa-bb. 

Provenience. Cih.: surface and test pit, Zone 12. SM: 
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surface and test pit, Zone A. 

Form. Outline: The sides of the blades of three specimens 

are parallel-to expanding-ovate; one is pentagonal. Stems, 

which are narrow and tapered, are distinguished from blade 

areas by a slight shouldering. Bases are straight. 

Transverse sections are biconvex. Longitudinal sections 

are plano-convex. 

Dimensions. Length of two complete spcimens 6.1, 5.9 cm. 

Width 2.7, 3.3, 2.8, 2.9 cm. Thickness 1.0, 0.9, 1.0, 1.0 

cm. 

Comments. These specimens are very well finished. 

Generally, both surfaces are covered with secondary, 

apparently pressure-flaked scars. Primary scars, evidently 

the result of percussion-flaking, are usually more apparent 

on dorsal surfaces. Three specimens have bases that were 

bifacially thinned and ground. All specimens have dulled 

edges resulting from use parallel to the blades' axes. No 

use-wear was noted on the edges of stems. These were 

probably hafted knives. 

Comparative material. Ten very similar specimens were 

found in Postclassic levels of Nopalera Cave in central 

Mexico (Garcfa Cook 1967:47-48, Cuadro 7, Lamina III, 3). 

Kidder (1947:8, Figure 65al3) reported a similar specimen 

of chert from Uaxactun. Six comparable bifaces of chert 

were found at Mayapan (Proskouriakoff 1962:358, Figures 

28v-aa). A Late Classic specimen from Altar de Sacrificios 
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is apparently typologically comparable (Willey 1972:Figure 

144b), as is possibly one from Zacualpa (Wauchope 1948: 

Plate 23gg). 

Parallel to Expanding Blade, 
Pointed Stem 

Frequency. 3 (less than 0.1%), Cih. 2 (less than 0.1%), 

SM 1 (0.15%) w 

Illustration. Figure 61cc; also illustrated by Bruhns 

(1980a:Figure 13b). 

Provenience. Cih.: Structure P-1, surface of Structure 

P-16. SM: Structure A-1. 

Form. Outline: Sides of blades are parallel- to expanding

ovate with pointed stems. Transverse sections are trape

zoidal and plano-convex. Longitudinal sections are plano-

convex. 

Dimensions. Length unknown. Width 2.6, 2.7, 3.4 cm. 

Thickness 0.6, 0.7, 0.8 cm 

Comments. Heavy primary flaking, apparently by well 

controlled percussion, covers both faces. Secondary 

retouch, evidently by pressure, is largely confined to 

margins of lateral edges. The edges of the stems are 

lightly ground. 

Comparative material. See Sheets (1978a:23). 

Parallel Blade, Base Missing 

Frequency. Cih. 4 (less than 0.1%). 



Illustration. None. 

Provenience. Structure P-1 (2), surface of NW-1 terrace 

group, surface, Zone 12. 
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Form. Outline: Sides of blades are parallel; bases are 

absent. Transverse sections are plano-convex and biconvex. 

Longitudinal sections are plano-convex and biplane. 

Dimensions. Length unknown. Width 2.6, 3.2, 3.3, 3.9 cm. 

Thickness 0.6, 0.9, 1.0, 1.7 cm. 

Comments. Almost all scars are primary, and flaking is 

apparently by percussion. These specimens were apparently 

broken in the process of manufacture. No use-wear was 

noted. 

Comparative material. see "Parallel to Expanding Blade, 

Straight Base" (above). 

Narrow, Parallel Blade, 
Base Missing 

Frequency. 8 (less than 0.1%), Cih. 7 (less than 0.1%), 

SM 1 ( 0 . 15 % ) • 

Illustration. Figure 6ldd. 

Provenience. Cih.: Structure P-5 (North Ballcourt), 

Southeast Patio (4), surface collection, Zone 11 (north of 

West Ceremonial Center) (2). SM: surface, Zone A. 

Form. Narrow, parallel-sided outlines, bases absent. 

Transverse sections are plano-convex and biconvex. 

Longitudinal sections are plano-convex. 

Dimensions. Length unknown. Width 0.9-2.4 cm, mean 1.94 



cm, standard deviation 0.48 (8 measurements). Thickness 

0.4-1.0 cm, mean 0.68 cm, standard deviation 0.18 (7 

measurements). 
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Comments. Most secondary retouch is concentrated on 

lateral edges. Seven specimens have use-wear varying from 

light to heavy in intensity which resulted from use of the 

blades in a motion parallel to the edges. These are 

probably knives, most likely broken from use. 

Comparative material. None. 

Ovate Blade, Straight Base 

Frequency. Cih. 2 (less than 0.1%). 

Illustration. Figure 6lee. 

Provenience. NW-1 terrace group and general surface. 

Form. Blades are ovate in outline with straight bases. 

Transverse sections are biconvex. Longitudinal sections 

are plano-convex and concavo-convex. 

Dimensions. Length 4.5, 3.9 cm. Width 2.1, 2.3 cm. 

Thickness 0.9, 0.7 cm. 

Comments. Flaking was apparently almost all by percussion. 

Secondary retouch is mostly concentrated at lateral edges. 

The striking platform of the macroblade blank forms the 

base of one specimen. The bulb of percussion on the 

ventral surface was partially removed, evidently by a 

percussion blow. 

Comparative material. None. 



Ovate Blade, Round Base 

Frequency. Cih. 1 (less than 0.1%). 

Illustration. Figure 6lff. 

Provenience. Structure P-2. 
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Form. Ovate outline, round base. The transverse section 

is lenticular. The longitudinal section is plano-convex. 

Dimensions. Length 7.5 cm, width 3.0 cm, thickness 1.0 cm. 

Comments. The material is translucent, smoky gray chert. 

The specimen was well finished by primary percussion 

flaking and secondary pressure retouch. The base was 

thinned bifacially. No use-wear was observed. 

Comparative material. Although it is slightly different 

in form, this point may be compared with nine bifaces from 

Chalchuapa with round bases and parallel to expanding 

sides (Sheets 1978a:22, Figure 2a4). The Cihuatan specimen 

is, however, unlike most of the Chalchuapa specimens, 

definitely a finished artifact. Sheets has listed other 

intersite references for this type. 

Single-Shouldered, Ovate 
Blade, Convex Base 

Frequency. 2 (less than 0.1%), Cih. 1 (less than 0.1%), 

SM 1 ( 0 . 15 % ) • 

Illustration. Figure 6lgg. 

Provenience. Cih.: surface collection, Zone 11 (north of 

West Ceremonial Center). SM: surface, Zone A. 

Form. Outline: Blades are ovate with one side notch. 
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Bases are slightly convex. Transverse sections and longi

tudinal sections are plano-convex. 

Dimensions. Estimated length 5.1, 4.8 cm. Width 2.3, 

2.2 cm. Width at notch 2.1, 1.8 cm. Thickness 0.6, 0.7 cm. 

Notch width 1.2, 0.6 cm. Notch depth 0.2, 0.15 cm. 
, 

Comments. The Santa Maria specimen is of reddish brown 

chert. Both were apparently shaped by well controlled 

percussion flaking with some secondary retouch, evidently 

by pressure flaking, restricted to the lateral edges. 

Bases were thinned bifacially and ground. Notches were 

chipped bifacially and are approximately perpendicular to 

the blades' axes. The lateral edges of one specimen are 

lightly abraded. 

Comparative material. Two single-shouldered bifaces of 

chert were found at Altar de Sacrificios in Terminal 

Classic to Early Postclassic contexts (Willey 1972:174, 

Figure 140h). 

Ovate Blade, Side and Basal 
Notched, Expanded Stern 

Frequency. SM 1 (0.15%). 

Illustration. Figure 62a. 

Provenience. Surface, Zone A. 

Form. Outline: Ovate blade with side notches, expanded, 

notched base. The transverse section is plano-convex, as 

is the longitudinal section. 
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Figure 62. Chipped Stone. Bifacially retouched marcro
blades: a, Ovate blade, side and basal notched, 
expanded stem. b, Ovate blade, subconcave base. 
c, Ovate blade, thinned, subconcave base. d, 
Ovate blade, tapered stem. e, Short ovate blade, 
tapered stem. f, Ovate-subulate blade, round 
base. g. Ovate to triangular blade, straight 
thinned base. h, Triangular blade, subconvex 
base. i, j, Side-notched triangular blade, 
expanded stem. k, Double basal-notched 
triangular blade, convex base. 1, Triangular 
blade, base missing. m, Trapezoidal blade, 
straight base. n, o, Tapered stem, straight 
base. p, Tapered stem, subconvex base. 
Bifacially retouched, blank indeterminate: q, 
r, Stemmed, semi-circular blades. s, Ovate 
blade, pointed stem. 
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Di~ensions. Estimated length 7.0 cm, width 2.7 cm, width 

at side notches 2.0 cm, thickness 0.6 cm, notch width 1.2 

cm, notch depth 0.3-0.5 cm. 

Comments. Heavy primary percussion flaking and light 

secondary pressure retouch cover the entire dorsal face. 

Ventral retouch is limited to light percussion flaking at 

the edges. The notching is bifacial. The tip of the 

specimen is broken. 

Comparative material. So-called Frio points, found in 

Postclassic levels of Nopalera Cave, central Mexico are 

very similar to this specimen (Garcia Cook 1967:Cuadro 10, 

Lamina XV, 7), but the tangs of the Santa Maria point are 

not quite so pronounced as those of the illustrated 

Nopalera specimen. 

Ovate Blade, Subconcave Base 

Frequency. Cih. 3 (less than 0.1%). 

Illustration. Figure 62b. 

Provenience. Structure P-5 (North Ballcourt) and Southeast 

Patio (2). 

Form. Ovate outlines with subconcave bases. Transverse 

sections are plano-convex and biconvex. Longitudinal 

sections are plano-convex. 

Dimensions. Length 3.8, 4.7, 4.9 cm. Width 2.6, 2.9, 3.2 

cm. Thickness 0.7, 1.0, 1.4 cm. 

Comments. One specimen is of white quartzite. Heavy 

7 



primary percussion flaking occurs on both faces of all 

specimens. Little or no secondary retouch was noted. 

These are probably biface preforms. 

Comparative material. None. 

Ovate Blade, Thinned, 
Subconcave Base 

Frequency. Cih. 1 (less than 0.1%). 

Illustration. Figure 62c. 

Provenience. Structure P-1. 

Form. Ovate outline, subconvex base. The transverse 

section is biconvex. The longitudinal section is plano-

convex. 

Dimensions. Length 5.0 cm, estimated width 3.1 cm, 

thickness 0.7 cm. 
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Comments. The blank was possibly a flake rather than a 

macroblade, but the latter appears more likely. Extensive 

primary flaking scars cover the ventral surface. The 

dorsal face was retouched only along a portion of one 

lateral edge near the tip. The base was thinned bifacially. 

All flaking was apparently by percussion. The specimen 

appears to have been broken in the process of manufacture. 

Perhaps the first step in the manufacture of some bifaces 

was to thin the ventral surface and to thin the base prior 

to thinning the dorsal surface. No use-wear was noted. 

Comparative material. None. 



Ovate Blade, Tapered Stem 

Frequency. Cih. 1 (less than 0.1%). 

Illustration. Figure 62d; also illustrated by Bruhns 

(1980a:Figure 13d). 

Provenience. NW-1 terrace group. 
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Form. Outline: ovate blade with tapered stem, convex base. 

The transverse section is plano-convex. The longitudinal 

section is concavo-convex. 

Dimensions. Length 7.0 cm, width 2.5 cm, thickness 0.8 cm. 

Comments. Both faces were well finished with considerable 

secondary retouch, apparently by percussion. A long, burin

like spall was removed at one lateral edge, struck from the 

tip after the specimen was shaped and thinned, either by 

a deliberate percussion blow or by impact. The opposite 

edges of the stem and blade are lightly abraded. 

Comparative material. Similar specimens have been reported 

from Quelepa (Andrews V 1976:160, Figure 163m) and Los 

Llanitos (Longyear 1944:Plate VI, 11), but they are larger 

and better finished. Two of 12 "tapered stem, long blade" 

bifaces of chert from Barton Ramie are similar in form 

(Willey et al. 1965:412, Figures 261c, 262g). 

Short Ovate Blade, 
Tapered Stem 

Frequency. SM 1 (0.15%). 

Illustration. Figure 62e. 

Provenience. test pit, Zone A. 



392 

Form. Outline: short ovate blade with convex sides, 

broken on one edge; tapered stern, straight base. The 

transverse and longitudinal sections are plane-convex. 

Dimensions. Length 4.4 cm, width 3.2 cm, thickness 0.9 cm. 

Comments. Primary flaking, evidently by percussion, covers 

both faces. Secondary retouch, apparently by percussion as 

well, occurs only at the edges. The base was thinned 

bifacially, and the lateral edges of the stern were ground. 

Comparative material. Similar specimens from Late Classic 

to Early Postclassic contexts have been reported from 

Mayapan (Proskouriakoff 1962:359, Figures 29ee, gg), 

Barton Ramie (Willey et al. 1965:412, Figure 262a), Altar 

de Sacrificios (Willey 1972:165-166, Figure 145), Seibal 

(Willey 1978:109), and Los Naranjos (Baudez and Becquelin 

1973:376-377, Figures 1391, o). 

Ovate-Subulate Blade, 
Round Base 

Frequency. Cih. 1 (less than 0.1%). 

Illustration. Figure 62f; also illustrated by Bruhns 

(1980a:Figure 137a). 

Provenience. Structure SE-1. 

Form. Outline: the lower portion of the blade is ovate; 

the upper portion is subulate, i.e., linear and tapering 

to a point. The base is round. The transverse and 

longitudinal sections are plane-convex. 

Dimensions. Length 5.5 cm, width 2.8 cm, width at point of 
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inflection 1.5 cm, thickness 0.6 cm. 

Comments. Primary scars, apparently flaked by percussion, 

are evident on both surfaces, more so on the dorsal face. 

Well controlled secondary retouch, apparently also by 

percussion, is confined to the edges. The edges of the 

ovate portion are lightly abraded, probably deliberately 

dulled. The point and edges of the subulate portion are 

completely dulled from use in a rotary motion. Examination 

of this wear pattern under 16X maginification revealed a 

welter of fine striation perpendicular to the edge. The 

macroscopic appearance of the wear pattern is grainy and 

porous. This evidence indicates that the specimen should 

be regarded as an awl, probably for use in hide-working 

(cf. Semeonov 1964:100-101). 

Comparative material. Typologically comparable specimens 

have been reported from the Basin of Mexico (Garcia Cook 

1967:Lamina XXX, 5, 6; Tolstoy 1971:284, Figure 4g), and 

the Tehuacan Valley (MacNeish et al. 1967:89, Figure 75, 

right). 

Ovate to Triangular Blade, 
Straight, Thinned Base 

Frequency. Cih. 7 (less than 0.1%). 

Illustration. Figure 62g. 

Provenience. Structures P-2 (2) and SE-1, Southeast Patio 

(2), surface collection and test pit, Zone 11 (north of 

West Ceremonial Center). 
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Form. Blades were either ovate or triangular in outline. 

Bases are straight. Transverse sections are plano-convex 

and biconvex. Longitudinal sections are plano-convex. 

Dimensions. Length unknown. Width 2.5-3.2 cm, mean 2.87 

cm, standard deviation 0.22 (7 measurements). Thickness 

0.6-0.8 cm, mean 0.7 cm, standard deviation 0.08 (7 

measurements). 

Comments. Primary scars were almost completely obliterated 

by secondary retouch, apparently by well controlled 

percussion flaking, on both faces. One specimen had six 

parallel flakes removed, apparently by pressure, at one 

lateral edge. Bases were thinned by flaking from both 

surfaces and then ground at the butt. The thinned base is 

a diagnostic mode for this type. With one exception, no 

use-wear was noted. 

Comparative material. Five similar specimens of chert were 

found in Postclassic contexts at Zaculeu (Woodbury and Trik 

1953:226, Figure 122). Another apparently similar specimen 

from Alter de Sacrificios is dated to the Terminal Classic 

or Early Postclassic (Willey 1972:211, Figure 190e). 

Triangular Blade, 
Subconvex Base 

Frequency. Cih. 2 (less than 0.1%). 

Illustration. Figure 62h. 

Provenience. Surface, Zone 8; surface collection, Zone 14. 

Form. Blades are triangular in outline with subconvex 
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bases. Transverse sections are plano-convex and biconvex. 

Longitudinal sections are plano-convex. 

Dimensions. Length 3.6, 4.0 cm. Width 2.1, 2.5 cm. 

Thickness 0.6, 0.6 cm. 

Comments. Dorsal faces are well finished with very few 

primary scars visible. Secondary retouch on ventral 

surfaces is limited to the edges. Both specimens appear to 

have been modified from a previous (stemmed?) form. The 

bases were broken and reshaped, apparently by percussion, 

from the dorsal face. Bases are not thinned. Light use

wear or abrasion is evident on the lateral edges of both 

specimens. 

Comparative material. None. 

Side-Notched Triangular 
Blade, Expanded Stem 

Frequency. Cih. 3 (less than 0.1%). 

Illustrations. Figures 62i, j. 

Provenience. Surface collection, Zone 11 (north of West 

Ceremonial Center), test pit, Zone 12, and general surface. 

Form. Outline: blades are triangular with lateral notches, 

expanded stems, and straight bases. Transverse sections 

are plano-convex and biconvex. Longitudinal sections are 

plano-convex. 

Dimensions. Length 5.5, 6.1, 6.2 cm. Width 2.7, 3.2, 3.1 

cm. Width at notches 1.8, 2.1, 2.0 cm. Thickness 0.7, 0.9, 

0.7 cm. Notch width 0.6, 1.5, 0.9-1.0 cm. Notch depth 
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0.4, 0.6, 0.4 cm. 

Comments. Two specimens are of translucent chert, one 

white, the other beige. All are very well finished, and 

few primary scars are visible. Bases were thinned 

bifacially. One had a "fluted channel" removed at the base 

from the dorsal surface (leaving a ventral scar). Basal 

edges were ground. No use-wear was observed on blade 

edges. 

Comparative material. A similar specimen of chalcedony, 

but with a subconvex base, was found at Tajumulco (Dutton 

and Hobbs 1943:Figure 25a). One straight-base, side

notched point, probably Postclassic in date, was found on 

the surface at Chalchuapa (Sheets 1978a:24, Figure 2cl). 

It has an ovate blade, but is technologically comparable to 

the three Cihuatan specimens. Sheets cites intersite 

comparisons from Mayapan, Chichen Itza, Zaculeu, and 

Tehuacan (ibid., p. 24). Similar points from central 

Mexico have been called Ensor, Texcoco, and Castroville 

points, and they are mostly, if not entirely, Classic and 

Postclassic in date (Garcia Cook 1967:58, 60, Cuadro 10, 

Lamina VIII, 17, 18, 21, 22; MacNeish et al. 1967:73-75, 

76-77, Figures 60, 64; Tolstoy 1971:279, 281, Figures 2m, 

31, p; cf. Kidder 1947:13). 



Double Basal-Notched, 
Triangular Blade, 

Convex Base 

Frequency. Cih. 1 (less than 0.1%). 

Illustration. Figure 62k. 

Provenience. Structure P-2. 

397 

Form. Outline: triangular blade with convex base, double 

basal-notched. Transverse and longitudinal sections are 

plano-convex. 

Dimensions. Length 4.3 cm, width 2.6 cm, thickness 0.6 cm, 

notch depth 0.2 cm. 

Comments. Apparently flaked by well controlled percussion, 

primary scars are more evident on the ventral than on the 

dorsal surface. A long spall was removed at ,one lateral 

edge, probably by an impact blow. No use-wear was noted. 

Comparative material. Ten very similar specimens, called 

Ranilla pciints, have been reported from Nopalera Cave, 

central Mexico by Garcia Cook (1967:68, Lamina XIV, 7). 

Triangular Blade, 
Base Missing 

Frequency. 14 (less than 0.1%), Cih. 13 (less than 0.1%), 

SM 1 ( 0 . 15 % ) . 

Illustration. Figure 62 1. 

Provenience. Cih.: Structures P-1 (2), P-2, NW-4, and 

SE-1, Southeast Patio (5), surface collection and test pit, 

Zone 11 (north of West Ceremonial Center), general surface. 

SM: surface, Structure B-5. 



Form. Blaaes are triangular in outline; base forms are 

unknown. Transverse sections are plano-convex, plano

triangular, biconvex, and lenticular. Longitudinal 

sections are plano-convex. 
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Dimensions. Length unknown. Width 1.5-2.9 cm, mean 2.09 

cm, standard deviation 0.38 (14 measurements). Thickness 

0.4-0.9 cm, mean 0.58 cm, standard deviation 0.15 (14 

measurements). 

Comments. This is a broad category for all triangular

bladed bifaces, the forms of the bases of which are 

unknown. The ratio of primary to secondary scars is 

variable. Retouch is by both percussion and pressure. Six 

specimens have use-wear on their lateral edges and a high 

degree of secondary retouch. They were probably broken by 

use. The remainder have no use-wear, very little secondary 

retouch, and were probably broken in the process of 

manufacture. Two specimens are of white chert, and one is 

of quartzite. 

Comparative material. None. 

Trapezoidal Blade, 
Straight Base 

Frequency. SM 1 (0.15%). 

Illustration. Figure 62m. 

Provenience. Surface, Zone A. 

Form. Trapezoidal outline, straight base. The transverse 

and longitudinal sections are plano-convex. 
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Dimensions. Length 5.0 cm, width 3.3 cm, thickness 0.8 cm. 

Comments. Secondary percussion retouch appears only at the 

edges of the ventral face but entirely convers the dorsal 

surface. The base (poll) was thinned bifacially. The 

squared distal end (bit) has a series of continuous, minute 

hinge fractures at the ventral edge. The lateral edges were 

blunted by abrasion. The specimen would appear to have been 

a small adze or plane for woodworking. 

Comparative material. Bifacial adze forms have been 

reported from Uaxactun (Kidder 1947:6, Figure 6lp, r), 

Piedras Negras (W.R. Coe 1959:12, Figure 3t), Mayapan 

(Proskouriakoff 1962:363, Figures 32t, u), Barton Ramie 

(Willey et al. 1965:430, 433, Figures 270j, k, 274a-d, 

275a-c), Altar de Sacrificios (Willey 1972:179), and 

Seibal (Willey 1978:116, Figure 132; Wilk 1978:140). The 

Santa Maria specimen is considerably smaller and thinner, 

however, than most of those previously reported. If the 

imputed function is correct, it must have been used for very 

fine work. 

Tapered Stern, Straight Base 

Frequency. Cih. 3 (less than 0.1%). 

Illustrations. Figures 62n, o. 

Provenience. surface collection, Zone 11 (north of West 

Ceremonial Center) and test pits, Zone 12(2). 

Form. Sterns are tapered in outline; bases are straight. 
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Transverse sections are biconvex. Longitudinal sections are 

plano-convex. 

Dimensions. Total length unknown. Stern length 3.7, 2.6, 

1.9 cm. Width 2.7, 1.8, 2.5 cm. Thickness 0.8, 0.85, 0.5 

cm. 

Comments. One specimen is broad-stemmed, the other two are 

narrow-stemmed. A notch in the side of one appears to be 

postabandonrnent. All were apparently shaped by percussion. 

Two have ground lateral edges. 

Comparative material. None. 

Tapered Stern, Subconvex 
Base 

Frequency. Cih. 2 (less than 0.1%). 

Illustration. Figure 62p. 

Provenience. Southeast Patio. 

Form. Outline: tapered stems, subconvex bases; one is side

notched. Transverse sections are plano-convex and biconvex. 

Longitudinal sections are plano-convex. 

Dimensions. Total length unknown. Stern length 1.9, 2.5 cm. 

Width 2.7, 2.3 cm. Thickness 0.7, 0.7 cm. 

Comments. Both were evidently shaped by percussion. The 

bases were thinned bifacially. The edges were lightly 

abraded. 

Comparative material. None. 
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Residual 

Frequency. 10 (less than 0.1%), Cih. 9 (less than 0.1%), 

SM 1 ( 0 . 15 % ) • 

Illustration. None. 

Provenience. Cih.: Structures P-2, NW-4, and SE-1, 

Southeast Patio (2), test pits, Zone 11 (north of West 

Ceremonial Center) (2), surface and test pit, Zone 12. SM: 

surface, Zone A. 

These 10 specimens are fragments of bifacially 

worked implements which cannot be classified by type 

because of their small size and indeterminate form. Three 

of them may be from a blank other than a rnacroblade, but 

they are grouped here for convenience. 

From Indeterminate Blank 

Frequency. Cih. 3 (less than 0.1%). 

Stemmed, Semi-Circular Blade 
(Large and Small Varieties) 

Frequency. Cih. 2 (less than 0.1%). 

Illustrations. Figures 62q, r. 

Provenience. Southeast Patio. 

Form. Blades are semi-circular (or excurvate-incurvate) in 

outline. One stern is straight, the other is expanded. 

Basal portions are absent, but they probably had straight 

bases. Transverse sections are plane-convex and biconvex. 

Longitudinal _sections are plane-convex and biconvex. 
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Dimensions. Estimated length 3.2, 2.4 cm. Width 4.1, 2.4 

cm. Thickness 0.7, 0.6 cm. 

Comments. The blanks for these specimens were either 

flakes or macroblades. Chipping is heavy, apparently by 

well controlled percussion. The dorsal edges of the 

excurvate portions of the blades are covered by continuous, 

tiny hinge fractures, probably produced by use of the blades 

in a scraping motion. 

Ovate Blade, Pointed Stem 

Frequency. Cih. 1 (less than 0.1%). 

Illustration. Figure 62s. 

Provenience. General surface in the vicinity of Structures 

0-4 or 0-13 (see Boggs 1972:Figure 12 for locations of 

these structures). 

Form. Outline: ovate blade with tapered, pointed stem. 

The transverse and longitudinal sections are plano-convex. 

Dimensions. Length 14.3 cm, width 5.1 cm, width at 

shoulders 4.7 cm, thickness 1.1 cm. 

Comments. This point was made from an indeterminate blank 

of opaque white chert with brown veins. The specimen is 

very well finished, apparently by expert percussion flaking. 

Secondary retouch scars cover both faces. The base was 

thinned bifacially. Lateral edges were lightly ground. 

Comparative material. Five bifaces with ovate blades and 

pointed sterns were found at Chalchuapa, two excavated 
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specimens from verifiable Postclassic contexts (Sheets 

1978a:23, Figures 2b2, 3). These were made from macro

blade blanks. The Cihuatan specimen could have been made 

from a macroblade, but it could also have derived from a 

large flake. Intersite references for this form of biface 

have been summarized by Sheets (ibid., p. 23). The 

Cihuatan specimen is considerably larger than most formally 

comparable artifacts that have been previously reported. 

It most closely approximates the form and size of two 

specimens from Mayapan (Proskouriakoff 1962:Figures 27n, o). 

THE GROUNDSTONE INDUSTRY 

The Cihuatan-Santa Maria groundstone industry was 

based primarily on andesite which was shaped 

through pecking and grinding on most specimens. Although no 

groundstone workshop debris has been found at either site, 

the manufacture of groundstone implements was probably a 

local industry. Andesite is available in great quantity in 

the Central Basin. In fact, Cihuatan was built on a 

massive andesite outcrop. 

The analyzed collection consists of 42 artifacts, 

most of which were recovered in controlled surface 

collection of non-elite residential areas. Several 

important groundstone artifacts were recovered in the 

excavations of Cihuatan's West Ceremonial Center. The 
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collection tends heavily toward grinding stones--mostly 

manes and metates which were presumably used in the prep

aration of maize and other foodstuffs. Also included in 

the analyzed collection are a pestle, a mortar, a hammer

grinder, an abrader, a possible vessel fragment, a bark

beater, and two palettes. 

Since almost all groundstone artifacts were 

manufactured by pecking and grinding, these technological 

attributes form the highest level of taxonomic distinction. 

Typological divisions within the industry are based on 

morphological and functional criteria. Identifications of 

materials were made by Steven Perrigo and Paul Oburg who 

in 1979 were with the United States Peace Corps and the 

Salvadoran Natural History Museum. 

Grinding Stones 

Frequency. 38, Cih. 37, SM 1. Two metate fragments and 

one mane fragment from the Santa Maria investigations which 

were placed in storage at the end of the 1976 season could 

not be located when the analysis was begun. 

Manos 

Frequency. 10, Cih. 9 (2 complete, 7 fragmentary), SM 1 

(fragmentary). 



Ovoid, Convexo-Triangular 
Manos 

Frequency. 2, Cih. 1, SM 1 (both fragmentary). 

Illustration. Figure 63a. 

Provenience. Cih.: test pit, Zone 11 (north of West 

Ceremonial Center). SM: surface, Zone A. 
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Dimensions. Estimated length 17-20 cm. Width 7.1, 7.9 cm. 

Thickness 6.5, 6.0 cm. 

Comments. Transverse sections are convexo-triangular. 

Longitudinal sections are asymmetrically biconvex. Both 

were shaped by pecking with very little grinding. There 

are three potential grinding surfaces on a mano of this 
~ 

form, and all three were used on the Santa Maria specimen, 

while the Cihuatan specimen shows use-wear on only one 

face. Both are of dense andesite. 

Comparative material. Late Preclassic to Early Postclassic 

triangular manos from Chiapa de Corzo (Lee 1969:115-116, 

Figure 72) are quite similar in form. Lee cites Preclassic 

comparisons from central Mexico (ibid., p. 116). The 

persistence of this mano form into the Classic and 

Postclassic is indicated by comparable specimens reported 

from Altar de Sacrificios (Willey 1972:120, 124, Figures 

102a-c, 103a, b), Seibal (Willey 1978:72-73, Figures 67b, 

68f), Barton Ramie (Willey et al. 1965:462, 465, Figures 

285e, 287g), Mayapan (Proskouriakoff 1962:342, Figures llf, 

g, 13g-i), and Nopalera Cave (Garcia Cook 1967:112, Lamina 
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Figure 63. Groundstone. a, Ovoid, convexo-triangular 
mano. b, Rectangular, plano-convex mano. c, 
Rectangular, thin, biconvex mano. d, 
Rectangular, thick, biconvex mano. e, f, 
Elongate, oval to rectangular manos. g, 
Elongate, cylindrical mano. 
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XXXVIII, 6, Cuadro 10) . Similar specimens have also been 

found in the Rivas region of Nicaragua (Healy 1980:279-280, 

Figure 127c). 

Rectangular, Plana-Convex 
Mano 

Frequency. Cih. 1 (fragmentary). 

Illustration. Figure 63b. 

Provenience. Surface collection, Zone 11 (north of West 

Ceremonial Center). 

Dimensions. Estimated length 22 cm, width 8.2 cm, 

thickness 2.3 cm. 

Comments. Both sections are plano-convex but were probably 

originally biconvex. Shaping was by pecking and grinding 

at the edges. The lateral edges are squared and especially 

well ground. Use-wear occurs on both faces. The material 

is fairly dense andesite. 

Comparative material. At least two manos from Quelepa 

appear to be similar in form (Andrews V 1976:Figures 167a, 

g). Plana-convex manos from Barton Ramie (Willey et al. 

1965:462, Figures 288e-g) are quite similar. The form 

appears at Barton Ramie as early as the Preclassic and 

probably continues through the sequence to the Postclassic. 

At Altar de Sacrificios dated occurrences of similar 

specimens span the entire sequence, but most are Late 

Classic to Early Postclassic (Willey 1972:118-120, Figure 

103c). Comparable specimens from Seibal are, with one 



409 

exception, dated to the Late Classic (Willey 1978:72, 

Figure 70c). Certain specimens of the "flat type" manos 

from Uaxactun (Kidder 1947:34, Figures 17, 77a), which 

would date to the Classic period, also appear to be similar. 

Rectangular, Thin, 
Biconvex Mano 

Frequency. Cih. 1 (complete). 

Illustration. Figure 63c. 

Provencience. Surface collection, Zone 11 (north of West 

Ceremonial Center). 

Dimensions. Length 17.5 cm, width 9.9 cm, thickness 3.3 

cm. 

Comments. The transverse section is symmetrically biconvex 

with squared edges. The longitudinal section is symmetri

cally biconvex with squared ends. The specimen was shaped 

by pecking and grinding at the sides and the ends. Use

wear perpendicular to the axis occurs on both faces, but 

one face is more extensively worn than the other. The 

material is dense andesite. 

Comparative material. Sheets (1978a:28, Figure 3a5) has 

reported 13 rectangular, biconvex manos from Chalchuapa 

which, on the average, are somewhat thicker than the 

Cihuatan specimen. He draws a comparison with slightly 

larger specimens from Kaminaljuyu and San Agustin 

Acasaguastlan (ibid., p. 28). Three rnanos from Quelepa 

illustrated by Andrews V (1976:Figures 168k, 1, p) appear 
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to be similar in form. "Rectangular-thin" manos from 

Barton Ramie, dated to the Late Classic (Willey et al . 

1965:459, Figures 285c, 287e, f), also appear similar in 

form, as do comparable specimens from Altar de Sacrif i cios 

(Willey 1972:116, 118, Figures 99, lOOc-g) and Seibal 

(Willey 1978:65-66, Figures 67d, 68b 1 69a, 70b). A 

"blunt-ended" mane with quadrangular section from Mayapan 

is similar (Proskouriakoff 1962:340, Figure lld). 

Postclassic "loaf-shaped" manes from the Basin of Mexico 

(Tolstoy 1971:288, Figure 5k) are also comparable. 

Rectangular, Thick, 
Biconvex Mano 

Frequency. Cih. 1 (complete). 

Illustration. Figure 63d. 

Provenience. Southeast Patio. 

Dimensions. Length 15.3 cm, width 8.5 cm, thickness 5.0 cm. 

Comments. The transverse section is biconvex or ovate

rectangular. The longitudinal section is biconvex with 

rounded ends. The mane was carefully pecked and ground at 

the sides and the ends and has use-wear on both faces. It 

is made of moderately dense andesite. 

Comparative material. Rectangular, biconvex manes from 

Chalchuapa (Sheets 1978a:28, Figure 3a5) are almost as 

thick as this specimen and could be compared with it as 

well as the previously described mane. At least one 

similar specimen was found at Quelepa (Andrews V 1976: 
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1976:Figure 168e). "Rectangular-thick" manos from Barton 

Ramie, which are dated to the Late Classic, are quite 

similar in form but slightly longer (Willey et al. 1965:457, 

459, Figures 285d, 287c, d). The same comparison applies 

to "thick-ovate-rectangular" manos from Altar de 

Sacrificios (Willey 1972:118, Figures 101, 102d, e) and 

Seibal (Willey 1978:66-67, Figures 67a, 68a, 70a, 71, 72) 

where, at both sites, mo~t are dated to the Late or Terminal 

Classic, but some occur as early as the Late Middle 

Preclassic. "Oval with plain end" manos from Chiapa de 

Corzo (Lee 1969:114-115, Figure 70) are probably also 

comparable, but they are dated from the Early Preclassic to 

the Protoclassic. Similarly shaped manes have been 

reported by Healy (1980:278-279, Figure 127b) from the 

Rivas Isthmus in Nicaragua where they enjoy a long lifespan 

from the Early Polychrome to the Late Polychrome period. 

Another Central American comparison is with the molett e s a 

section ovale from Los Naranjos, Honduras (Baudez and 

Becquelin 1973:381, Figures 134f, h, i, 14lc-h) where t hey 

run through the sequence from the Preclassic to the 

Postclassic. 

Elongate, Oval to 
Rectanguloid Manos 

Frequency. Cih. 3 (all fragment ary). 

Illustrations. Figures 63e, f. 

Provenience. Surface collection, Zone 11 (north of West 



Ceremonial Center). 

Dimensions. Estimated length 23, 24, 24 cm. Width 5.9, 

5.9, 7.9 cm. Thickness 4.3, 6.0, 6.9 cm. 
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Comments. Transverse sections are oval to rectanguloid. 

Longitudinal sections are plano-convex or slightly - bi

convex. All were shaped by pecking at the ends and the 

sides and by light to heavy grinding. One specimen was not 

ground at the ends. Two were used on both faces, bhe other 

on one face only. One was made from fairly dense andesite, 

the other two from slightly vesicular andesite. 

Comparative material. Sheets (1978a:29, Figure 3b2) has 

reported nine similar manos from Chalchuapa which date 

from the Middle Preclassic to the Postclassic. He compares 

them to specimens from Kaminaljuyu, Zaculeu, Barton Ramie, 

and Tehuacan (ibid., p. 29). The Zaculeu specimens, 

however, compare more closely with the elongate, cylindrical 

manos described below. 

Elongate, Cylindrical Manos 

Frequency. Cih. 2 (1 complete, 1 fragmentary). 

Illustration. Figure 63g. 

Provenience. Structure P-2, North Ballcourt. 

Dimensions. Length of complete specimen 22.8 cm. Diameter 

8.2, 8.8 cm. 

Comments. Transverse sections are circular, or nearly so. 

Longitudinal sections are biplane with squared ends. Both 
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were very carefully shaped by fine pecking and grinding. 

Both were polished from use on only one face, but use-wear 

is not extensive and has not altered the circular cross 

section. The unusually fine craftmanship that went into 

the manufacture of these artifacts and the contexts in 

which they were found strongly suggest that they served a 

ritual function. Both were made of very dense andesite. 

Comparative material. Three similar specimens were found 

on the surface at Quelepa (Andrews V 1976:163, Figures 

164q, r, 169r, v, w). The 16 cylindrical manos found in 

Postclassic contexts at Zaculeu are identical (Woodbury and 

Trik 1953:223, Figure 279r'). Like the Cihuatan specimen 

found at Structure P-2, the excavated specimens from 

Zaculeu were found in association with legged metates 

(ibid., pp. 221-223). Proskouriakoff (1962:347, Figures 

21b, 22a) has reported four cylindrical manos from Mayapan. 

Metates 

Frequency. Cih. 24 (all fragmentary). 

Rimmed or Trough Metates 

Frequency. Cih. 11 (all fragmentary). 

Illustration. Figures 64a, b. 

Provenience. Southeast Patio (1), surface collection, Zone 

11 (north of West Ceremonial Center) (9) and Zone 14 (1). 

Dimensions. Estimated length 30-55 cm, mean 33.3 cm, 



Figure 64. Groundstone. a, b, Rimmed or trough rnetates. 
c, Flat slab, legless rnetate. d, Legged 
rnetate. e, Bell-shaped pestle. f, Mortar. 
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g, Discoidal hammer-grinder. h, Purnic abrader 
(?) • 
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standard deviation 2.43 (6 measurements). Estimated 

width 19-28 cm, mean 23.2 cm, standard deviation 3.23 (8 

measurements). Basal thickness 2.6-7.3 cm, mean 4.55 cm, 

standard deviation 1.25 (9 measurements). Height 5.4-10.5 

cm, mean 8.52 cm, standard deviation, 1.58 (9 measurements). 

Comments. All are oval to rectanguloid in outline, and 

their grinding surfaces are the same shape. All have 

raised rims at the sides, and seven are rimmed at the end. 

The rims were created by the gradual wearing down of the 

grinding surface. Since they are fragmentary, it is 

unknown whether they were rimmed at both ends or at one end 

only. The grinding surface of one specimen intersects an 

open end, but it may have been rimmed at the opposite end. 

All have rounded backs. Eight have flat bases, while three 

have irregular bases. All were shaped by pecking arid 

grinding at the backs and the bases, and shaping was more 

extensive on flat-based specimens. Use-wear within the 

grinding surface derives from reciprocal motion parallel to 

the axis. The material varies from slightly to moderately 

vesicular andesite. 

Comparative material. Sheets (1978a:30-31, Figures 3h4, 5, 

3cl-4) has reported 15 rimmed and 11 trough metates from 

Chalchuapa where rimmed specimens (with their grinding 

surfaces entirely rimmed) are apparently no later in date 

than the Preclassic. Comparable rimmed 1.rnetates from 

Tehuacan also date to the Preclassic (MacNeish et al. 1967: 
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120, Figures 96, lower left, 99, lower). True rimmed 

metates are rare at Mayapan, and open-ended trough metates 

are common (Proskouriakoff 1962:337-338, Figure 8). On the 

basis of these data and comparisons, it seems unlikely that 

the Cihuatan specimens were completely rimmed. 

Unsupported basin metates from Quelepa (Andrews V 

1976:161, Figures 164a-k, 165) are similar, and possibly 

comparable specimens have also been reported from Los 

Llanitos (Longyear 1944:39). The general metate type at 

San Agustin Acasaguastlan is the trough (Smith and Kidder 

1943:167, Figure 35c). Similar metates have also been 

reported from Los Naranjos by Baudez and Becquelin (1973: 

379-380, Figures 134a, b, 135b, c, 136b, c, 140a-c, 14li-l) 

and from the Rivas region of Nicaragua by Healy (1980:274, 

Figure 125a). 

The "basin-shaped" form is very common in the Maya 

lowlands (Kidder 1947:33, Figures 15, 76g; Willey et al. 

1965:453-456, Figures 283, 284; Willey 1972:106-110, 

Figures 90, 91a, b, 92; 1978:57-62, Figures 61-64). The 

most commonly used materials in the lowlands, where 

andesite is exotic, are quartzite, limestone, and sandstone. 

Flat Slab, Legless Metate 

Frequency. Cih. 1 (fragmentary). 

Illustration. Figure 64c. 

Provenience. surface collection, Zone 11 (north of West 
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Ceremonial Center). 

Dimensions. Estimated length 25 cm, estimated width 1 8-20 

cm, thickness 2.9 cm. 

Comments. This specimen was carefully and extensively 

shaped at the back and the base by pecking and grinding. 

It is rectangular in outline, and the back and the base are 

flat. The base is polished, presumably from friction 

against a hard surface. The material is slightly vesicular, 

very crystalline andesite. 

Comparative material. Zier (1978:91-92) has described 

legless, slab metates from the Zapotitan Basin of El 

Salvador. Healy (1980:275-276, Figures 125c, 126e, f) has 

reported 13 "thin-flat" metate fragments from the Rivas 

region of Nicaragua, but he thinks that they are probably 

from legged metates. Willey (1972:110-111, Figure 94) has 

reported similar specimens from Altar de Sacrificios, but 

they do not seem to have the characteristic flat back seen 

on the Cihuatan specimen. 

Legged Metates 

Frequency. Cih. 11 (all fragmentary). 

Illustration. Figure 64d. 

Provenience. Structure P-2 (1), surface collection, Zone 

11 (north of West Ceremonial Center) (10). 

Dimensions. Estimated length 30-41 cm, mean 33 cm, 

standard deviation 4.1 (5 measurements). Width 17.9-27.0 
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cm, mean 21.6 cm, standard deviation 3.4 (5 measurements). 

Basal thickness 2.0-4.7 cm, mean 3.35 cm, standard 

deviation 0.6 (8 measurements). Height 5.9-10.0 cm, mean 

8.06 cm, standard deviation 1.6 (5 measurements). 

Comments. The grinding stones are rectangular in outline, 

and the working surface extends to the ends and sides. 

Wear does not overlap the edges as one would expect if 

these metates had been used with "overhanging" or "dogbone" 

manos. All have flat backs and bases which were very 

carefully shaped by pecking and grinding. The grinding 

surfaces are generally flat or slightly concave, but one is 

strongly longitudinally curved or · "saddle-shaped." The 

legs or supports are generally rectanguloid in section, 

although some are trianguloid. Two ·specimens are of very 

vesicular andesite. The others are of slightly to 

moderately vesicular and fairly dense andesite. 

Comparative material. Four similar legged metates from 

Chalchuapa have been reported by Sheets (1978a:31-32, 

Figures 3c5, 3dl) who summarizes the intersite distribution 

of the type. In general, legged metates are believed to 

date primarily to the Late Classic and Postclassic (cf. 

Willey 1972:115-116; 1978:55). An excavated specimen from 

Quelepa (Andrews V 1976:161) appears to predate the Late 

Classic. In the Rivas Isthmus of Nicaragua, legged 

metates are considerably earlier (Healy 1980:274-275, 

Figure 125b). Legged rnetates are much more common in 
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lower Central America than in Mesoamerica (Stone and Balser 

1957). These data suggest a diffusion of the type into 

Mesoamerica from the south. 

Elongate Metate Leg 

Frequency. Cih. 1. 

Illustration. None. 

Provenience. Surface collection, Zone 11 (north of West 

Ceremonial Center). 

Dimensions. Length 15.0 cm, width 4.7-9.0 cm, thickness 

3.0-5.0 cm. 

Comments. This tall metate support is unlike the squatty 

legs on the previously described legged metates. It has a 

tapered quadrilateral outline and is rectanguloid in 

section. The support was very carefully shaped by pecking 

and grinding on all surfaces. Its base is worm smooth, 

presumably from prolonged contact and friction against a 

hard surface. The material is dense andesite. 

Comparative material. Identical tapered, elongate supports 

were found on tripod metates from Postclassic contexts at 

Zaculeu (Woodbury and Trik 1953:221-222, Figure 2790, p, 

r). Similar supports are also known on legged rnetates from 

Mayapan (Proskouriakoff 1962:347, Figures 21a, b). 

Other Grinding Stones 

Frequency. Cih. 4 (3 complete, 1 fragmentary). 



Bell-Shaped Pestle 

Frequency. Cih. 1 (complete). 

Illustration. Figure 64e. 

Provenience. Surface collection, Zone 14. 

Dimensions. Length 6.4 cm, diameter 4.0 cm. 
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Comments. The specimen was shaped by pecking and grinding. 

Use-wear is indicative of a rocking and sliding motion. 

The material is slightly vesicular andesite. 

Comparative material. This pestle is similar in form and 

use-wear to a "miniature bell-shaped pestle" reported by 

Sheets (1978a:32-33, Figure 3d5) from Chalchuapa. The 

Cihuatan specimen is slightly larger. Another comparable 

pestle has been reported from Mayapan by Proskouriakoff 

(1962:339, Figure 10a). Small pestles have also been 

reported by Healy (1980:281-282, Plate 13a) from the 

Isthmus of Rivas. Small bell-shaped pestles are known from 

Teotihuacan (Tolstoy 1971:289), and a "tapered spool

shaped" pestle from Postclassic Chiconautla, central Mexico, 

is very similar to the Cihuatan specimen (ibid., Figure Sm). 

Mortar 

Frequency. Cih. 1 (2 fragments of a single specimen). 

Illustration. Figure 64f. 

Provenience. Surface collection, Zone 11 (north of West 

Ceremonial Center). 

Dimensions. Diameter 17-18 cm, basal thickness 4.1-4.6 cm, 



height 5.8 cm, diameter of worked area approximately 12.0 

cm, depth of worked area 1.1 cm. 

Comments. The outline is approximately circular, and the 

grinding surface is surrounded by a raised rim. The 

rounded back and flat base were shaped by careful pecking 

and grinding. Use-wear consists of circular striations 

within the concave grinding area. The material is 

moderately dense andesite. 
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Comparative material. A very similar mortar, but slightly 

smaller, has been reported from Chalchuapa by Sheets (1978a: 

33-34, Figure 3d3). A small mortar, deeper than either the 

Cihuatan or the Chalchuapa specimen, is known from Quelepa 

(Andrews V 1976:163, 165, Figures 169t, 170b). Small 

mortars have been reported from Tajumulco (Dutton and Hobbs 

1943:47), but in the absence of illustrations a precise 

comparison cannot be drawn with these specimens. Lee 

(1969:120, Figure 81) has described and illustrated small 

mortars from Chiapa de Corzo, and one specimen appears to 

be comparable (ibid., Figure 81b). For further intersite 

references see Sheets (1978a:34) and Lee (1969:120). 

Discoidal Hammer-Grinder 

Frequency. Cih. 1 (complete). 

Illustration. Figure 64g. 

Provenience. Southeast Patio. 

Dimensions. Diameter 8.7 cm, thickness 3.3 cm. 
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Comments. The outline is roughly circular. The cross 

section is irregularly biplano with flat to rounded ends. 

Both faces were pecked, and the circumferential edge was 

pecked and ground. Use-wear consists of grinding on one 

face and heavy battering along the edge. The specimen was 

made from dense andesite. 

Comparative material. Discoidal hammerstones from Piedras 

Negras (W. R. Coe 1959:36, Figures 40a, b, e) are very 

similar. Groundstone discs from Tehuacan (MacNeish et al. 

1967:126, Figure 106) are similar in size and shape but 

apparently show no evidence of use as hammerstones. 

"Circular hammer-grinders" from Barton Ramie (Willey et al. 

1965:465, Figures 289d-f), which are subspherical, are not 

comparable in form but may have been comparable in function. 

The same may be said for "spherical" hammerstones from 

Uaxactun (Kidder 1947:37, Figures 78d, e). 

Pumice Abrader (?) 

Frequency. Cih. 1 (complete). 

Illustration. Figure 64h. 

Provenience. Southeast Patio. 

Dimensions. Length 11.6 cm, width 6.8 cm, thickness 6.5 cm. 

Comments. The specimen is rectanguloid in outline. The 

transverse section is oval, and the longitudinal section is 

biplano with squared ends. Grinding is evident on all 

surfaces, and use-wear could not be distinguished from 



grinding which occurred in shaping the artifact. The 

material is vesicular pumice. 
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Comparative material. Sheets (1978a:34, Figure 4al) has 

described and illustrated five "vesicular abraders" of 

very vesicular andesite from Chalchuapa, and he cites 

further comparisons. A rectangular pumice "mano" from Los 

Llanitos (Longyear 1944:39) may be comparable. Pumice 

"smoothing stones" of various sizes and shapes have been 

reported from Chiapa de Corzo by Lee (1969:127, Figure 86). 

Proskouriakoff (1962:348, Figure 22e) has reported a 

"rubbing stone" of vesicular lava from Mayapan. 

Miscellaneous Groundstone Artifacts 

Vessel, Stool, or 
Metate Fragment 

Frequency. Cih. 1 (fragmentary). 

Illustration. Figure 65a. 

Provenience. Structure P-1. 

Dimensions. Length of segment 7.2 cm, thickness 1.3 cm. 

Comments. This is apparently a fragment of the base of an 

open, "latticed" ring support for a bowl or stool (duho), 

or possibly an element of a "flying panel" from the under

side of an elaborately decorated metate. The basal and 

interior surfaces were pecked and well ground. The exterior 

surface was shaped by pecking and was only lightly ground. 

A pecked groove encircles the exterior rim. 
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Figure 65. Groundstone (a-d) and Ground and Polished 
Stone (e-n). a, Vessel, stool, or metate 
fragment. b, Barkbeater. c, d, Palettes (?). 
e-h, Celts. i, Incised plaque. j, sub
spherical bead. k, Tubular bead. 1, Flat, 
trapezoidal bead. m, Unfinished, hexagonal 
bead. n, Sawed rock. 
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Comparative material. Examples of similar "latticed" 

decoration may be found on metates from the Atlantic 

Watershed and Diqu{s region of Costa Rica and the Chiriqu{ 

and Veraguas regions of Panama (Stone 1958; Stone and 

Balser 1957). 

Barkbeater Head 

Frequency. Cih. 1 (complete). 

Illustrations. Figures 65b, 66. 

Provenience. Southeast Patio. 

Dimensions. Length 8.0 cm, width 6.2 cm, thickness 4.2 cm, 

lateral groove width 0.6-1.6 cm, lateral groove depth 0.3 

cm. 

Comments. The outline is oval. The transverse section is 

asymmetrically biconvex, and the longitudinal section is 

plano-convex. The single working surface, which is convex 

in section, was scored with 12 longitudinal, parallel 

grooves spaced an average of 2.7 mm apart. The lateral 

edges are three-quarter grooved to accommodate a racquet

type handle which was probably responsible for smoothing 

within the groove. The working surface is nicked and 

smoothed from use. The flat, unscored surface was pecked 

and ground but shows no use-wear. The material is very 

dense andesite. 

Comparative material. From the Middle Preclassic on, 

barkbeaters are an important Mesoamerican culture trait. 



428 

Figure 66. Groundstone barkbeater head. 
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On present distributional evidence, the earliest occur

rences of barkbeaters in Mesoamerica appear to be on the 

Pacific slope of Central America (Tolstoy 1963:660; Sheets 

1978a:40). Summaries of intersite distribution have been 

provided by Willey et al. (1965:471), Lee (1969:129, 131), 

Willey (1972:125, 127), and Sheets (1978a:40). 

Mesoamerican barkbeaters are more often rectangular, 

rather than oval, in outline. A fragment of an oval or 

ovoid specimen, possibly dating to the Postclassic, has 

been reported from Barton Ramie (Willey et al. 1965:471, 

Figure 293f). Oval barkbeaters are also known from Altar 

de Sacrificios (Willey 1972:125, 127) and Seibal (Willey 

1978:80). These are dated mostly to the Late Classic, but 

one is from a secure Late Preclassic context (Willey 1972: 

125,127). The oval form predominates among the 11 

specimens reported from Postclassic Mayapan (Proskouriakoff 

1962:344-345, Figure 16). An oval barkbeater from Los 

Naranjos, Honduras (Baudez and Becquelin 1973:383, Figure 

143q), from a Late Preclassic or Early Classic context, 

closely approximates the size and shape of the Cihuatan 

specimen, but the Honduras specimen is scored on both faces. 

Palettes (?) 

Frequency. Cih. 2 (1 complete, 1 fragmentary). 

Illustrations. Figures 65c, d. 

Provenience. Southeast Patio and general surface.· 



Dimensions. Length of complete specimen 10.5 cm. Width 

3.9, 3.85 cm. Thickness 1.2, 0.7 cm. 
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Comments. Both are rectangular in outline. The complete 

specimen has one squared end and one rounded one. The 

fragmentary specimen has a rounded end. Both are plano

convex in transverse and longitudinal section. The ends of 

the complete specimen appear to have been cut with an 

"abrader saw" and then ground smooth. All edges and the 

flat bases were ground. The long edges of the complete 

specimen were beveled from the top; all other edges are 

flat. The asymmetrically convex working areas of both 

specimens have fine longitudinal striations which are 

visible under 16X magnification. One is of schist and the 

other is of a fine-grained igneous rock. 

Comparative material. Similar specimens have been reported 

from Chiapa de Corzo by Lee (1969:120, 123, Figure 82). 

The palettes from Zaculeu (Woodbury and Trik 1953:259-260, 

Figures 150, 279h) are very different in form. 

THE GROUND AND POLISHED STONE INDUSTRY 

In contrast to the groundstone industry of Cihuatan 

and Santa Maria, which was based largely on locally 

available materials, the ground and polished stone industry 

was based on rare or exotic materials. A technological 

variable which distinguishes ground and polished stone from 

groundstone artifacts is that the former were usually 
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carefully and extensively polished after they were cut or 

ground to shape. 

The collection of analyzed ground and polished 

stone artifacts is very small, consisting of 17 specimens. 

All but one are from Cihuatan. The artifacts include 

celts, an incised plaque, beads, a small polished object, 

and a piece of sawed rock. Identifications of the materials 

from which the artifacts were made are by Steven Perrigo 

and Paul Oburg. 

Celts 

Frequency. Cih. 9 (6 complete, 3 fragmentary). 

Illustrations. Figures 65e-h. 

Provenience. Structure P-1 (3), general surface (6). 

Dimensions. One incomplete specimen was over 14 cm in 

length. Length of complete specimens 4.5-9.8 cm, mean 

6.75 cm, standard deviation 1.77 (6 measurements). Width 

2.6-5.0 cm, mean 4.06 cm, standard deviation 0.9 (8 

measurements). Thickness 1.1-3.1 cm, mean 2.07 cm, standard 

deviation 0.65 (8 measurements). 

Comments. Outlines are trapezoidal with some lateral edges 

slightly convex. All expand toward the bit. Transverse 

sections are biconvex or lenticular and plano-convex. 

Longitudinal sections are biconvex and biplano. Shaping 

was by grinding which is usually quite evident on the polls 

and at the edges. Polishing usually extends up both faces 
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from one-half to two-thirds of the way from the bit to the 

poll. Three specimens were polished along the full length 

of both faces. Use-wear on the bits consists of the 

following patterns: one is broken, two are chipped, three 

are abraded and nicked, two are slightly abraded, and one 

is so eroded that use-wear is obscured. Materials include 

four specimens of jadeite, one of soapstone, one of granite, 

one of a quartz-base, fine grained igneous rock (possibly 

granitic), one of a black stone with green veins (possibly 

nephrite), and one of eroded, unidentifiable material. 

Comparative material. G. E. Hernandez (1975) excavated 

eight stone celts from a cache associated with Structure 

P-20 at Cihuatan. Bruhns (1980a:101) has reported finding 

a ''coarse stone celt and a roughly trapezoidal cobble with 

some initial pecking on it, perhaps a blank for a celt" in 

excavations of Structure SE-1 (HP-102). 

Andrews V (1976:165, Figures 169s, 170a, c, 171c, 

d, g-k) has reported four celts from excavations at Quelepa 

and four in a private collection which are probably from 

the site. One large specimen (ibid., Figure 171d) is 

comparable in size and morphology to the long, fragmentary 

celt from Cihuatan, mentioned above. The remainder of the 

Quelepa celts are similar to the majority of those known 

from Cihuatan. Four small celts have been reported from 

Chalchuapa by Sheets (1978a:37, Figure 5bl) who cites 

extensive comparisons. Similar specimens have also been 
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reported from Chiapa de Corzo by Lee (1969:133-135, Figures 

93, 94a-d) who lists further intersite references. 

One Cihuatan specimen, which measures 4.5-by-2.6-by

l.l cm, may approach the requisite thinness to be comparable 

with the "thin celts" from Chalchuapa which appear to date 

to the Late Classic and Postclassic (Sheets 1978a:37, 

Figure 5b2). Comparable specimens with similar datings 

have been reported from Barton Ramie (Willey et al. 1965: 

472, 476, Figures 294d, e), Altar de Sacrificios (Willey 

1972:130, 132-133, Figures _113a-c)., and Seibal (Willey 

1978:86, 88-89, Figures 89, right, 9lb-f). 

Celt Fragment 

Frequency. SM 1. 

Illustration. None. 

Provenience. Surface, Zone A. 

Comments. This is a chip of jadeite from the bit end of a 

celt. 

Comparative material. None. 

Incised Plague 

Frequency. Cih. 1 (2 fragments of a single specimen). 

Illustrations. Figures 65i, 67. 

Provenience. Southeast Patio. 

Dimensions. Estimated length 8.0 cm, estimated width 4.6 

cm, thickness 1.0 cm. 
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Figure 67. Ground and Polished Stone Incised Plaque. 



---5 cm 



Comments. The shape is rectanguloid with one intact end 

rounded. Sections are biplane. The specimen was 

apparently sawed from a tabular piece of feldspar. The 
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two flat surfaces were ground and polished, and one face 

was incised after polishing. The intact edges were beveled 

from top to bottom, and two shallow grooves were cut into 

the long edge. 

The incised, or scratched, motif is a realistic 

representation of a human face in full frontal view. An 

interesting detail is the depiction of a tubular noseplug. 

The design below the face portrays clasped hands. Two 

grooved semi-circles at the side of the face and above the 

hands probably represent an earspool and a pectoral, 

respectively. A rectangular pendant is shown attached to 

the earspool. The motif has the character of doodl i ng but 

is quite expertly done. 

Comparative material. None. 

Beads 

Beads are represented by three finished specimens 

of varying shapes and an unfinished specimen. 

Subspherical Bead 

Frequency. Cih. 1. 

Illustrations. Figures 65j, 68. 

Provenience. Southeast Patio. 
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Figure 68. Ground and Polished Stone beads. 



I --

• 

5 cm 



440 

Dimensions. Length 0.9 cm, diameter 0.75 cm, hole diameter 

0.25 cm. 

Comments. Made from a jadeite pebble or cobble, the bead 

was drilled biconically after it was shaped and polished. 

Comparative material. See Sheets (1978a:43). 

Tubular Bead 

Frequency. Cih. 1. 

Illustrations. Figures 65k, 68. 

Provenience. Surface collection, Zone 11 (north of West 

Ceremonial Center). 

Dimensions. Length 1.4 cm, diameter 0.8 cm, hole diameter 

0.25-0.3 cm. 

Comments. The shape is that of a thick-walled tube. Made 

from a jadeite pebble or cobble, the specimen is especially 

well polished and was apparently straight-drilled. 

Comparative material. See Sheets (1978a:43). 

Flat, Trapezoidal Bead 

Frequency. Cih. 1. 

Illustrations. Figures 65 1, 68. 

Provenience. General surface. 

Dimensions. Length 0.9 cm, width 0.8 cm, thickness 0.4 cm, 

hole diameter 0.15 cm. 

Comments. The specimen was made from a jadeite pebble or 

cobble and is not well polished. It was drilled conically, 

that is, almost completely drilled from one face and then 
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turned over and the hole opened from the opposite face. 

Comparative material. A flat, rectangular bead from Altar 

de Sacrificios (Willey 1972:143, 146, Figure 128p) is 

similar. Generally, although discoidal beads are fairly 

common, flat angular beads appear to be rare in Mesoamerica. 

Unfinished Hexagonal Bead 

Frequency. Cih. 1. 

Illustrations. Figures 65m, 68. 

Provenience. General surface. 

Dimensions. Length 1.15 cm, diameter 1.4 cm, perforation 

diameter 0.2 cm. 

Comments. The material is muscovite mica. The ends were 

ground flat. Six ground facets of varying size comprise 

the lateral edges. A perforation was drilled to a depth 

of 0.2 cm in one end. 

Comparative material. None. 

Greenstone Object 

Frequency. Cih. 1. 

Illustration. None. 

Provenience. Southeast Patio. 

Dimensions. Maximum diameter 1.1 cm, minimum diameter 0.3 

cm. 

Comments. An irregularly shaped nodule of greenstone (not 

jadeite) was polished on all surfaces. There was no further 



modification. 

Comparative material. None. 

Sawed Rock 

Frequencv. Cih. 1. 

Illustration. Figure 65n. 

Provenience. Structure P-5 (North Ballcourt). 
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Dimensions. Length 1.9 cm, width 2.0 cm, thickness 0.95 cm. 

Comments. The material is a chunk of metamorphic rock with 

feldspar inside and muscovite outside. The ends were sawed 

and there was no further modification of the object. 

Comparative material. None. 

THE WORKED BONE INDUSTRY 

Included in this category are worked mammal long

bones, sea mammal bone, a bird bone, and a fish vertebra. 

The 65 specimens which comprise this industry were all 

found in the fill of the east alley of the Southeast Patio 

at Cihuatan. They were encountered during the last few 

days of the 1979 excavation season, and there was no time 

in El Salvador to have them examined by a zoologist. The 

general identifications "mammal longbone," "bird bo.ne ) " and 

"fish vertebra" were confirmed by Dr. J. c. Driver, 

Department of Archaeology, Simon Fraser University, who 

examined photographs of the objects. The sea mammal bone 

was identified independently by Dr. M. C. Wilson, Department 
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of Geology, University of Calgary and Mrs. E. L. NicholJs, 

Department of Biology, University of Calgary, who examined 

several fragments of the bone. 

Bone Tubes 

Frequency. Cih. 35 (all fragmentary). 

The worked bone tubes, all but one of which were 

made from mammal longbones, are divided into plain and 

incised-carved categories. 

Plain Bone Tubes 

Frequency. Cih. 8. 

Illustrations. Figures 69a-c. 

These tubes vary from circular to oval to quadri

lateral in transverse section. Seven were cut from mammal 

longbones, the marrow removed, and the exterior surfaces 

ground lengthwise. The only one with an intact extremity 

was ground at the end. The eighth specimen is a hollow 

bird bone which was snapped at both ends and ground on the 

outside. Polishing on all plain bone tubes is minimal, 

probably derived from handling them. 

The mammal longbone tubes range from 1.8 to 2.5 cm 

in (incomplete) length and 0.85 to 1.2 cm in diarn,=ter. The 

bird bone tube is 6.7 cm in length and 0.9 cm in diameter. 

Plain bone tubes have been reported from Middle 

Preclassic contexts at Chalchuapa by Sheets (1978a:48, 
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Figure 69. Worked Bone. a-c, Plain bone tubes. d-j, 
Incised-carved bone tubes. k, Fish vertebra. 
1, Marine mammal bone disc. 
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Figures 5el, 2, 8e2), but with an average length of 2.1 

cm, they are apparently complete specimens and therefore 

dissimilar. Longer plain bone tubes have been found at 

Zaculeu (Woodbury and Trik 1953:276, Figures 284k-n, q), 

Barton Ramie (Willey et al. 1965:494, 496, Figures 305n-s), 

Altar de Sacrificios (Willey 1972:234-235, Figures 20li, j), 

Mayapan (Proskouriakoff 1962:375, Figures 38k, 40e, g) , . and 

Chiapa de Corzo (Lee 1969:164-165, Figures 122a-c, e). 

Incised-Carved Bone Tubes 

Frequency. Cih. 27. 

Illustrations. Figures 69d-j. 

The transverse sections of these decorated bone 

tubes are the same as those described for plain bone tubes. 

In fact, the latter may be nothing more than undecorated 

segments of the former. All were made from mammal longbones 

in the same manner as the plain tubes, and an incised and/or 

carved motif was added to the exteriors. The intact 

extremities of six specimens were ground smooth. 

The simplest motif consists of parallel incised 

lines which span the length of one specimen. Such parallel 

incisions frame incised dashes and circles on six samples. 

One is plain except for carved yoke-like motifs at the 

end. Another has a broad-incised, "plaited" motif and 

bears traces of red pigment. One has a fine-incised shield

like motif from which diagonal lines radiate out to two 
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pair of circumferential incised lines. One was carved in 

high relief with encircling bands flanked by circular 

elements at each end. Three specimens have feather-like 

designs carved in high relief combined with deeply incised 

circumferential bands and incised panels of dashed lines 

with punctate dots. The remaining 13 specimens are small 

fragments which bear one or more of these designs and 

decorative techniques. 

The largest (incomplete) specimen measures 7.6 cm 

in length. Diameters range from 1.4 to 1.7 cm. 

One incised bone tube from Chalchuapa has deep 

circumferential bands and is similar to some of the 

Cihuatan specimens (Sheets 1978a:49, Figure 8fl). None of 

the other decorated bone tubes from Chalchuapa are 

comparable. Similar specimens, five with simple encircling 

incised lines and two with "deep, heavy, multiple line 

scoring," have been reported from Barton Ramie (Willey et 

al. 1965:496, Figures 395a-e, j, k). A bone tube from 

Chiapa de Corzo (Lee 1969:166, Figure 123, upper, second 

from left) has a "carved plaited" motif. A similar design 

occurs on two worked bone tubes from Zaculeu (Woodbury and 

Trik 1953:276, Figures 2840, p). 

Marine Mammal Bone Disc(s) 

Frequency. Cih. 29 (all fragmentary). 

Illustration. Figure 69 1. 
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These fragments represent one or more plano-convex 

discs made from the intervertebral epiphysis of a whale, . 

dolphin, or porpoise (Cetacea). All edges and surfaces were 

ground smooth. One fragment bears a channel 1.8 cm in width 

and 0.15 cm in depth cut into the convex surface. It pre

sumably encircled the periphery of the complete specimen. 

Red pigment adheres to some of the fragments. Maximum 

thicknesses of the 10 largest specimens are 1.3 to 1.9 cm. 

Fish Vertebra 

Frequency. Cih. 1 (complete). 

Illustration. Figure 69k. 

This is a vertebra from a large fish. It measures 

1.6 cm in length and 1.2 cm in diameter. The centrum was 

hollowed out and one end was ground. A similar specimen 

has been reported from Chalchuapa by Sheets (1978a:52, 

Figure 5e5). 

THE FIRED CLAY INDUSTRY 

Included in the analyzed collection of 104 fired 

clay artifacts are net weights, spheres, spindle whorls, a 

solid disc, and a ring-like object. Artifacts of this 

industry which were not analyzed include fired clay almenas 

("merlons") and fragments of tubular drain pipes. 



Net Weights 

Frequency. Cih. 59 (48 complete, 11 fragmentary). 

Illustrations. Figures 70a-e. 

Provenience. Southeast Patio (55), Structure P-2, North 

Ballcourt, surface collection, Zone 11 (north of West 

Ceremonial Center), surface collection, Zone 14. 
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Paste. Same as that of the Las Lajas Coarse ceramic group. 

Surface treatment. All specimens were well smoothed. 

Form and dimensions. Most (50 specimens) are spherical. 

Five are subspherical with flattened ends. Three are 

"hybrids" with one hemisphere rounded and the other 

flattened. One is biconical. All are grooved around the 

mid-section. 

Maximum diameter (perpendicular to groove) 2.3-4.3 

cm, mean 3.25 cm, standard deviation 0.5 (56 measurements). 

Minimum diameter (parallel to groove) 2.2-3.5 cm, mean 

2.77 cm, standard deviation 0.33 (55 measurements). The 

width of the groove of the biconical specimen is 2.4 cm; 

others range from 0.4 to 1.1 cm, mean 0.72 cm, standard 

deviation 0.13 (58 measurements). Weight 24.0-70.4 g, 

mean 40.1 g, standard deviation 11.8 (41 measurements). 

Comments. These objects are assumed to be weights for 

casting nets, although they could conceivably have served 

as plumbs. The wide range of variation in weight is 

suggestive that they were used to weight nets of varying 



Figure 70. Fired Clay. a-e, Net weights. 
Spindle whorls. h, Solid disc. 
object. 
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sizes. 

Comparative material. Bruhns (1980a:96-97, Figure 36d) has 

also mentioned and illustrated fired clay net weights from 

Cihuatan. Identical specimens have been reported from Naco 

by Strong, Kidder, and Paul (1938:34, Plate 4-1) who refer 

to them as "bobbins" and by Hender son et al. ( 19 7 9 : Figure 

3b). Very similar net weights are also known from Chiapa 

de Corzo (Navarrete 1966:79, Figure 87d) and from Tres 

Zapotes (Weiant 1943:117-118, Plate 65, lower right). 

Spheres 

Frequency. Cih. 38 (37 complete, 1 fragmentary). 

Illustration. Figure 70f. 

Provenience. Southeast Patio (31), Structure P-2 (2), no 

provenience (5). 

Paste. Sarne as that of the Tarnulasco Plain ceramic group. 

Surface treatment. Eight specimens were smoothed but not 

polished. Thirty were smoothed, slipped reddish brown, and 

well polished. Seven of the slipped and polished specimens 

were conspicuously marked with a small black dot. 

Form and dimensions. All are spheriaal in form. Diameter 

1.1-1.7 cm, mean 1.24 cm, standard deviation 0.11 (37 

measurements). 

Comments. The obvious care with which most of these small 

clay balls were finished would seem to preclude their 

interpretation as rattles for hollow vessel supports or as 
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blowgun pellets. The eight unpolished specimens may have 

served such functions. I would speculate that the remainder 

were gaming pieces and very possibly were used in the game 

of patolli. 

Comparative material. Seven identical fired clay spheres 

have been reported from Chalchuapa by Sheets (1978a:68, 

Figures 10e2, 3) who cites further comparisons. 

Spindle Whorls 

Frequency. 5, Cih. 4, SM 1 (all complete). 

Illustrations. Figure 70g. 

Provenience. Cih.: Southeast Patio (2), Structure P-1, 

surface collection, Zone 11 (north of West Ceremonial 

Center). SM: Test pit, Zone A. 

Paste. Same as that of the Tamulasco Plain ceramic group. 

Surface treatment. Smoothed, unslipped, unpolished. 

Decoration. All specimens were incised. 

Form and dimensions. Cross sections are plane-biconcave; 

that is, the tops are flat and the bottoms have concave 

sides. Diameter 3.0-3.6 cm, mean 3.32 cm, standard 

deviation 0.2 (5 measurements). Thickness 0.8-1.3 cm, 

mean 1.1 cm, standard deviation 0.18 (5 measurements). 

Hole diameter 0.5-0.65 cm, mean 0.6 cm, standard deviation 

0.03 (5 measurements). 

Comments. The holes were punched, presumably when the clay 

was leather-hard, from the flat surface. The incised 
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decoration occurs on the concave face. 

Comparative material. Bruhns (1980a:96, Figures 36a-c) has 

described and illustrated similar spindle whorls from 

Cihuatan, one of which was slipped. Sheets (1978a:62-63, 

Figures 7a7, 9f8) has reported seven plane-biconcave 

spindle whorls from Postclassic contexts at Chalchuapa. 

Spindle whorls from Quelepa are plano-convex and biconvex 

in cross section (Andrews V 1976:156, Figure 161). The 

Cihuatan-Santa Maria whorls are of the size range which, 

according to M. H. Parsons' (1972) studies in the 

Teotihuacan Valley, one would expect if they were used in 

spinning cotton. 

Solid Disc 

Frequency. Cih. 1 (complete). 

Illustration.· Figure 70h. 

Provenience. North Ballcourt. 

Paste. Same as that of the Tamulasco Plain ceramic group. 

Surface treatment. Slipped and polished. 

Form and dimensions. Oval in shape, biplane in cross 

section. Diameter 3.5 cm, thickness 0.7 cm. 

Comments. This is not a worked potsherd. The edges as well 

as both flat faces are slipped and polished. 

Comparative material. None. 



Ring-like Object 

Frequency. Cih. 1 (fragmentary). 

Illustration. Figure 70i. 

Provenience. North Ballcourt. 
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Paste. Sarne as that of the Tarnulasco Plain ceramic group. 

Surface treatment. Slipped and polished. 

Form and dimensions. The object is ovoid in outline. Its 

exterior diameter is 2.3 cm. 

Comparative material. None. 

ARTIFACT SUMMARY 

In the analysis of the artifacts of Cihuatan and 

Santa Maria, emphasis has been placed on behavioral and 

technological considerations as the most meaningful 

criteria for structuring the taxonomic framework. This 

method has the advantage of isolating inherent and real 

categories within the artifact assemblage and affords a 

view of the structure of each artifact industry. The 

highest level of classification and organization in the 

analysis is that of the industry. Based on the raw 

materials employed and the technology used to convert them 

to finished artifacts, five industries are recognized. 

Typological distinctions are made within each industry on 

the basis of the behavioral procedures followed by the 

artisans to manufacture the artifacts. Further subdivisions 
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are made within taxa which are technologically unified on 

the basis of formal and stylistic criteria. These final 

subdivisions result in taxonomic units which may be 

compared with those of other Mesoamerican artifact analyses. 

The typology and the frequencies of each artifact type are 

summarized in Table 13. 

The chipped stone industry was based almost entirely 

on obsidian. It is comprised by a wide variety of imple

ments including macroblades, prismatic blades, polyhedral 

cores, unifacially retouched prismatic blades and macro

blades, scrapers, small projectile points made from 

laterally retouched flakes, macroblades, and prismatic 

blades, and bifacially retouched projectile points, knives, 

and other tools. The complexity of the industry is 

astounding, but it is probably typical of Postclassic 

chipped stone complexes of central and western El Salvador. 

It is very similar in composition and diversity to the 

Late Classic-Postclassic Xival chipped stone complex at 

Chalchuapa (Sheets 1978a:74-75). 

The overwhelmingly predominant tool type of the 

chipped stone industry is the prismatic blade which accounts 

for 82.3% of the 16,303 analyzed chipped stone artifacts 

from the two sites. The popularity of this type was 

probably due to a number of inter-related factors, most 

prominent among which was almost certainly the potential in 

prismatic blade technology to maximize the amount of 



Table 13. Cihuatan-Santa Maria Artifact Frequencies 

CHIPPED STONE 
General Debitage 
Thinning Flakes 
Utilized Flakes 
Macroblades 
Prismatic Blades 
Polyhedral Cores 
Flake Cores 
Amorphous Core 
Unifacially Retouched 
Prismatic Blades 

Unifacially Retouched 
Macroblades 

General Scrapers 
Domed Scrapers 
Discoidal Scrapers 
Thin, Elongate Scrapers 
Scrapers on End of 

Snapped Segment 
Other Scrapers 
Laterally Retouched 
Flake Point 

Laterally Retouched 
Macroblade Points 

Laterally Retouched 
Prismatic Blade Points 

Bifacially Retouched 
Macroblades 

Other Bifaces 
Chipped Stone Totals 

GROUNDS TONE 
Manos 

Ovoid, Convexo-Triangular 
Rectangular, Plane-Convex 
Rectangular, Thin, 

Biconvex 
Rectangular, Thick, 

Biconvex 
Elongate, Oval to 

Rectanguloid 
Elongate, Cylindrical 

Cihuatan 

1,544 
141 
100 
523 

13,066 
96 

2 
1 

12 

4 
11 
12 

7 
11 

13 
2 

1 

2 

13 

70 
3 

15,634 

1 
1 

1 

1 

3 
2 

Santa Maria 

170 
0 

10 
31 

362 
76 

0 
0 

2 

0 
2 
1 
0 
0 

0 
0 

0 

1 

4 

10 
0 

669 

1 
0 

0 

0 

0 
0 
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Totals 

1,714 
141 
110 
554 

13,428 
172 

2 
1 

14 

4 
13 
13 

7 
11 

13 
2 

1 

3 

17 

80 
3 

16,303 

2 
1 

1 

1 

3 
2 



Table 13 (continued). Cihuatan-Santa Maria Artifact 
Frequencies 

Ci.huatan Santa Marla 

Total Manos 9 1 
Metates 

Rimmed and Trough 11 0 
Flat Slab, Legless 1 0 
Legged 11 0 
Elongate Metate Leg 1 0 

Total Metates 24 0 
Bell-Shaped Pestle 1 0 
Mortar 1 0 
Discoidal Hammer-Grinder 1 0 
Pumice Abrader 1 0 
Vessel, Stool, or 

Metate Fragment 1 0 
Barkbeater 1 0 
Palettes 2 0 

Groundstone Totals 41 1 

GROUND AND POLISHED STONE 
Celts 9 0 
Celt Fragment 0 1 
Incised Plaque 1 0 
Beads 
Subspherical 1 0 
Tubular 1 0 
Flat, Trapezoidal 1 0 
Unfinished Hexagonal 1 0 

Total Beads 4 0 
Greenstone Object 1 0 
Sawed Rock 1 0 

Ground and Polished Stone 
Totals 16 1 

WORKED BONE 
Bone Tubes 
Plain 8 0 
Incised-Carved 27 0 

Bone Discs 29 0 
Fish Vertebra 1 0 

Worked Bone Totals 65 0 
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Totals 

10 

11 
1 

11 
1 

24 
1 
1 
1 
1 

1 
1 
2 

42 

9 
1 
1 

1 
1 
1 
1 
4 
1 
1 

17 

8 
27 
29 

1 
65 



Table 13 (continued). Cihuatan-Santa Maria Artifact 
Frequencies 

Cihuatan Santa Marfa 

FIRED CLAY 
Net Weights 59 0 
Spheres 38 0 
Spindle Whorls 4 1 
Solid Disc 1 0 
Ring-like Object 1 0 

Fired Clay Totals 103 1 

Totals, All Artifacts 15,859 672 
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Totals 

59 
38 

5 
1 
1 

104 

16,531 
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cutting edge produced from a given piece of raw material. 

Such maximization did indeed take place, and it is 

reflected in the very high cutting edge to mass ratios of 

prismatic blades from both sites. The maximizing tendency 

is also apparent in the high frequency of polyhedral core 

rejuvenation (observed on 21.7% of the 106 cores which were 

analyzed in detail). Another factor which probably 

influenced the high frequency of prismatic blades is the 

versatility of these tools. With their extremely 

sharp edges, prismatic blades were often used without 

modification, while others were blanks for the manufacture 

of other artifacts such as arrow points, drills, burins, 

and so on. Sheets considers these factors to have been 

behind the steady increase in frequency of prismatic blades 

from the Preclassic to the Postclassic at Chalchuapa. He 

also suggests socioeconomic factors involving such variables 

as population si~e, increased demand for the blades, and 

craft specialization (ibid., p. 74). 

Another important characteristic of the Cihuatan

Santa Maria chipped stone complex is the occurrence of 

bifacial retouching and the wide diversity of bifacial 

implements. Many of the bifacial types have close parallels 

in central Mexico, and their appearance in Postclassic 

contexts of southeastern Mesoamerica is probably related to 

Nahuat expansion and influence in the region (cf. ibid., 

p. 75). 
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The groundstone industry was based predominantly on 

locally available andesite. The industry consists of a 

variety of forms of manos and metates, a mortar, a pestle, 

a discoidal hammer-grinder, a fragment of a decorated 

vessel, stool, or metate, a pumice abrader, a barkbeater, 

and two palettes. Mention should also be made of an 

important effigy metate reported from Cihuatan by Bruhns 

(1980a:54, 101, Figure 18a). This artifact may be indica-

tive of contacts with or influence from the south, possibly 

Costa Rica, and the same may be said for the two small 

stone balls mentioned by Bruhns (ibid., pp. 33, 101; cf. 

Andrews V 1976:175). 

Conspicuous by their ~pparent absence from the 

groundstone complex are "overhanging" or "dogbone" manos 

which have been reported from Postclassic contexts through

out Mesoamerica. The type has been noted, for example, at 

Chalchuapa (Sheets 1978a:29, Figure 3b3), Zaculeu (Woodbury 

and Trik 1953:224, Figure 279m), Chiapa de Corzo (Lee 1969: 

115, Figure 71), Altar de Sacrificios (Willey 1972:123, 

Figure 102f), Seibal (Willey 1978:75-76, Figure 74), 

Mayapan and Chichen Itza (Proskouriakoff 1962:340-341, 348, 

Figures llj, 22d), Tehuacan (MaoNeish et al. 1967:114, 

Figure 95), the Basin of Mexico (Tolstoy 1971:288, Figures 

Si, j), and the Rivas region of Nicaragua (Healy 1980:280, 

Figure 128). Overhanging manos were used with flat slab, 

legged metates, and the examples of this metate type from 
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Cihuatan do not have the worn exterior edges that would 

have resulted from abrasion with the ends of this type of 

mano. Legged metates were probably used with elongate, 

cylindrical manos at Cihuatan, and these two artifact types 

are probably largely limited to the Postclassic in central 

El Salvador. 

The ground and polished stone industry was based on 

rare or exotic materials. It is represented by very few 

artifacts and thus is poorly known. The industry is 

comprised of celts, an incised plaque, beads, a small 

polished object, and a piece of sawed rock. Bruhns (1980a: 

102) has mentioned a few other ground and polished stone 

artifacts from Cihuatan. 

The worked bone industry consists of plain and 

incised-carved tubes made from mammal longbones and a bird 

bone, one or more discs made from marine mammal bone, and a 

fish vertebra. Several of the artifacts bear traces of red 

paint. 

The fired clay industry is also rather poorly 

represented. The analyzed collection is comprised of net 

weights, small spheres, spindle whorls, a solid disc, and 

a ring-like object. Fired clay almenas ("merlons") and 

tubular drainage pipes are important elements of this 

industry which were not analyzed. 
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HUMAN SKELETAL REMAINS 

As mentioried previously, only one human burial has 

ever been scientifically excavated at Cihuatan (Boggs 1972). 

No human remains were found at Santa Maria, but a number of 

human skeletal fragments were discovered in the fill of the 

east alley of the Southeast Patio at Cihuatan. Dr. M. C. 

Wilson, Department of Geology, University of Calgary, 

collaborated with me in the identification and assessment 

of these remains. 

The specimens include three teeth: two lower 

medial shovel-shaped incisors and a lower right third 

molar, none of which exhibits extensive wear. The molar 

has a fair amount of calculus buildup at the cingulum on 

the lingual side. Five cranial fragments include an 

orbital fragment of a left frontal bone with the zygomatic 

process, two occipital fragments (one near asterion), and 

two small cranial fragments which we cannot identify 

further. Postcranial elements include a fragment of an 

axis and two fragments of metacarpals or metatarsals. 

The axis is not large and would appear to have 

pertained to an older juvenile or a young adult. The 

sharpness of the orbital border of the frontal bone strongly 

suggests that it came from a female skull. The lack of 

wear on the dentition and the fact that a third molar is 

present point to a young adult. There is no assurance, 



however, that these remains pertained to a single indi

vidual. The osseous elements are oxidized and slightly 

warped, suggesting that they were cremated. 

CONCLUSION 
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In this chapter I have examined the culture history 

of the Central Basin of El Salvador and the chronology, 

settlement patterns, architecture, ceramics, and artifacts 

of two major Eatly Postclassic sites of the region. The 

archaeological ev· ence points to an inva~ion of the Central 

Basin at the close of the Late Classic period by a Nahuat

speaking Pipil population. The clear Mexican affinities in 

the material culture of Cihuatan and Santa Marfa have been 

emphasized, and I regard the prehistoric inhabitants of the 

sites as Pipil. This conclusion is supported by linguistic 

and ethnohistoric evidence presented in Chapters 2 and 4. 

One of the principal objectives of this chapber has 

been to present clear and detailed descriptions and typo

logies of Pipil material culture in the Central Basin. An 

adequate report on the architecture, ceramics, and artifacts 

of Cihuatan and Santa Marfa is essential to the ethnographic 

scope and intent of the thesis. The presentation of the 

archaeological data on these two important sites is viewed 

as a step in arriving at a full ethnographic reconstruction 

of Pipil-Nicarao culture. 



Chapter 2 

PIPIL-NICARAO DISTRIBUTION 
AND HISTORICAL LINGUISTICS 

The twofold objective of this chapter is to outline 

the geographic distribution of the Pipil and the Nicarao 

as it is known historically and as it can be reconstructed 

prehistorically and to discuss the implications of 

historical linguistics for the prehistory of these Mexican 

groups of Central .America. A general consideration of the 

language of the Pipil-Nicarao, Nahua, precedes an analysis 

of the evidence on their distribution. As a necessary 

first step into the preconquest era, one must beg i n by 

tracing the historically documented distribution of the 

Pipil-Nicarao. Linguistic and archaeological evidence 

provide the time perspective needed to project the 

distribution into the prehistoric past. Therefore, all 

three lines of inquiry, historical, linguistic, and 

archaeological, will be pursued. After defining the geo

graphic distribution of the Pipil and the Nicarao, I will 

summarize and examine several important studies in the 

field of historical linguistics which illuminate Pipil

Nicarao prehistory. 
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NAHUA AND NAHUAT 

The Pipil and the Nicarao as well as several other 

indigenous groups of Central America known by various names 

spoke Nahuat, a dialect of the Nahua language which is 

classified within the Uto-Aztecan language family (Kaufman 

1974a:958). Uto-Aztecan is one of the most extensively 

studied language families of North and Central America, and 

it has attracted the attention of many anthropological 

linguists (Haas 1976:42). The history of the classification 

of the family has been summarized by Lamb (1964), Kaufman 

(1974a:959; 1974b:24-26), and Lastra de Suarez (1975). 

Most specialists regard Uto-Aztecan as related to the 

Kiowa-Tanoan family of North America, and the two families 

are considered to form the Aztec-Tanoan stock or phylum 

(Kaufman 1974a:959). 

There are essentially three ways of viewing Uto

Aztecan internal relationships, depending on the status 

assigned to the Nahuan group. If Nahuan is considered 

separate, as it was by Brinton (1891:118-134), the family 

may be broken down into three divisions--Shoshonean, 

Sonoran, and Nahuan. Alternatively, Nahuan may be 

classified within Sonoran which is the position taken by 

Kaufman (1974a:958). A number of scholars, notably, 

Kroeber (1934), Whorf (1935), Mason (1940:67-68), and Lamb 

(1958:95; 1964:109-110, 121-122), have discarded the 
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"division" concept of Ute-Aztecan in favor of classifying 

the family into eight groups and branches that resist 

being grouped together. Regardless of how the family is 

subdivided, we are concerned with the Nahuan (or Nahuatlan) 

group and particularly with the Nahuat (or Pipil) dialects. 

The issue of Nahua dialectology is extremely 

complex (Campbell and Langacker 1978:86). A phonetic 

distinction between /tl/, /1/, and /t/ is generally 

regarded as the basis for identifying three major 

dialectical "chains" or "nets" known as Nahuatl (or central 

and northern Nahua), Nahual (or western Nahua), and Nahuat 

(or eastern Nahua). To these dialectical groupings is 

added an extinct divergent, Pochutec, once spoken in 

Pochutla, on the coast of Oaxaca, and known from salvage 

work conducted in 1912 by Boas (1917). Comparative studies 

by Hasler (1954-1955 a, b; 1975), Hale (1958, 1959), 

Voegelin et al. (1962), Campbell and Langacker (1978), 

Dakin (1979), and others have demonstrated the validity of 

this scheme, and glottochronology, perhaps more useful in 

classification than in dating, supports the four-part 

subdivision of Nahua (Swadesh 1954-1955; Luckenbach and 

Levy 1980). The same comparative studies have also shown, 

however, that the Nahua dialects exhibit a great deal of 

phonological variation beyond that mentioned above and that 

they are also distinguished by morphological variation 



(Dakin 1979:49). Hasler, in particular, has assailed the 

"definitive classificatory value" (1954-1955b:147) of the 

/tl/-/1/-/t/ distinction. 
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The distinction is, nevertheless, a salient one, 

and to the nonlinguist it is the most obvious difference 

between the dialects (Mason 1940:69; Thompson 1948:8). 

Furthermore, the variation between these phones is 

historically and culturally meaningful, although, from the 

standpoint of the comparative linguist, Hasler is certainly 

correct in asserting ~hat it is not the only nor the most 

diagnostic dialectical indicator. Still, Whorf (1937) 

showed long ago that the phoneme /tl/ in Nahuatl is a 

relatively recent and local innovation, appearing only 

among "a group of specially related dialects of the Nahuatl 

[Nahua in the present terminology] language, forming one 

major dialectical division, which may be called Central 

Nahuatl, or Aztec" (p. 265). This statement is based on 

Whorf's finding that /*tl/ cannot be reconstructed for 

Proto-Oto-Aztecan, whereas /*t/ and /*1/ can be (Whorf 

1935:607). In fact, even before Whorf's important work on 

Aztec /tl/, Lehmann (1920, vol. 2:990) argued that the 

forms of Nahuat were much closer to the original common 

Nahua than those of Nahuatl and that the dialect carried 

into Central America by the Pipil and other Mexican groups 

was Nahuat (cf. Mason 1940:69-70; Carmack 1968:71). 
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It should also be pointed out that this phonetic 

variation had a sociological significance to the speakers 

of the dialects. One meaning of the word Pipil is 

"children" (Molina 1944:82, obverse), and it was probably 

intended in derision by the Aztecs who applied the name to 

their distant cultural and linguistic relatives who spoke 

a dialect that sounded to them, the Aztec, like a childish 

version of their own speech. Of course, the Aztec appraisal 

of the "childishness" of Nahuat may also have been based on 

other phonological variations between dialects, such as the 

reflexes of vowels, for example, Nahuatl /o/> Nahuat /u/ 

(Campbell and Langacker 1978:88), and perhaps even morpho

logical variation as well (Dakin 1979:49). Returning to 

the historical meaning of the variation, the point is that 

the splitting off of Nahuat from the "main branch" of Nahua 

predates the advent of the /tl/ innovation in Nahuatl. 

THE GEOGRAPHIC DISTRIBUTION OF NAHUA 

A glance at any of the published linguistic maps of 

Mesoamerica, such as the ones issued by Thomas and Swanton 

(1911), Lehmann (1920), Mendizabal and Jimenez Moreno (1936, 

1939), F. Johnson (1940), McQuown (1955), Swadesh (1959), 

and Longacre (1967), impresses one with the widespread 

distribution of the Nahua lan~uage. These maps deal with 

the distribution of native Mesoamerican (some deal with all 

native American) languages at the time of the Conquest or 
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after. During the Conquest period Nahua was spoken in 

localities of Mesoamerica scattered from southern Sinaloa 

and eastern Durango, Mexico on the northwest to the 

Talamanca Valley of Costa Rica and Tojar (or Colon) Island, 

Panama on the southeast. With the exception of a Nahua 

bloc in central Mexico, the speakers of the language were 

often found in regions considerably isolated from their 

linguistic relatives. As Luckenbach and Levy (1980:455) 

have remarked, the dispersed pattern of Nahua speakers in 

Mesoamerica has prompted frequent speculation concerning 

archaeological manifestations that might be linked with 

this distribution (see also Kaufman 1976:113-115). This 

thesis, of course, deals with a series of such manifesta

tions, specifically, the archaeology of Cihuatan and Santa 

Maria, which, as various lines of evidence indicate, were 

probably occupied by Nahuat speakers, and generally, the 

archaeology and late prehistoric events of many regions of 

Central America which were held by Nahuat populations at 

the time of the Conquest. 

The distribution pattern of Nahua, stretching from 

one extreme of the Mesoamerican culture area (Kirchhoff 

1943) to the other, was immediately noticed and put to good 

advantage by the Spaniards. Potential problems of transla

tion were alleviated, and Nahua-Spanish interpreters were 

useful not only in regions where Nahua was the native 
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tongue but also in non-Nahua regions where the language 

was used as a lingua franca. Although the latter 

phenomenon had begun prior to the time of Spanish contact, 

the Conquest hastened the spread of Nahua as a linguistic 

common denominator for the diverse ethnic and linguistic 

groups of Central America (see Ciudad Real 1873, vol. 1: 

393, 400). 

The sixteenth-century ethnohistoric literature 

abounds with references to the linguistic affinity between 

the Aztecs and the Nahuat-speaking groups of Central 

America. It would be gratuitous to note every one of these 

statements, and a few examples are sufficiently to the 

point. One of the first Spanish explorers to enter western 

Nicaragua, Andagoya (1945:405), reported that the Nicarao 

were "similar to the [Indians] of Mexico because they were 

people who had descended from there, and [they spoke] 

almost the same language." A few years later the historian 

Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 39, eh. 3, p. 14) stated that 

"the language of Nicaragua [Nahuat] and that of Mexico or 

Temistitan [Tenochtitlan] in New Spain are one and the same." 

The friar Motolinia, who traveled to Nicaragua in 1543-1544, 

gave an account of the migrations of Nahuat populations 

from Mexico to Central America (see Chapter 4), and he 

noted, "many marvel to see that Nic.aragua is inhabited by 

nahuales [Nahua speakers], which are of the same language 

M · " (Benavente 1971:12). The secretary of as ex1.co . . . 



472 

Friar Alonso Ponce, Ciudad Real (1873, vol. 1:318, 351, 

369, 383), made frequent references to the Mexican or 

"corrupt Mexican" language spoken in parts of Guatemala, 

El Salvador, and Nicaragua. Thus, we see that an interest 

in the widespread distribution of Nahua in Mesoamerica 

is over four centuries old, and the statements quoted above 

foreshadow Squier's remarks on Nahua dispersal: 

We have then presented to us the extraordinary 
phenomenon of a fragment of a great aboriginal nation, 
widely separated from the parent stock, and intruded 
among other and hostile nations; yet, from the 
comparative lateness of the separation, or some other 
cause, still retaining its original, distinguishing 
features, so as to be easily recognized. The causes 
which led to their migration from Mexico, can probably 
never be accurately known. (Squier 1852, vol. 2: 
328-329) 

THE GEOGRAPHIC DISTRIBUTION OF 
CENTRAL AMERICAN NAHUAT 

The Conquest-period and postconquest distribution 

of Nahuat speakers in Central America may be traced with 

reasonable accuracy through historical documents and 

linguistic evidence. The Nahuat groups of Central America 

were mentioned by the sources under a variety of different 

names. By far the most numerous groups, and the only ones 

for which ethnographic data can be extracted from the 

sources, were the Pipil and the Nicarao. I will, the~efore, 

first discuss the evidence on the historical geographic 

distribution of the Pipil and the Nicarao, referring, when 
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possible, to the archaeological and linguistic evidence 

for prehistoric distribution, and then briefly review the 

evidence on the historical locations of other Nahua groups 

in Central America. The discussion is preceded by a 

general consideration of the pertinent sources and the 

nature of the evidence. 

THE SOURCES AND THE EVIDENCE 

Many of the ethnohistoric sources which are treated 

in the following chapter made some contribution to our 

knowledge of the historical distribution of Nahuat speakers 

in Central America. From the welter of data contained in 

the histories of Oviedo y Valdes and Fuentes y Guzman 

important information can be gleaned concerning the 

locations of the Pipil and the Nicarao. Also of prime 

importance is Garcia de Palacio's (1881:5-6) geographical 

listing of the indigenous languages spoken in the area 

from Chiapas to Costa Rica in 1573-1574. Lopez de Gomara 

(1946:283-284), repeated by Herrera (1934-1957:dec. 3, bk. 

4, eh. 7, p. 395), listed several principal languages of 

Nicaragua but did not specify the localities in which they 

were spoken. In his confused account of the Nahuat 

migrations from Mexico to Central America, Torquemada 

(1969, vol. l:bk. 3, eh. 40, pp. 331-333) made several 

specific references to towns and regions in which the 
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immigrants settled. 

While these and several other sources offer a 

certain amount of useful information, two sources are of 

exceptional importance for the data they provide on Nahuat 

distribution in Central America. These are the secretary 

of Friar Alonso Ponce, Antonio de Ciudad Real, and the 

Archbishop Pedro Cortes y Larraz. Ponce and Ciudad Real 

traversed Central America in 1586, while Cortes y Larraz 

traveled through his archdiocese (Guatemala and El Salvador) 

in 1768-1770. Both men left scrupulous notes on the 

distribution of native languages in the areas through which 

they passed. Although many indigenous groups had been 

relocated and many native settlements had been eradicated 

by the Spaniards by the time these data were recorded, the 

accounts of Ciudad Real and Cortes y Larraz are of utmost 

value in any study of Central American native language 

distribution. Ponce's route through Central America and 

the distribution of native languages in 1586 as reported by 

Ciudad Real (1873) are mapped in Figure 71. I have not 

mapped the parallel data provided by Cortes y Larraz (1958) 

as this task has been accomplished by Solano (1970, 1974). 

In addition, the language-distribution data from both 

sources were admirably discussed by J.E. S. Thompson (1970: 

84-102). 

Two other lines of evidence, linguistic in nature, 
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also have a bearing on this problem. The first consists 

of Nahuat vocabularies recorded in regions where the 

dialect is no longer spoken. Among the most important of 

these are the word list compiled by Bromowicz in 1878 in 

San Agustin Acasaguastlan, Guatemala and published by 

Brinton (1887) and that obtained by Stoll (1958:20-29) in 

Salama, Guatemala in 1883. Squier (1852, vol. 2:314; 1855: 

351-352) also obtained brief Nahuat vocabular~es in 

Nicaragua and in El Salvador. Certain problems are 

connected with the use of these lists. The first consists 

of determining their authenticity. Another is to ascertain 

whether the vocabularies represent fossils of a prehistoric 

Nahuat presence in the regions in which they were obtained 

or a postconquest movement of Nahuat speakers into the 

regions. 

The other important line of linguistic evidence is 

provided by place-name studies such as those published by 

Viv6 Escoto (1972), Geoffroy Rivas (1973), and Arriola 

(1975). As Wainwright (1962:4) has commented: 

Place-names supply the full measure linguistic 
information of a kind that is absent in archaeology and 
usually ignored or blurred in the historical record. 
They also supply fairly precise conclusions on the 
intensity of settlements, linguistic boundaries, 
origins and relationships, with occasional comments on 
social and economic conditions. This information is 
primarily linguistic, of course, but its political and 
social implications are often less ambiguous and more 
convincing than the equivalent implications inherent in 
archaeological material. 
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This statement indicates the wide range of inquiry in 

which place-name studies can be useful. Nahuat place names 

in Central America are often coordinate with historically 

documented regions of Nahuat settlement. In some regions, 

however, Nahuat place names occur where there were no 

historically known Nahuat populations. In some places 

these names were imposed by Alvarado's Mexican troops, but 

this was not always the case. We may use the distribution 

of these toponyms to shed additional light on the geo

graphic distribution of Nahuat speakers in Central America. 

The following series of interpretations is arranged 

geographically from west to east and north to south. The 

focus is on regions where Nahuat-speaking populations are 

historically documented or can be inferred from linguistic 

evidence. Problem regions where Nahuat presence is 

doubtful or uncertain are also emphasized. Relevant 

archaeological data for certain regions are summarized. 

The interpretations are meant to justify the distribution 

of Nahuat speakers in Central America depicted in Figure 72. 

THE PIPIL 

At the time of the Conquest the Pipil were located 

in the southeast Pacific coast and piedmont and the south

eastern highlands of Guatemala and in western and central 

El Salvador. There were probably also a few small Pipil 

enclaves in Honduras; there was certainly one in 
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northeastern Honduras near Trujillo. Their neighbors were 

the Xinca and the Cakchiquel, Pokoman, and Chorti Maya in 

Guatemala; the Pokoman, the Chorti, and the Lenca in El 

Salvador; and the Lenca, the Paya, and Jicaque, and 

possibly the Chantal Maya in Honduras (Spinden 1915:446-

447; Larde 1926d; Lothrop 1927:215-218; 1939; F. Johnson 

1940:map; Stone 1941:9-16; 1957:124-125, 127; Longyear 

1944:3-5; Thompson 1948:7-10; 1970:86-102; Miles 1957: 

736-738; Longacre 1967:Figure 15, Roys 1972:114, 117-120; 

Campbell 1976a; 1976b; Fowler 1978:289-290). 

Guatemala 

Southeast Pacific Coast 
and Piedmont 

There is ample evidence that the piedmont and 

coastal region to the southwest and southeast of Escuintla 

between the Coyolate and Michatoya rivers was held by the 

Pipil in historical times. Their territory in this region 

was probably more extensive prior to the Conquest. As 

Thompson (1948:8) pointed out, Fuentes y Guzman (1932-1933: 

pt. 2, bk. 1, eh. 9, pp. 56-58) discussed heavy losses of 

Pipil territory to the Cakchiquel and the Quiche in the 

wars which characterized the Postclassic period. Fuentes y 

Guzman (ibid., bk. 2, eh. 1, pp. 72-73) leaves no doubt 

that Escuintla was a large and important Pipil town at the 

time of the Conquest. Fuentes (ibid., p. 74) also 
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mentioned the "great town" of Teguantepeque, which Thompson 

(1948:8) identified as San Miguel Tehuantepeque, near Santa 

Lucia Cotzumalhuapa, as a Pipil settlement. The 

speculative attribution of the famous Middle and Late 

Classic Cotzumalhuapa art style to Nahuat speakers is well 

known (ibid., p. 49; Willey 1964:166, 182-183; M. Coe 1966: 

87-90) but not without problems (L. Parsons 1967-1969, vol. 

2:150; Kaufman 1976:114-115). Fuentes y Guzman (1932-1933: 

pt. 2, bk. 2, eh. 2, pp. 74-81) mentioned several other 

important towns of the region including Chipilapa, Santa 

Ana Mixtan, San Juan Mixtan, Texcuaco, and Masagua, all of 

which were reported by Cortes y Larraz (1958, vol. 2:241) 

as Nahuat-speaking. It is worthy of note that the names 

of these towns and others and those of most rivers of the 

region are Nahuat in origin (Arriola 1973). 

Southeastern Highlands 

Although Ascunci6n Mita appears to have been 

occupied by the Chorti Maya during the Classic period 

(Stromsvik 1950; Thompson 1970:94), it was obviously an 

important Pipil center by the time of Spanish contact 

(Garcia de Palacio 1881:34-44). Cortes y Larraz (1958, 

vol. 1: 254) wrote that "Mexicana" (Nahuat) was the 

maternal tongue of Asuncion Mita, while in Santa Catarina 

Mita, 14 km to the north, Pokoman was spoken. In his 

discussion of the conquest of the Jumay region, Fuentes y 
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Guzman (1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 3, eh. 8, pp. 140-144) makes 

it clear that this town and others, notably, Izguatlan 

(probably Santa Maria Ixhuatan), Comapa, Jalpatagua, and 

Los Esclavos, were occupied by the Pipil in the early 

sixteenth century. The Pipil of the region who survived 

the battles described by Fuentes were imprisoned and 

forcibly moved to Los Esclavos (ibid., p. 144; Ciudad Real 

1873, vol. 1:318). A small Pipil population remained in 

Comapa where Sapper obtained a brief Nahuat vocabulary in 

the late nineteenth century (Lehmann 1920, vol. 2:1062-

1067). Apart from pockets of Pokoman, Chorti, and Pipil, 

the southeastern highland region of Guatemala at the time 

of the Conquest was probably occupied primarily by the 

Xinca (Garcia de Palacio 1881:5; Cortes y Larraz 1958, vol. 

1:48, 54, 59; Larde 1926d; Lothrop 1939:42-43; Thompson 

1948:7; 1970:94-95; Campbell 1972:206; Estrada Monroy 1972: 

68-69). Xinca has not been convincingly shown to be 

closely related to any other language (Kaufman 1974a:961; 

Campbell 1976b:167-169). 

Middle Motagua Valley 

Garcia de Palacio (1881:6) reported that the 

languages spoken in the valley of "Hacacevastlan" 

(Acasaguastlan) were "hacacevastleca," apparently a 

corrupted spelling of "Tlacacebatleca" (Miles 1957:739), 

and "apay" (Chorti). There is no further mention of 
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Tlacacebatleca in the ethnohistoric sources. Cortes y 

Larraz (1958, vol. 1:283) stated that the language of San 

Cristobal Acasaguastlan in the late eighteenth century was 

Chorti and that of the neighboring towns of Chimalapan and 

Usumatlan was Alagililac. He reported San Agustin 

Acasaguastlan as Mexican-speaking (ibid., p. 289). In the 

early nineteenth century, Juarros (1857, vol. 1:103) listed 

the language of San Cristobal Acasaguastlan as Alaguilac, 

while he specified that "Mexican" (whether he meant Nahuat 

or Nahuatl is unknown) was spoken in San Agust1n 

Acasaguastlan. 

The identity of Alaguilac has never been 

established. Brinton (1887) assembled evidence which, in 

his opinion, demonstrated that the so-called Alaguilac 

language "was a quite pure form" of Nahuat (p. 376) and 

that it was closely related to the Pipil of Escuintla (p. 

370). Brinton's argument rests primarily on lexical 

evidence: four fragments of text from the parochial 

archives of San Agustin dated from 1610 to 1637 and the 

previously mentioned vocabulary obtained by Bromowicz in 

the same town in 1878 (ibid., p. 370-376). He also brought 

some place-name evidence to bear on the problem (ibid., 

pp . 3 6 7 - 3 6 8 ) . 

Brinton's hypothesis received ~nqualified support 

from Thomas and Swanton (1911:72). Lehmann (1920, vol. 2: 
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1061) was not convinced and chose to regard the identity of 

Alaguilac as an unresolved issue. He did point out, 

however, that the vocabulary collected by Bromowicz is 

without doubt Nahuat, while the text fragments from the San 

Agust{n parish archives appear to be written in a lingua 

franca which is essentially a corrupted form of Nahuatl 

with some Spanish elements (ibid.). Lehmann singled out 

three examples of Nahuatl rather than Nahuat words which 

appear in the text fragments (ibid.). Similar examples can 

be isolated and have been by Campbell (1972:205). Lehmann 

(1920, vol. 2:1062-1067) published a word list that Sapper 

had collected in San Agustin Acasaguastlan around 1890. On 

the basis of this list and the one obtained by Bromowicz, 

Lehmann (ibid., p. 1061) was confident, in spite of the 

flaws evident in the archival material, that Nahuat was 

once spoken in San Agustin and that it was a dialect 

closely related to Salvadoran Pipil. Lehmann did not take 

up the possibility that Nahuat populations may have been 

resettled in San Agustin after the Conquest. 

Apparently influenced by both Brinton and Lehmann, 

Mason (1940:82) considered Alaguilac to be a variation of 

Nahuat. The mappers F. Johnson (1940) and McQuown (1955) 

indicated Pipil in the middle Motagua, but they showed 

Alagiiilac as separate from Pipil in the region. Both 

authorities group Alagiiilac within Aztecoidan (Nahua). 
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In a very thoughtful consideration of the evidence, 

Miles (1957:740) advanced two alternatives to Brinton's 

conclusion that Pipil speakers inhabited the middle Motagua 

Valley prior to the Conquest. 

1. The Pipil of the middle Motagua were settled 

there immediately subsequent to the Conquest, or 

2. the Acasaguastlan district was bilingual, 

Nahuat and Pokom. 

The first alternative is supported by the fact that 

in spite of extensive surveys and intensive excavations in 

the region, A. L. Smith and Kidder (1943) found no archaeo

logical evidence of a preconquest Mexican occupation of the 

middle Motagua Valley. Miles (1957:740) also cited 

historical evidence indicating that postconquest relocations 

of Nahua populations from other regions to the middle 

Motagua were fairly common phenomena. 

The second alternative, that the middle Motagua 

was bilingual, was favored by Miles for several reasons. 

The most salient points that Miles (1957:740, 742) made in 

support of her conclusion are as follows. The language of 

the important mission centers of San Agustin Acasaguastlan 

and San Geronimo is not mentioned in the writings of the 

early missionaries. There was a Pokom name for 

Acasaguastlan. Several southern Pokom towns, such as Mita, 

Mixco, and Petapa, had Nahuat names. Pokoman speakers were 
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intermixed with Pipil speakers in western El Salvador 

(Gage 1958:304; Larde 1926d:283). The town record book of 

San Juan Amatitlan, dating from 1559 to 1562, is written in 

Pokom (18 folio pages), Pipil (14 folios), and Spanish (21 

folios). Several Nahuat family names are recorded in this 

record book. On the basis of this evidence, Miles (1957: 

742) inferred that "the Pokoman were either a mixed people 

or bilingual or both," and she concluded that "the 'Pipil' 

of the middle Motagua Valley [were] actually bilingual 

Pokoman-Pipil with the possible addition of resettled 

Mexican auxiliaries." 

Miles' arguments have been answered by Campbell 

(1972) who finds "the alternative she suggests to the 

Alaguilac question no more substantial than Brinton's" 

(p. 205). I would like to respond to one of Miles' 

arguments which Campbell did not discuss. Influenced, 

perhaps, by Lothrop (1939), Miles was under the impression 

that the Pokoman enclaves in western El Salvador at 

Chalchuapa and Ahuachapan (see Thompson 1970:95) were 

scattered remnants of a once-large population that had been 

submerged by the Pipil. Thus, she noted that "the Pokom 

enclaves in Cuscatlan at the time of the Conquest have the 

characteristics of an old contracted population surrounded 

by newcomers, the Nahuat-speaking Pipil" (Miles 1957:754). 

Although this interpretation must have seemed very 



485 

reasonable at the time it was written, recent evidence 

indicates that the Pokoman penetrated western El Salvador 

not long before the Conquest (Campbell 1976b:168; Sharer 

1978:211). There is no evidence of which I am aware that 

"the Pokoman and Pipil were intermixed in El Salvador and 

southeastern Guatemala in preconquest times" (Miles 1957: 

742). Therefore, the preconquest bilingual hypothesis for 

the middle Motagua receives no support from the Salvadoran 

data. 

Like Campbell (1972:205), I am inclined to believe 

that the Nahua word lists and text fragments from San 

Agustin Acasaguastlan published by Brinton (1887:370-376) 

and Lehmann (1920, vol. 2:1062-1067) should be attributed 

to Nahuat and Nahuatl speakers who moved into the region 

after the Conquest, and Miles' (1957:740) first alternative 

interpretation is probably more correct than her second. 

If so, Brinton's (1887) equation of Alaguilac. with Nahuat is 

devastated. Campbell (1972:206-207) has tentatively 

concluded that the best possible identification of 

Alag~ilac, assuming that it was not something entirely 

different from all other languages of Guatemala, is with 

Xinca. 

Baja Verapaz 

In contrast to the middle Motagua situation, there 

is no disagreement among specialists, past and present, that 
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the Pipil of Salama, from whom Stoll (1958:20-29) collected 

a Nahuat vocabulary and list of phrases in 1883, were 

settled there after the Conquest. This consensus is 

based upon a statement made by Pineda (1925:347) in 1594 to 

the effect that the Salama Pipil had been liberated from 

slavery and resettled there on the order of Alonso Lopez 

Cerrato, president of the audiencia (circuit court) of 

Guatemala from 1549 to 1555 (Carmack 1973:124). 

Amatique Bay 

The important Postclassic commercial center of 

Nito, located at the mouth of the R10 Dulce, was visited 

in 1525 by Hernan Cortes who reported that a ward of the 

town was occupied by merchants from Acalan, in the Laguna 

de Terminos region of Mexico (Scholes and Roys 1968), and 

governed by a brother of the ruler of Acalan (Cortes 1963: 

274). The Acalan traders were Chantal Maya; their hosts at 

Nito were of another ethnic and linguistic affiliation. 

Roys (1972:114) conjectured that "although Nito was 

frequented by Chantal, Chol, and Yucatecan Maya traders, it 

seems possible that this was really a Nahua trading post." 

The occurrence of several Nahua place names in the vicinity 

of Nito (D1az del Castillo 1968:vol. 2, chs. 180-181, pp. 

220-222) lends feasibility to Roys' suggestion. 

If Nito was actually a Nahua center, the Pipil 

might be implicated as its principal occupants. It seems 
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just as likely, however, that the town was primarily 

occupied by Chol or Chorti Maya (Henderson 1977,b:369). 

There is really no evidence for Nita's linguistic affilia

tion. The town is unknown archaeologically. In fact, the 

exact location of the town is not even known (Roys 1972: 

114). Archaeology cannot, therefore, contribute to the 

resolution of this problem, at least not at the present 

time. RoysJ theory of a Nahua occupation at Nita is 

intriguing but undemonstrated. 

Ulua-Chamelec6n-Sula 
Region 

Honduras 

The name by which I refer to this part of north

western Honduras follows Healy's (1980a) designation. 

There is little doubt that this region was the home of 

several Pipil enclaves, but their exact locations remain to 

be ascertained. 

As pointed out by Lehmann (1920, vol. 2:1019-1021) 

and by Stone (1969:531), Nahuat place names are prominent in 

this region. In a cursory study of an important sixteenth

century document pertaining to the region, the Repartimiento 

de la Villa de San Pedro de Puerto de Caballos y su 

Fundaci6n por Pedro de Alvarado, which was signed in 1536 

by the royal scribe Geronimo de San Martin (1871), I was 

able to identify 90 out of 153 names of towns, villages, 



mountains, and rivers which are without doubt Nahuat in 

origin. Some of these may well have been imposed by the 

Mexican allies of the Spaniards, but many were probably 

in existence before the Conquest (Roys 1972:118). 

Nahuat loan words from Pipil into Honduran Lenca 

(Campbell 1976b:177) may also be an indication of pre

conquest Pipil presence in the region. Such loans may 
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have originated, however, in another region of Honduras 

other than the Ul6a-Chamelec6n-Sula zone (Henderson 1977b: 

369-370). While the Nahuat place names and loan words are 

suggestive, a conclusive case for preconquest Nahuat 

settlements in the region cannot be built on either line of 

evidence. Unfortunately, the archaeological and ethno

historic data are no more helpful than the linguistic 

evidence. 

A site which has often been regarded as a strong 

candidate for preconquest Nahuat occupation is Naco, the 

best known Postclassic site of the region. Located in the 

Naco Valley, near the middle reaches of the Chamelecon 

River, Naco was a prosperous center of trade ' in the Late 

Postclassic. Conquest-period disruptions of trade networks 

had resulted in the abandonment of the town by the time 

Cortes arrived there in 1525. The fact that Naco was used 

as a base of operations by . the first Spaniards to enter the 

region attests its former political and economic importance 
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(Henderson 1977b:366). Incidentally, Naco has the 

additional distinction of being the place where Cristobal 

de Olid, the intransigent captain of Cortes, was exe~uted 

by Francisco de las Casas and Gil Gonzalez Davila (see 

comments on the latter, Chapter 3). 

Although both Cortes (1963:291-292) and Bernal Diaz 

(1968:vol. 2, eh. 181, p. 224) gave indications of Naco's 

former prosperity and power, neither commented on the 

language spoken by the town's inhabitants. Cortes (1963: 

291) did mention that several of his Aztec allies spoke to 

a group of former residents of Naco, apparently without the 

aid of an interpreter. Later, Cortes himself spoke to the 

same Indians through an interpreter (his mistress, Marina) 

(ibid.). This information indicates that the people of 

Naco spoke a dialect of Nahua or Chantal Maya or both. The 

Chantal (or Putun) Maya were an expansive group, many of 

which, especially merchants, were bilingual in Chantal and 

Nahuat (Thompson 1970:4-5, 43, 78). Marina was fluent in 

Nahuatl and Chantal {Somote 1969:16; Thompson 1970:78). 

These facts circumscribe the possibilities of Naco's 

linguistic affiliation. 

An enticing bit of ethnohistoric evidence is a 

statement recorded in 1525 by one of Olid's men, the 

scribe Diego Cavallero {1870:244), to the effect that the 

inhabitants of Naco had come from the mar deZ Sur, that is, 

the Pacific region of Central America. If this statement 



is accepted at face value, it means, of course, that part 

or all of the Late Postclassic population of Naco was 

comprised by Pipil from Guatemala or El Salvador. 
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Through the investigations of Strong, Kidder, and 

Paul (1938) and of Henderson (1977a, 1977bf and his 

colleagues (Henderson el al. 1979; Wonderley 1980), Naco is 

reasonably well known archaeologically. Although scholars 

at first detected apparent similarities between the 

material remains of Naco and those of central Mexico, 

especially in polychrome pottery (Strong, Kidder, and Paul 

1938:118), closer analysis has clearly shown that material 

culture linkages to Naco are actually with the Postclassic 

traditions of the central Peten and the highlands of 

Guatemala, central El Salvador, and southwestern Nicaragua 

(Henderson 1977b:372-373; Wonderley 1980:15-34). 

Several material culture similarities between Naco 

and Cihuatan are examined in Chapter 1. In particular, I 

find close formal and technological paral1els between the 

Tamulasco Plain and Garcia Red ceramic groups of Cihuatan 

and Fulano Unslipped and Algo Red pottery of Naco, 

respectively (Wonderley 1980:5). There are resemblances in 

form and generic stylistic similarities between the Zancudo 

ceramic group of Cihuatan and Forestero Bichrome and 

Vagando Polychrome pottery of Naco (ibid., pp. 22-23). The 

fired-clay net weights from both sites are identical 

(Strong, Kidder, and Paul 1938:Plate 4; Henderson el al. 
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1979:Figure 3b). There are also vague similarities in the 

architectural plans of the main centers of the two sites 

(Wonderley 1980:32). 

The closest parallels between Naco and Cihuatan 

can be dated to the late facet (A.D. 1450-1536) of Naco's 

Late Postclassic occupation (ibid., p. 22). The intrasite 

ceramic distribution and architectural variation at Naco 

during this time suggests that there may have been two 

distinct social groups at the site, with the dominant 

group residing in the town's main center (Henderson 1977b: 

372-373; Henderson et al. 1979:190; Wonderley 1980:23, 

30-34). 

Based on all or part of the foregoing data, specu

lations on Naco's linguistic affiliation have been advanced 

by a number of scholars. As noted previously, the 

probabilities are limited to Nahua or Chantal Maya or both. 

Several specialists have considered Late Postclassic Naco 

to have been a Nahuat or Nahuatl trading colony (Strong, 

Kidder, and Paul 1938:10, 118, 123; Stone 1941:96; Roys 

1972:117; Glass 1966:161; Baudez 1976:143). As Henderson 

(1977b:370) has pointed out, the possibility of Nahuatl 

speakers at Naco is "wildly unlikely." The archaeological 

and ethnohistoric evidence indicates that if, irldeed, there 

was a Nahua group at Naco, their historical connections 

would have been to the south, and their dialect would have 
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been Nahuat. The possibility of Chantal speakers at Naco 

is just as strong, if not stronger, than that of Nahuat 

speech (Thompson 1970:78-79, 91; Henderson 1977b:369). The 

theory that Naco was occupied toward the close of the Late 

Postclassic by both Pipil and Chantal is attractive, 

especially in view of the archaeological pattern described 

above. Considering this evidence, Henderson (1977b:373) 

has suggested that "Naco may well have had a Mexican

influenced elite like the Quiche, if not more direct Pipil 

connections" (cf. Henderson et al. 1979:190; Wonderley 

1980:23, 36). None of the existing evidence is really 

conclusive enough to solve the problem of Naco's linguistic 

affiliation(s). It seems clear, however, that if there was 

not an actual Nahuat group at Naco, Mexican influences, 

possibly from elsewhere in the Ulua-Chamelecon-Sula region, 

possibly from another region, were absorbed by the Late 

Postclassic population of Naco. 

Aguan Valley 

There is firm historical evidence that in this 

region of northeastern Honduras, just south of Trujillo, 

there were two major Nahua-speaking towns at the time of 

the Conquest. Cortes (1963:299) was impressed by the size 

of these two centers which were known by the names of 

Papayeca and Chapagua. He also noted that they wielded a 

great deal of political power and that the former had 18 
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tributary towns or villages while the latter had 10 (ibid.). 
~ 

Cortes met with messengers from the two principal towns, 

and he described their encounter as follows: 

... I received them very well, and I gave them a few 
little things, and again I spoke to them through the 
interpreter whom I had taken with me, for the 
[language] of Culua [Mexico] and this one is almost one 
and the same, except that they differ somewhat in 
pronunciation and in a few words .... (ibid. ; 
partially following MacNutt's translation in Cortes 
1908, vol. 2:317) 

It seems likely that the slight phonological and lexical 

differences between the Nahuatl of central Mexico and the 

speech of the messengers from Papayeca and Chapagua 

indicate that they spoke Nahuat. 

Healy (1975, 1976b, 1976c, 1978) has conducted 

archaeological investigations at a site in this region 

which he believes could be the ancient town of Papayeca. 

Designated H-CN-12:Rio Claro, this site is firmly dated by 

seven radiocarbon determinations to the Postclassic Cocal 

period (A.D. 1000-1530) (Healy 1978:21-22). The plan of the 

site consists of two compact, regularly spaced plazas with 

low, square and rectangular residential platforms and a few 

taller mounds, presumably ceremonial in nature. The two 

plazas were constructed to the east and west of a centrally 

located mound standing about 7 m above the surrounding 

court (ibid., pp. 17, 19, Figure 3). This structure was 

presumably the main temple of the community (ibid., p. 27). 

The site is situated on a plateau overlooking the Aguan 
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Valley, and it appears to have been fortified (ibid., p. 

17). The orderly and compact plan of H-CN-12 contrasts 

with the "haphazard" layout of earlier and contemporaneous 

sites in the valley (ibid., p. 26). Rio Claro is also much 

larger than other sites in the region (ibid.). The 

architectural and spatial characteristics of the site 

would seem to indicate a site-unit intrusion, and they are 

very generally the characteristics that one would expect 

from a Mexican or Mexican-influenced population, although 

certain important Mexican architectural features such as 

talud-tablero construction are apparently lacking. 

Curiously, the Cocal ceramic complex from Rio Claro 

(ibid., pp. 22-23) appears to have little in common with 

Postclassic Mesoamerican ceramic traditions. The pottery 

of the site is typical of the Early Cocal period (A.D. 

1000-1400) and is characterized by incised and punctate 

decoration on a coarse, predominantly monochrome ware 

called by Strong (1948a:77-79) "North Coast Applique style" 

(Healy 1978:22). Only rarely does painted decoration 

occur on this ware (ibid.). Bay Island Polychrome (Strong 

1948a:79-80) also occurs at the site but apparently in a 

much lower frequency than that of the incised-punctate 

ware (Healy 1978:23). North Coast Applique style ceramics 

have often been connected with Chibchan speakers (Strong 

1948a:114-115), and Healy (1975:68) seeks "the ultimate, 

though diffused, origin for the Cacal Period 'incised 



punctate' decoration" in northern South America. He does 

not imply, however, that there was an actual movement of 

South American peoples into the Aguan Valley during the 

Cacal period (ibid.). 
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The ceramic complex of Rio Claro is obviously 

incongruent with the hypothetical identification of the 

site as the historically documented Nahuat-speaking town of 

Papayeca. Present data on this problem are equivocal, and 

the site will require further investigation before this 

hypothesis can be confimed or rejected (Healy 1978:27). 

Whether or not H-CN-12:R{o Claro is Papayeca, the evidence 

supplied by Cortes certainly indicates that Papayeca and 

Chapagua were occupied by Nahua speakers, and they were 

probably Pipil. 

Comayagua Valley 

This region of central Hondruas is generally 

believed to have been occupied prior to the Conquest 

principally by the Lenca. Ciudad Real (1873, vol. 1:347) 

reported in 1586 that the aboriginal languages spoken in 

the region were Colo and Mexican or Pipil. There is no 

direct evidence on the actual identity of Colo, ·but Stone 

(1941:12; 1957:9) thinks that it was probably Lenca. The 

exact locations of the Pipil groups in the Comayagua region 

mentioned by Ciudad Real are unknown (but see Stone 1957: 

12). So far as I can tell, none of the known archaeological 
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Pipil occupation, although vague Mexican influences have 

been detected at several sites, particularly at Yarumela, 
~ 

Tenampua, and Agalteca (ibid., pp. 44, 56, 73). As in 
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most other regions presently under consideration, Nahua 

place names are prominent in this region (Lehmann 1920, vol. 

2:1019-1021; Vivo Escoto 1972; Reyes Mazzoni 1974). 

Olancho Valley 

To the east of the Comayagua Valley lies the 

Olancho Valley which appears also to have been a minor 

region of Pipil occupation during the Conquest period and 

possibly before. In the early nineteenth century, the 

historian Juarros (1857, vol. 2:209) wrote that at the time 

of the Conquest this region was occupied by both Lenca and 

Mexicans. The source of this information was the 

Franciscan chronicler Francisco de Asis Vazquez de Herrera 

who wrote an extensive history of Guatemala from 1683 to 

1713-1714 based partially on sixteenth-century Franciscan 

manuscripts (Carmack 1973:187-189). Stone (1941:15) has 

cited two statements from Vazquez similar to that of Juarros. 

The precise locations of Nahuat settlements in the Olancho 

region have not been pinpointed with certainty, but Reyes 

Mazzoni (1974) has suggested Agalta, Juticalpa, and 

Jutiquile as possibilities. This region also has 

suggestive toponymic evidence of prehistoric Nahuat 



497 

occupation (ibid.; Viv6 Escoto 1972). 

Choluteca Region 

Vazquez (cited by Stone 1957:83, 100) stated that 

in the jurisdiction of the convent of Nacaome and in the 

small town of Goascoran both Lenca and Mexican were spoken. 

According to Garcia de Palacio (1881:6) the languages of 

the Choluteca region in 1573-1574 were Mangue and Chantal 

(Lenca). Ciudad Real (1873, vol. 1:337-343, 386) reported 

in 1586 that Mangue, Ulua, and Poton (Lenca) were spoken 

in the region. Ciudad Real did, however, mention one 

definable site of former Nahuat occupation in Choluteca on 

the so-called island (actually a point) of Ciualtepetl 

(ibid., p. 379). By the time that he and Friar Ponce 

visited this place its previous inhabitants had been moved 

to the Nahuat-speaking town of El Viejo (Tecoatega), 

Nicaragua (ibid.). 

Islands of the Gulf 
of Fonseca 

Ciudad Real listed several islands of the Gulf of 

Fonseca which were in 1586, or had been prior to that time, 

occupied by the Lenca, but he gave Nahua, or Nahua and 

Lenca, names for them. These are Meanguera (formerly 

Meangola or Quetzaltepetl), Conchagiiita (formerly Conxagua 

or Teca), Matzatepetl, Tecuantepetl, and Tzinacatepetl 

(ibid., pp. 381, 383). The first two are actually now part 
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of the republic of El Salvador. As Stone (1957:101) has 

noted, the Nahuat names applied to these islands probably 

originated with the Nahuat speakers of Point Cosigiiina, 

Nicaragua. The fact that Ciudad Real gave names for the 

islands in Nahuatl rather than Nahuat (-tepetl rather than 

-tepet) is not particularly bothersome, for he had a 

tendency to do the same thing with natural phenomena (see, 

for example, Ciudad Real 1873, vol. 1:346). 

El Salvador 

Western and Central Regions 

The linguistic, ethnohistoric, and archaeological 

evidence indicates beyond all reasonable doubt that at the 

time of the Conquest, and probably for at least five 

centuries prior to that time, almost all of this portion 

of El Salvador west and south of the Lempa River was 

occupied by the Pipil (Squier 1855:340-341; Lehmann 1910: 

734; 1920, vol. 2:1021-1024; Spinden 1915:446; Larde 1926d: 

286; Lothrop 1927:216; 1939:Figure l; F. Johnson 1940:map; 

Longyear 1944:6; 1966:134, 141-145; Thompson 1948:13; 1970: 

95; Stone 1949:44; Longacre 1967:Figure 15; Solano 1970: 

280-289; Fowler 1978:289-290; Sheets 1980:13-16). In fact, 

ancient Pipil territory in western and central El Salvador 

at times probably extended beyond the traditional Lempa 

boundary to the north and east of the great river. In the 

Central Basin, at least, the site of Santa Maria is 
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evidence of Pipil occupation slightly north of the Lempa. 

The possibility of Pipil expansion east of the river is 

examined in the discussion of eastern El Salvador, below. 

There are only three, possibly four, specific 

exceptions to the total domination by the Pipil of western 

and central El Salvador at the time of Spanish contact. 

These are the late Pokoman enclaves at Chalchuapa, 

Ahuachapan, and possibly Atiquizaya in the west and 

apparently a Lenca outpost at Istepeque, just north of 

San Vicente volcano and west of the Lempa (Thompson 1970: 

95-96). 

Although Ciudad Real (1873, vol. 1:323) reported 

Chalchuapa as Pipil-speaking in 1586, this appears to have 

been a mistake. In 1637, Friar Thomas Gage, who was fluent 

in Pokoman, spoke to the Indians of Chalchuapa in that 

language (Gage 1958:304). Francisco Ximenez (1929-1931, 

vol. l:bk. 1, eh. 26, p. 69) wrote in the early eighteenth 

century that at the time of the Conquest Chalchuapa was 

occupied by the Pokoman. In the late eighteenth century, 

Cortes y Larraz (1958, vol. 1:233) reported that the native 

language of the parish of Chalchuapa, which included 

Atiquizaya, was Pokoman. The archaeological indications 

are that the Pokoman wrested Chalchuapa from the Pipil in 

the late portion of the ·Late Postclassic (Sharer 1978:211, 

213-215). This impression is confirmed by historical 
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linguistic evidence (Campbell 1976b:168). Thus, Lothrop 

(1939) was seriously in error when he argued that the 

Pokoman once held the entire region of western and central 

El Salvador which later became Pipil territory (Thompson 

1970: 95-96). 

Both Ciudad Real (1873, vol. 1:321) and Cortes y 

Larraz (1958, vol. 1:66) reported Ahuachapan as Mexican

speaking, but Larde (1926d:283) cited a 1549 report by an 

oidor (associate justice) of the audiencia (circuit court) 

of Guatemala, Tomas Lopez Medel, that the women of 

Ahuachapan spoke Pokoman and the men spoke Nahuat. 

Apparently, the only evidence for Pokoman occupation of 

Atiquizaya is the statement of Cortes y Larraz (1958, vol. 

1:233), mentioned above. Ciudad Real (1873, vol. 1:322) 

reported that Atiquizaya was a Pipil town. 

Regarding the Lenca intrusion into eastern Pipil 

territory, Garcia de Palacio (1881:33) stated that at 

Istepeque, although it was located in the same province of 

San Salvador which was held by the Pipil, the inhabitants 

spoke a language which the Pipil called Chantal. The 

Nahuat word chontal (Nahuatl chontalli) means "stranger" 

or "foreigner" (Molina 1944:21, reverse). The Pipil freely 

applied the appellation to any other Indian group who did 

not speak Nahua. For example, they also called the Pokoman 

of Santa Catarina Mita Chontals (Garcia de Palacio 1881: 
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3~). Lothrop's (1939:46) reasoning that the Istepeque 

Chantal were Pokoman is unsound, and Thompson (1970:95-96) 

convincingly demonstrated that the language in question 

was really Lenca which was also often referred to in the 

sixteenth century as Paton or Potona (Garcia de Palacio 

1881:6; Ciudad Real 1873, vol. 1:384). It is reasonable 

to assume, I think, at least as a working hypothesis, that, 

like the Pokoman intrusions in the west, the Lenca takeover 

of Istepeque was relatively recent. 

Since some linguistic maps show historically 

documented Mayan groups in the San Salvador vicinity (for 

example, F. Johnson 1940; Longacre 1967:Figure 15), a brief 

comment on their presence is in order. Ciudad Real (1873, 

vol. 1:400) stated that most of the Indians of San Salvador 

and the surrounding region were Pipil but a few were Achi 

(Quiche, Cakchiquel, or Tzutujil Maya; cf. ibid., p. 383). 

These Highland Maya had nothing to do with preconquest 

events in El Salvador, at least not directly. Almost 

certainly, they had been conscripted into Alvarado's army 

and resettled in San Salvador after the Conquest (Thompson 

1970:97-98). 

Apart from the two or three small Pokoman enclaves 

in western El Salvador and the Lenca penetration at 

Istepeque, the remainder of western and central El Salvador 

was densely populated by the Pipil at the time of the 

Conquest. Alvarado (1924:79, 81, 83, 88) frequently 
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referred to the large and important Pipil towns and large 

Pipil armies that he encountered in the Sonsonate Valley 

and the Acajutla (southwestern coastal plain) region and 

at Cuscatlan (near San Salvador). Some of the Pipil towns 

which Alvarado entered in 1524 can be tentatively identified 

with archaeological sites, for example, Mopicalco (ibid., 

p. 79) with El Giiisnay (Boggs 1976a:38-39), Miaguaclam 

(Alvarado 1924:83) with Los Lagartos, also known as 

Miahuacan (Longyear 1944:23, 80), and Atehuan (Alvarado 

1924:83) with Ateos (Longyear 1944:9-10, 76). 

Unfortunately, however, we have no more than a superficial 

knowledge of these sites. The site of the ancient Pipil 

capital of Cuscatlan has never been located with certainty, 

although many authorities, notably Bar6r1 Castro (1942:92-93), 

have considered it to be the modern town of Antigua 

Cuscatlan, a southwestern suburb of San Salvador. There 

are no archaeological data to support this identification, 

but ethnohistoric evidence indicates that Cuscatlan was 

located a short distance to the southwest of San Salvador 

(Ciudad Real 1873, vol. 1:400). 

Regarding the Sonsonate Valley and the southwestern 

coastal plain, it was here that Alvarado (1924:79-83) fought 

the two major battles of his campaign against the Pipil. 

Izalco, near Sonsonate, was a famous cacao-producing center 

during the Colonial period and probably for the duration of 

the Postclassic as well (Benzoni 1857:158; Lopez de Velasco 
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1894:296; Garcia de Palacio 1881:15-17; Ciudad Real 1873, 

vol. 1:402-403; Vazquez de Espinosa 1969:pt. 1, bk. 5, eh. 

12, p. 155; Millon 1955:71-73; Bergmann 1969:92-93). The 

Pipil tribute lists described and illustrated by Fuentes 

y Guzman (1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 2, eh. 11, pp. 108-110) can 

be attributed to the Sonsonate region (see discussion of 

these documents, Chapter 3). Around 2,000 Pipil speakers 

still live in this region (Kaufman 1974a:958), most of them 

in the towns of Cuisnahuat and Santo Domingo de Guzman 

(Campbell 1975:833; 1976b:172). A considerable amount of 

linguistic and ethnographic data are available on the 

modern Pipil of Izalco and neighboring towns and villages 

(Lehmann 1920, vol. 2:1027-1028, 1032-1059; Arauz 1960; 

Schultze-Jena 1935; Sapper 1936; Campbell 1975). The 

Sonsonate Valley and the southwestern coastal plain of El 

Salvador were without doubt very significant regions of 

preconquest and Conquest-period Pipil occupation. The 

archaeology of these regions, especially that of the 

Postclassic, is very poorly known and badly in need of 

research. 

In addition to these regions and the San Salvador 

vicinity, linguistic, ethnohistoric, and archaeological 

data indicate a number of other zones of western and 

central El Salvador which were important regions of Pipil 

settlement during the Postclassic and the Conquest period. 

These include, but are not limited to, the Lake Guija 
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region (Garc{a de Palacio 1881:33-34; Longyear 1944:20-22; 

Boggs 1976b, 1977; P. Arnaroli 1978:personal communication), 

the Central Basin and surrounding region (Cortes y Larraz 

1958, vol. 1:108; Lothrop 1927:185; Sol 1929a, 1929b; 

Longyear 1944:14-16; 1966:143; Termer 1961; Haberland 1960, 

1964; Fowler 1978; this study, Chapter 1), the Balsam 

Coast (Ciudad Real 1873, vol. 1:401-402; Cortes y Larraz 

1958, vol. 1:92, 97; Squier 1855:331-335, 351-352; Longyear 

1944:9-10, 23, 76, 80); the Cojutepeque-Ilopango region 

(Ciudad Real 1873, vol. 1:396-397; Cortes y Larraz 1958, 

vol. 1:195-196, 214; Richardson 1940:401), and the south 

slope of San Vicente Volcano, including the Nonualcos 

region (Ciudad Real 1873, vol. 1:328; Cortes y Larraz 1958, 

vol. 1:138; Longyear 1944:16). A very large and interesting 

archaeological site of the latter region is Tehuacan or 

Opico which has been known for over a century but has never 

been scientifically investigated (Squier 1858:341; Habel 

1878:22; Gonzalez 1926; Sapper 1896; Lehmann 1910:735; 

Rodriquez 1912:34-35; Spinden 1915:450). It is possible, 

as several of the previously cited scholars, especially 

Spinden (ibid.), speculated, that Tehuacan may have had a 

Postclassic Nahuat occupation. In general, with the 

exception of the Central Basin, archaeological data on all 

of the aforementioned regions are scanty, and further 

investigations are needed in order to define precisely the 

locations and extent of Postclassic Pipil communities in 
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these zones. 

Finally, the plethora of Nahuat place names in 

western and central El Salvador should not go unmentioned 

(Buschmann 1853:137-139, 187-200; Lehmann 1920, vol. 2: 

1025; Vivo Escoto 1972; Geoffroy Rivas 1973). Although 

many of these names have been "nahuatlized," for example, 

Cuscatlan rather than Cuscatan, most of them retain their 

original Nahuat character, in spite of the fact that many 

have been corrupted to hispanisized forms, for example, 

Cuisnahuat rather than Huitsnahuac (ibid., p. 52), or 

Tarnagashte rather than Tarnagaztepec (ibid., p. 141), and 

similar examples abound. The same transformational 

processes are evident in the vocabulary of modern 

Salvadoran Spanish in which the innumerable nahuatismos 

have been hispanized (Geoffroy Rivas 1975, 1978). 

Simultaneously, Nahuat phonological and morphological 

patterns, as well as the lexicon, have had a strong impact 

on the Spanish spoken in El Salvador (Geoffroy Rivas 1975: 

36-39; 1978:16-25). Returning to the toponymic evidence, a 

few Nahua place names in El Salvador probably were imposed 

by Alvarado's Mexican auxiliaries or even by the Spaniards. 

An example of the latter is Tacuba (Nahuatl Tlacopan) which 

Geoffroy Rivas (1973:136) thinks was imposed in an already 

corrupted form by the Spaniards. The vast majority of 

Nahua toponyms in El Salvador, however, certainly owe their 
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occurrences to the Pipil, not to the Spaniards or their 

Nahuatl allies. As Vivo Escoto (1972) showed, many of the 

Nahuat place names of El Salvador form clusters which may 

be correlated with the historical movements of the Pipil 

into this and other regions of Central America. 

Eastern Region 

Specialists are generally in agreement that at the 

time of the Conquest most of eastern El Salvador was 

occupied by the Lenca with small enclaves of Cacaopera in 

the northeast, Ulua in the southeast, and Mangue in the 

extreme eastern end of the country (Lehmann 1910:734; 1920, 

vol. 1:471, vol. 2:604, 636, 794-795, 818-819; Spinden 1915: 

447; Larde 1926b; 1926d:284-286; Lothrop 1927:208, 211; 

1939:Figure l; F. Johnson 1940:map; Longyear 1944:4-5; 1966: 

153; Longacre 1967:Figure 15; Solano 1970:292-297; Andrews 

V 1976:4; 1977:120; Campbell 1976b:166). The widespread 

distribution of Lenca place names in this region is well 

known (Lehmann 1920, vol. 2:719-722; Campbell 1976b:166; 

Andrews V 1977:120), and these are a fair indication of 

prehistoric and Conquest-period Lenca territory. 

Nahua place names are prominent, however, in the 

Usulutan coastal lowlands. A few examples are Jiquilisco 

(Geoffroy Rivas 1973:101), Aguacayo (ibid., p. 18), Ozatlan 

(ibid., p. 119), Gualacho (ibid., p. 82), and Usulutan 

itself (ibid., pp. 159-160). Lenca place names also occur 
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in the region. Some examples are Oxucar, Chaguantique, 

and Ereguayquin (Lehmann 1920, vol. 2:719-720). These 

toponyrns raise the possibility that the Pipil at one time 

shared the region between the Lempa and the lower Rio 

Grande de San Miguel with the Lenca (see Larde 1926d:286). 

Indeed, some linguistic maps extend Pipil distribution to 

the east of the lower Lempa into the Jiquilisco Bay region 

(Lothrop 1939:Figure l; F. Johnson 1940; Longacre 1967: 

Figure 15). I am inclined to regard total or partial 

control of this region by the Nonualco Pipil in the Late 

Postclassic as a strong possibility. The "nahuatization" 

of the Lenca of this region is well documented for the 

Colonial period (Ciudad Real 1873, vol. 1:393; Cortes y 

Larraz 1958, vol. 1:149; Solano 1970:293-294), and this 

process may have begun prior to the Conquest. Such a 

possibility is, however, mitigated somewhat by Ciudad Real's 

(1873, vol. 1:329) unequivocal statement that Pipil 

territory in 1586 was bounded on the east by the Lempa. It 

is also important to note that there was a postconquest 

colony of Nahuatl speakers, former Spanish allies, at 

Mejicapa, just to the east of Usulutan (ibid., p. 330). To 

a certain extent, this group may have been the source of 

the Colonial mexicanization of the Lenca. Given these 

facts, Postclassic Pipil occupation of the Usulutan 

coastal lowlands cannot as yet be established with 

certainty. 
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On an earlier time level and further to the east, 

at Quelepa, near San Miguel, Andrews has recovered 

archaeological evidence that a Veracruz or Veracruz

influenced group moved into eastern El Salvador possibly 

as early as A.D. 600 (Andrews V 1976:183-186; 1977:125-129). 

The material culture of Quelepa during the Lepa phase 

(A.D. 625-1000) is very different in content and character 

from that of preceding phases. There are changes in 

ceramics, lithics, architecture, and burial patterns, and 

a number of new cultural items which indicate close ties 

with Classic Veracruz are introduced at the site during 

this phase (Andrews V 1976:41, 146-148, 154-156, 158-160, 

169-174, 183, 186). A total or partial p9pulation replace

ment at Quelepa during the Late Classic is certainly in 

evidence, and Andrews favors the theory of a takeover of 

the site by a Veracruz elite with military backing and 

probably accompanied by commoners from Veracruz as well 

(ibid., p. 185; cf. Andrews V 1977:128-129). Andrews does 

not specifically identify the hypothesized Gulf Coast 

invaders of eastern El Salvador as Pipil, but he suggests 

that their movement into the region may have been connected 

in some way to the Pipil migrations from central Mexico 

through the Gulf Coast region and into Central America 

(Andrews V 1976:185). 
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THE NICARAO 

The Nicarao at the time of the Conquest occupied 

parts of western Nicaragua and northwestern Costa Rica. 

Our attention is therefore directed to what is often 

referred to as the "Greater Nicoya archaeological subarea" 

(Norweb 1964:551; Lange 1971:17-18; 1976b:180; Linares 

1979:25; Healy 1980:5). This zone includes the Pacific 

coastal regions of Nicaragua and Costa Rica from the Gulf 

of Fonseca to the tip of the Nicoya Peninsula. The Nicarao 

shared Greater Nicoya with two other immigrant groups from 

Mexico, the Chorotega (or Mangue) and the Maribio (or 

Subtiaba), and a small group called the Tacacho whose 

linguistic affiliation is unknown (Lothrop 1926, vol. 1: 

5-13, 20-25; F. Johnson 1940:map; 1948a:63-64; Strong 

1948b:140-142; Stone 1949:45; 1966:212-214, Figure l; 

Longacre 1967:Figure 15; Healy 1974:32-35; 1980:20-23). 

Nicaragua 

Point Cosiguina 

Ciudad Real (1873, vol. 1:343) reported that in 

1586 there was an abandoned Indian town at the site of 

Olomega, near Point Cosigiiina, six leagues to the north of 

El Viejo (Tecoatega). Ponce's chronicler did not specifi

cally state that the former inhabitants of Olornega spoke 

Nahuat, but this seems a logical assumption since he did 
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state that they had been moved to the Nahuat-speaking 

community of El Viejo by their Franciscan ministers (ibid.), 

as had the Nahuat population of the "island" of Ciualtepetl, 

on the Gulf of Fonseca (ibid., p. 379). This was 

apparently the reasoning followed by Lehmann (1920, vol. 

2:1003) and by Lothrop (1926, vol. 1:9) when they identified 

Olomega as Nahuat speaking. 

Le6n-Chinandega Plain 

Enclaves of Nicarao, Maribio, and Tacacho were 

located in this predominantly Chorotega region of north

western Nicaragua at the time of the Conquest and after 

(Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 4, p. 66; 

Ciudad Real 1873, vol. 1:352-356). Glottochronological 

evidence indicates that this linguistic medley in the region 

dates at least to the thirteenth century A.D. (Kaufman 

1974b:49; 1976:116; Campbell 1976b:171). The most important 

Nicarao town of this region was Tecoatega (Lehmann 1920, 

vol. 2:1003) which became known after the Conquest as El 

Viejo (Radell 1969:40; see Ciudad Real 1873, vol. 1:353). 

The historian Oviedo visited Tecoatega several times in 

1528. He wrote vivid descriptions of the town, its chief 

and nobles, and the customs and ceremonies of its 

inhabitants (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 

11, pp. 93-95; eh. 13, pp. 109-112), and he drew a plan of 

the town's "royal square" (ibid., Lam.ina 3). Some of our 
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best ethnohistoric data on the Nicarao come from Tecoatega 

and Oviedo. Ciudad Real (1873, vol. 1:352, 354) reported 

in 1586 that Nahuat was spoken in El Viejo and Chinandega. 

At the eastern edge of the Le6n-Chinandega plain, 

on the ncrthwestern shore of Lake Managua, lie the ruins 

of the first Spanish capital of Nicaragua, Leon Viejo 

(Radell 1969:81-82). Wolfgang Haberland (1981:personal 

communication) suggests that one of the reasons for 

selecting this site for the capital is that there may have 

been a large settlement of Nicarao, with whom the Spaniards 

were allied, in the immediate vicinity. Haberland (1975) 

has linked Managua Polychrome pottery with the Nicarao. He 

reports seeing several specimens of this pottery type in a 

small private collection which had been found near Leon 

Viejo. Haberland therefore believes that the principal 

region of preconquest Nicarao settlement in Nicaragua was 

along the Pacific side of Lake Managua and perhaps in the 

Le6n-Chinandega plain (1981:personal communication; cf. 

Haberland 1964b:625). With the exception of Managua, 

however, the towns of the former region were occupied in 

1586 by Mangue speakers (Ciudad Real 1873, vol. 1:357-359). 

Managua Region 

Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 5, p. 67) 

reported that in 1528-1529 Managua was a Chorotega town. A 

little over half a century later, Ciudad Real (1873, vol. 
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1:359) reported that the town was occupied by Nahuat 

speakers. A possible explanation of this conflicting 

evidence, first suggested by Brinton (1883:xvi-xviii) and 

followed by Lothrop (1926, vol. 1:9), is that soon after 

the Conquest the Chorotega began to adopt a Nahua-Spanish 

patois. This may be true, and it suggests an acculturation 

pattern similar to that which occurred among the Lenca of 

El Salvador, discussed above. Nevertheless, Ciudad Real 

(1873, vol. 1:356-358, 360-361) reported that Mangue was 

spoken in several Nicaraguan localities. A heavily Nahua

influenced lingua franca with some Mangue words has 

certainly been documented in Nicaragua (Brinton 1883), but 

if this jargon was adopted in Managua in the late sixteenth 

century why was this not the case in the other Chorotega 

towns reported on by Ciudad Real? Another possibility is 

that sometime between 1529 and 1586 Nahuat speakers had 

been moved to Managua by the Spaniards. 

Haberland's (1975) speculative attribution of 

Managua Polychrome to the Nicarao has been mentioned 

previously. The distribution of this pottery type 

apparently centers on the region of Managua, Nindiri, and 

Masaya, between the two great lakes (ibid., p. 552). 

Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 4, p. 66; eh. 5, p. 70) 

unequivocally associated this region with the Chorotega, 

and Ciudad Real (1873, vol. 1:360-361) stated that in 1586 

Nindiri and Masaya were Mangue-speaking. The resolution of 
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this apparent conflict between the historical and the 

archaeological evidence will require further research. If 

Managua Polychrome really is connected with the Nicarao, 

the Nahuat presence in Managua-reported by Ciudad Real 

(ibid., p. 359) takes on added significance. 

Isthmus of Rivas 

The well known Nicarao cacique, Nicaragua, was 

contacted in this region of southwestern Nicaragua in 1523 

by the explorer Gil Gonzalez Davila (1883:9-11; Cereceda 

1883:30; Martyr D'Anghera 1912:dec. 6, bks. 3-7, pp. 218-

218-233). The linguistic, ethnohistoric, and archaeological 

data are in accordance that the Nicarao moved into the 

Isthmus of Rivas, pushing out the previous inhabitants, the 

Chorotega, sometime after A.D. 1200 (Healy 1980:337-339; 

see discussion of migrations, Chapter 4). The principal 

Nicarao town of this region was Quauhcapolca which was 

ruled by the cacique Nicaragua and was located somewhere 

near the modern town of Rivas (Torquemada 1969, vol. 1: 

bk. 3, eh. 38, p. 330; Lehmann 1920, vol. 2:1003; Lothrop 

1926, vol. 1:6). Its exact location has not been 

determined. According to the earliest reports, the region 

was relatively densely settled, for Gonzalez Davila (1883: 

11) and Cereceda (1883:30) noted six large settlements, 

presumably occupied by the Nicarao, separated by only l½ 

to 2 leagues (approximately 7½ to 10 km). Considering this 



and other ethnohistoric evidence and the archaeological 

data from the Rivas region, Healy (1980:338) has noted 

"strong impressions of a sizeable Nicarao population 

living in nucleated villages." 

Ometepe Island 

Ciudad Real (1873, vol. 1:369) reported that in 

1586 neither Mangue nor Nahuat but rather some other 
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language was spoken on Ometepe Island. Squier (1852, vol. 

2:313-314; 1853:100-101) claimed to have obtained a Nahua 

word list from the mid-nineteenth century inhabitants of 

the island which indicated, in his opinion, that Ometepe 

was once occupied by the Nicarao. Buschmann (1853:171-172) 

and Lehmann (1920, vol. 2:1017-1018) argued that Squier's 

Ometepe vocabulary lacks authenticity (some of the words seem 

to be from Oviedo; others show Nahuatl .rather than Nahuat 

forms). This· seems out of character . for Squier. Berendt 

(1870?, cited by Lothrop 1926, vol. 1;6) assembled 

toponymic evidence (see Torquemada 1969, vol. l:bk. 3, eh. 

39, p. 331) suggesting that Ometepe as well as the other 

islands of Lake Nicaragua were occupied at the time of the 

Conquest by the Nicarao. The fact that these islands have 

or had Nahua names is insufficient evidence, however, that 

they were inhabited by the Nicarao. The Nicarao need not 

have lived on the islands in order to have given them 

Nahuat names. The same observation applies to Nahuat 
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toponyms throughout Nicaragua (summarized by Lehmann 1920, 

vol. 2:1008-1009), and without supporting archaeological 

or documentary evidence it is difficult to argue for 

Nicarao presence in any given locality of Nicaragua on the 

basis of place names alone. 

The late prehistoric material culture of Ometepe 

Island is characterized by a distinctive ceramic type known 

as Luna Polychrome (Bransford 1881:20-47; Lothrop 1926, 

vol. 1:194-213; Healy 1980:135-140). Healy has summarized 

the debate concerning the ethnic affiliation of the people 

responsible for Luna Polychrome (ibid., p. 140). While 

some scholars see Mesoamerican traits in the ware, others 

see closer ties in Luna decorative motifs with South 

American or Amazonian traditions. A non-Mesoamerican 

derivation for the ware appears to be supported by its 

intersite distribution. Although "Lunoid" polychromes 

(Lange 1971:194, 208) occur in late contexts in some 

regions in southwestern Nicaragua and northwestern Costa 

Rica (M. Coe 1962a:362; Baudez 1967:161-165; Lange 1971:194, 

208; Sweeney 1976:39; Stone 1977:82; Healy 1980:137 , 140), 

specimens of true Luna Polychrome are rarely found i n this 

zone of late prehistoric traditional Mesoamerican cultural 

affiliations (ibid.; Lange 1967a:47). Therefore, I believe 

that Haberland (1964b:625; 1981:personal communicat i on) is 

correct in asserting that the late preconquest (Santa Ana 

or Alta Gracia phase) occupation on Ometepe Island 
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represents an intrusion of a non-Mesoamerican group, 

possibly from the Atlantic coast of Nicaragua, and that the 

Nicarao never held the island. 

Costa Rica 

Guanacaste Region 

Specialists . generally agree that the Guanacaste 

and Nicoya regions of northwestern Costa Rica were 

primarily occupied by the Chorotega at the time of the 

Conquest (Lehmann 1920, vol. 2:794-802, 821-822; Lothrop 

1926, vol. 1:20-21, 23-24; F. Johnson 1940:map; 1948a: 

63-64; Stone 1949:45; 1966:212; Longacre 1967:Figure 15; 

Healy 1974:32-35; 1980:20-21). The ethnohistoric data 

strongly suggest, however, that preconquest and Conquest

period Nicarao distribution extended south of Nicaragua 

into the Guanacaste region. That there were Nahuat 

speakers in Guanacaste is immediately suggested by the fact 

that by the time Gil Gonzalez Davila reached the Isthmus of 

Rivas he had already acquired the services of a Nahuat

speaking interpreter whom Gonzalez himself taught to speak 

Spanish (Martyr D 'Anghera 1912:dec. 6, bk. 4, p. 221). 

Writing a few years after the Conquest, Oviedo (1851-1855: 

pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 12, p. 108) stated, "On the south coast, 

at the Gulf of Orotina [Nicoya], commences the language of 

Nicaragua, and from there it stretches toward the west. " 

On the strength of this evidence, Stone (1966:212) extended 
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the Conquest-period distribution of the Nicarao from the 

Rivas region into upper Guanacaste and the Tempisque 

drainage to the Gulf of Fonseca "as a wedge between the 

Corobicis and the Chorotega-Mangue." According to a 1573 

document (Fernandez 1881-1907, vol. 1:270-271), the 

"language of Nicaragua" was spoken in the town of Bagaces 

of the Guanacaste region. This statement was accepted by 

Lehmann (1920, vol. 1:212), Lothrop (1926, vol. 1:10), 

Mason (1940:82), F. Johnson (1940:105), and Stone (1966:212) 

as evidence that a Nicarao enclave was located in 

Guanacaste. This inference seems reasonable, but whether 

or not the Nicarao intrusion at Bagaces occurred prior to 

the Conquest is open to question. In terms of linguistic 

evidence, several place names of the region are Nahuat in 

origin including that of Guanacaste itself (Lehmann 1920, 

vol. 2:1008). These data and interpretations give the 

impression of a Nicarao presence in Guanacaste, possibly 

dating to the late prehistoric period and certainly to the 

Conquest period. 

The archaeological evidence offers hints of a 

Nicarao intrusion into the region during the Late Polychrome 

period (A.D. 1200-ca. 1520). Although the Greater Nicoya 

subarea seems generally lacking in cultural unity during 

this period (Lange 1971:231; Healy 1980:315), the Rivas 

and Guanacaste regions show connections of some sort 

through the appearance of new polychrome pottery types 
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with distinctively Mexican motifs, especially Vallejo 

Polychrome of the Madeira ceramic group (M. Coe 1962a:362; 

Baudez and Coe 1962:368, 370; Baudez 1967:160-161, 167-168, 

212; Lange 1971:191, 194; 1976a:47; Sweeney 1976:39; 

Healy 1980:140-152, 188-192, 242-246; Day and Abel-Vidor 

1980). The exact nature of this relationship is poorly 

understood. Vallejo Polychrome and related ceramics, which 

are attributed to the Nicarao in the Rivas region (Healy 

1980:339), were almost certainly imported to Guanacaste 

from Rivas (Baudez 1967:212; Day and Abel-Vidor 1980:7). 

Since their occurrence in Guanacaste appears largely 

limited to funerary contexts, Day and Abel-Vidor (1980:8) 

suggest the possibility of a mortuary complex involving 

these ceramics and linking elite kinship or status groups 

of the two regions. If this hypothesis can be substantiated 

by future research, it might imply the presence of a 

politically and economically dominant Nicarao elite among 

the Chorotega population of Guanacaste during the Late 

Polychrome period. This speculation ties in well with 

Lange's (1971:238) interpretation of the culture contact 

situation in parts of Guanacaste during late preconquest 

times: "Site unit intrusion. Fusion with dominance of the 

intruding culture" (see Willey et al. 1955). 
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OTHER NAHUA GROUPS IN CENTRAL AMERICA 

The groups discussed here are all historically 

documented and were all located in lower Central America. 

Three of the four groups probably spoke Nahuatl rather than 

Nahuat if they spoke Nahua at all. The only group for 

which there is even suggestive evidence of Nahuat speech is 

the Chuchures at Nombre de Dios, Panama. 

Nicaragua 

Southeast Coast 

Torquemeda (1969, vol. l:bk. 3, eh. 40, p. 333), in 

his account of the Pipil-Nicarao and Chorotega migrations, 

stated that there was a Nahua group at the Desaguadero, 

that is, the mouth of the San Juan River. He wrote that 

"they speak the Mexican language, not so corrupt as that of 

the Pipil" (ibid.). On the basis of this statement, one 

might suppose that the Desaguadero, as they were called by 

Lothrop (1926, vol. 1:10), spoke Nahuatl rather than Nahuat 

(Mason 1940:82; F. Johnson 1940:105; Stone 1949:45). 

Lothrop (1926, vol. 1:10) believed that the Desaguadero 

were Aztec merchants. 

Costa Rica 

Talarnanca Valley 

In a report dated 1564, Juan Vazquez de Coronado 
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(1886:297) described an encounter in the Talamanca (or 

Coaza) Valley with a Mexican-speaking cacique named Iztolin 

of the Sigua or Chichimec group. The group resided in this 

region of extreme southeastern Costa Rica and the 

neighboring island of Tojar (or Colon) in Almirante Bay, 

Panama (Lehmann 1920, vol. 1:210-211; Lothrop 1926, vol. 1: 

10; Stone 1949:45-46). The name "Chichimec" immediately 

suggests a Mexican affinity for this group, and Lothrop 

(1926, vol. 1:10), Mason (1940:82), F. Johnson (1940:105), 

and Stone (1966:Figure 1) consider them to have spoken 

Nahuatl. The name "Sigua," which can be spelled a number 

of different ways, means "foreigner" in Bribri and other 

Talamancan dialects (Lehmann 1920, vol. 1:211; Lothrop 

1926, vol. 1:10), and thus could have been applied to any 

non-Chibchan group (see ibid., pp. 13-14). There is 

fairly good historical evidence that some of the Sigua were 

probably Mangue-speakers (Lehmann 1920, vol. 1:210-211; 

vol. 2: 824) . 

Panama 

Nombre de Dias 

Andagoya (1945:399) recorded a legend that before 

the Spaniards arrived in Nombre de Dias, on the central 

Caribbean coast of Panama, there had lived there a group of 

Indians known as Chuchures. According to the legend, the 

Chuchures spoke a different language from that of the local 
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natives of the region (that is, they did not speak 

Chibchan), and they had migrated to Nombre de Dios in 

canoes from Honduras (ibid.). Torquemeda (1969, vol. 1: 

bk. 3, eh. 40, p. 333) mentioned that a group had traveled 

by sea from Nicaragua to Nombre de Dios. Lothrop (1926, 

vol. 1:10-11) thought that this evidence indicated that the 

Chuchures were Nahua speakers, and Mason (1940:82) 

tentatively classified them as Nahuat. Stone (1966:211) 

suggested the possibility that they were an offshoot from 

the Nahua colony that Cortes discovered near Trujillo, 

Honduras (discussed above), and on her map she tentatively 

identified them as Nahuat speakers. Lehmann (1920, vol. 1: 

106-108), on the other hand, considered them to have been 

Misquito (Misumalpan) speakers. 

Parita Region 

Andagoya (1945:411) stated that two years before 

the Spaniards entered the province of Parita (Paris) a 

"great army of people had come from toward Nicaragua" to 

settle in the neighboring province of Tauraba. This 

foreign group was apparently very oannabalistic, and they 

consumed a number of young boys from the local population. 

Eventually the foreigners became ill and attempted to 

leave the region, but before they could do so they were 

killed by the local cacique (ibid.). Lothrop (1926, vol. 

1:11) conjectured that because of "their anthropophagous 
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tendencies and their warlike attitude" this group may have 

been a band of Aztec pochteca. This speculation does not 

seem to have been taken seriously by other scholars. 

SUMMARY OF CENTRAL AMERICAN 
NAHUAT DISTRIBUTION 

As the foregoing discussion indicates, the major 

regions held by the Pipil during or before the Conquest 

period were the southeastern coastal plain and piedmont 

and the southeastern highlands of Guatemala and western and 

central El Salvador. Some of their major population 

centers at the time of the Conquest were Escuintla, 

Asunci6n Mita, Izalco, Acajutla, and Cuscatl&n. It is 

possible that the Pipil occupied portions of the Usulutan 

coastal lowlands of eastern El Salvador during the Late 

Postclassic period. The Pipil of the middle Motagua 

Valley of Guatemala were probably resettled there after the 

Conquest, and this was definitely the case for the Pipil 

of Salama, Guatemala. There are vague indications of 

preconquest Pipil enclaves in Honduras, possibly at Naco 

in the Ulua-Chamelecon-Sula region and in the Comayagua 

Valley, and probably in the Olancho Valley. Historical 

evidence indicates small Nahuat groups in the Aguan Valley 

and a portion of the Choluteca region of Honduras during 

the Conquest period (the Nahuat-speakers of the latter 

region should probably be considered as Nicarao rather than 
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Pipil). Because of the tenuous nature of the evidence for 

Nahuat speakers in most of Honduras and the apparent 

negl i gible size of their populations in the two regions of 

the country where they are certainly documented, the 

Honduran Pipil are excluded from further consideration in 

this study. 

During the late prehistoric period and at the time 

of the Conquest, the Nicarao were concentrated in the Point 

Cosiguina region, the Leon-Chinandega plain, and the 

Isthmus of Rivas of Nicaragua. 

Several of the principal towns of these regions 

were Tecoatega, Mistega, Teocatega, and Quauhcapolca 

(Lothrop 1926, vol. 1:6). They may have occupied the 

Managua region prior to the Conquest. They almost 

certainly did not inhabit Ometepe Island. It appears that 

the Nicarao had probably spread from the Rivas region of 

Nicaragua into the Guanacaste region of Costa Rica during 

the last two or three centuries be£ore the Conquest. 

There are vague historical references to other 

Nahua groups in lower Central America, but none of these 

can be definitely identified as Pipil or Nicarao. In some 

cases, even their identification as Nahua speakers is 

questionable. 



PIPIL-NICARAO HISTORICAL LINGUISTICS 

The field of historical linguistics encompasses 

three principal areas of investigation; 
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1. the genetic relationships of languages or 

dialects, implying common origins and subsequent separations 

of peoples, 

2. borrowings (phonetic, structural, or lexical) 

from one language to another, implying prehistoric culture 

contacts, and 

3. cultural and environmental terms of languages 

which provide clues on the content, geographical locations, 

and adaptations of prehistoric cultures (Swadesh 1959a:20). 

Thus, historical linguistic research is conducted within a 

framework of the same three dimensions that characterize 

archaeological research: time, space, and culture. But 

historical linguistics often provides evidence on 

prehistoric events and processes which leave little or no 

trace in the archaeological record. Therefore the history 

of a language has important implications for the prehistory 

of the speakers of the language. This is especially true 

in the case of Nahua. The following discussion is organized 

in terms of the aspects of investigation listed above. 

Historical linguistics may be contrasted with 

descriptive linguistics which deals synchronically with 

phonetics, grammar, and vocabulary. Since the conclusions 
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of historical linguistics require a data base in descrip

tive linguistics, a brief comment will be made on the 

available descriptive data on the Nahua language. 

DESCRIPTIVE MATERIALS 

This comment is not intended to be a complete list 

of the descriptive materials for Nahua. I merely wish to 

provide a general idea of the range of available materials 

and to enumerate the sources that I have found most useful 

in my own incipient work with the language. 

The available descriptive materials for comparative 

lexical, phonological, and grammatical studies of Nahuat 

dialects have been inventoried by Bright (1967), and 

additional sources are cited by Lastra de Suarez (1974), 

Campbell and Langacker (1978), and Dakin (1979). Among the 

most important sources are Molina (1944), Olmos (1972), 

Swadesh and Sancho (1966), and J. R. Andrews (1975} for 

Classical Nahuatl; Boas (1917) for Pochutec; a compendium 

of Uto-Aztecan vocabularies assembled by Key (1954); and 

Squier ( 18 5 2 , vo 1. 2 : 314 ; 18 5 5 : 3 51- 3 5 2 ) , S to 11 ( 19 5 8 : 2 0- 2 9 ) , 

Brinton (1887), Lehmann (1920, vol. 2:978-1083), Arauz 

(1960), Schultze-Jena (1935), and Geoffroy Rivas (1969) for 

Nahuat. Campbell (1975) has recently published a paper on 

Salvadoran Nahuat dialectical variation which is a 

promising start toward a comprehensive study of Pipil 

dialect geography. 



RELATIONSHIPS IN TIME 

The genetic unity of Uto-Aztecan has been 

recognized for more than a century (Lamb· 1964:113-118; 

Kaufman 1974a:959; 1974b:25; Lastra d~ Su&rez 1975: 

158-159). The fact that the Ute-Aztecan languages are 
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genetically related means that they have a common origin 

and that at some time in the prehistoric past there was a 

single parent language (Proto-Uto-Aztecan) which subse

quently diverged into the numerous daughter languages. 

Glottochronological evidence indicates that the initial 

split in the family, between northern and southern 

divisions, took place more than 4,700 years ago (Swadesh 

1954-1955:181; 1967:98; Hale 1958:106-107; Kaufman 1974a: 

958; 1974b:73). These two divisions in turn diverged 

further into the proto-forms of the eight widely recognized 

groups or branches of Ute-Aztecan which in their turn split 

into early forms of the component language complexes and 

dialects (Lamb 1964:109-110; Kaufman 1974a:958; 1974b:73). 

(The terms "language family," "branch," "language group," 

and so on are used here as suggested by Kaufman [1974a:958; 

1974b:22]). On the basis of the genetic affinity of the 

dialects of the Nahuan language group, an ancestral form of 

Nahua, Proto-Nahua, can be postulated (Swadesh 1954-1955: 

179) . 



Method 

Before proceeding to examine the implications of 

Nahua dialectical variation, a brief note on the method 

employed to measure the degree of divergence between 
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related languages is in order. Estimates of the time of 

separation between the distinct segments of an original 

language community are possible through the use of lexico

statistic techniques. The controversial method of 

glottochronology, which is one of many lexicostatistic 

techniques, has been alluded to already. Although 

opponents of the method are highly stringent in their 

criticisms of its empirical basis and application, glotto

chronology is one of the most important tools of prehistoric 

research. 

Glottochronology is the study of the rate of change 

in languages and the use of the rate to calculate the 

length of time (time depth) during which two or more 

related languages or dialects have developed independently. 

The best published explanation and overall assessment of 

the method is by Hymes (1960). Devised by Swadesh (1950, 

1951, 1952, 1955) and Lees (1953), glottochronology assumes 

that certain notions are common to universal human 

experience and that words for these concepts exist in all 

languages. Such words are regarded as culturally unbiased, 

and they include terms for body parts, pronouns, numerals, 
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natural phenomena, etc. These terms are the "basic" or 

"core" vocabulary of languages which is assumed to change 

at a more or less constant rate over a certain period of 

time. When daughter languages diverge from a proto

language, they are thought to replace a certain percentage 

of their basic vocabulary at a relatively constant rate. 

If the rate of change is constant, it can be correlated with 

time. This assumption is based upon the frequently quoted 

principle formulated by Sapir (1916:76): "The greater the 

degrees of linguistic differentiation within a stock, the 

greater is the period of time that must be assumed for the 

development of such differentiations." The rate of 

retention in basic vocabulary was first calculated on the 

basis of 13 control cases (historically documented 

languages compared with lineal descendants with a separation 

of at least 1,000 years) at an average of 81% per 1,000 

years (Swadesh 1952; Lees 1953) and later revised to an 

average of 86% per 1,000 years (Swadesh 1955; cf. Hymes 

1960:12-15). 

The first step in a glottochronological application 

is to compile examples of basic vocabulary from related 

languages consisting of 100 or 200 items in a predetermined 

test list (Hymes 1960:6). The analyst then compares the 

test lists, two languages at a time, to ascert~in the 

number of pairs of words that are cognate. The judgement 

of cognates must be made according to known laws of 
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phonological correspondence between the languages in 

question (arrived at through the comparative method) 

rather than simple phonetic similarity. Common borrowings 

from a third language must be distinguished from true 

cognates and the former excluded from the cognate count 

since they do not stem from the parent language. For 

example, Izalco Nahuat pelu and Mecayapan Nahuat peloh, 

"dog," would not be registered as cognate since both are 

borrowed from Spanish perro. Cognates must also agree in 

central meaning. A classic example is English deer which 

is not scored as cognate with German Tier, "animal." 

Once the number of cognates has been tallied, the 

percentage of cognates is computed by dividing the number 

of cognates by the number of words compared. Time depth is 

calculated using the following formula: t=log C/(2 log r), 

in which t stands for time depth expressed in millenia, log 

is an abbreviation for "natural logarithm of," C is the 

percentage of cognates, and r is the "constant" average 

retention ratio .expected for a period of 1,000 years 

(usually assumed to be 86%). Since C is known and r is 

assumed, the formula is solved fort. The result is an 

estimate of the minimum time that has passed since the two 

languages were in a common earlier state. The actual 

temporal separation between the two languages would be 

twice this result since divergence is occurring simulta

neously in both lines (Swadesh 1952:460). A much fuller 
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exposition of the procedural steps of glottochronology is 

given by Gudschinsky (1964) who also discusses the method 

for computing the range of error. The necessity of this 

computation cannot be overstressed, for without it 

glottochronological estimates tend to assume a false air of 

precision inviting abuse of the method and disillusion with 

its utility. Failure to include the range of error in a 

glottochronological estimate could result in a misunder

standing concerning the accuracy of the estimate. Consider 

for example, the separation between Zacapoaxtla and 

Mecayapan Nahuat which Swadesh (1954-1955:184) judged to 

have 67 cognate pairs out of 90 lexical comparisons (74%). 

Using a retention ratio of 74% per millenium, Swadesh 

calculated the divergence between these two dialects at 

10 minimum centuries (me.). Although he emphasized that 

glottochronological estimates are subject to statistical 

error (ibid., p. 183), Swadesh did not include specific 

ranges of error in his estimates of Nahua divergence. 

Using Swadesh's data and retention ratio and Gudschinsky's 

(1964:620-621) formula for computing range of error, 

one can calculate at the .67 confidence level ( 1 sigma) 

that the separation between Zacapoaxtla and Mecayapan took 

place 1,000±200 years ago, or 800 to 1,200 years ago. This 

estimate and its range of error can be interpreted in the 

same way and with the same statistical caution as a radio

carbon date. If the range of error is not stated, one has 
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no idea how much confidence to put in the estimate. 

A number of linguists do not accept the methods or 

findings of glottochronology primarily because of the 

difficulty of compiling a culturally unbiased, universally 

useful, basic vocabulary list and the belief that the rate 

of change in basic vocabulary is not the same for all 

languages and is not constant for any single language (see 

especially Gudschinsky 1956; Rea 1958; Bergsland and Vogt 

1962). A cautious, objective appraisal of the merits and 

shortcomings of the method is that of Hymes who finds that 

"there is support for the concept of basic vocabulary; some 

tendency for regular rate of change in the part sampled by 

test lists; and some consistency of estimates of divergence 

time with other lines of evidence" (1960:32). In my 

opinion, the current disfavor with which many specialists 

view the method stems from unrealistic expectations 

concerning its capabilities. As Gudschinsky (1964:620) 

pointed out, glottochronology operates with a wide margin 

of error; this does not mean that the method is invalid if 

one does not abuse it by expecting a greater degree of 

accuracy than is basically possible. Kaufman (1974b:16) 

has remarked that most linguists who have had experience 

with a wide variety of languages from different parts of 

the world would accept in principle the supposition that 

basic vocabulary changes at a relatively constant rate. 

There are, of course, counter-examples, but if these are 
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sufficient proof that the method is bankrupt, then an 

explanation of the regularity of change in the control 

cases must be brought forth. Finally, I reiterate the 

frequently stated view that glottochronology is no more 

inaccurate a dating method than those upon which archaeo

logists rely most heavily, especially radiocarbon. As the 

results of many studies have shown, glottochronology has a 

very positive contribution to make to the understanding of 

prehistory. Even in cases in which the range of error is 

too wide for precision dating, the method sheds light on 

prehistoric cultural groupings and population movements and 

is an extremely useful linguistic classificatory device. 

A well known instance in which glottochronology has 

been used to clarify prehistoric population movements 

focuses on the dispersal of Nahua speakers in Mesoamerica. 

We may now consider the implications of Nahua lexical 

variation for Pipil-Nicarao culture history. 

Nahua Divergence 

Swadesh (1954-1955) and Luckenbach and Levy (1980) 

have published papers of vital importance using glotto

chronology to examine Nahua divergence and its implications 

for the prehistory of Nahua speakers. Kaufman (1974a:958; 

1974b:48-49, 73) has also dealt briefly with glottochron~ 

logical estimates of Nahua diversity. The following 
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discussion focuses primarily on questions and issues raised 

in the first two papers. 

Swadesh used a retention rate of 74% per millenium, 

while Luckenbach and Levy compared historically documented 

Nahua dialects spanning a period of 400 years to arrive at 

a retention rate of 79% per millenium. This rate is, of 

course, slightly less than the average rate of retention 

of 86% per millenium calculated on glottochronological 

control cases (Swadesh 1955), but the Nahua rate of 

persistence is close enough to the average rate to support 

the contention that basic vocabulary in all languages 

changes at approximately the same rate. Luckenbach and 

Levy (1980:456) explain the faster than average rate of 

lexical change in Nahua in terms of the drastic influence 

of Spanish. The perceived rate may also be a product of 

the relatively brief period of Nahua documentation. 

In an effort to test comparability of results, I 

recalculated Swadesh's estimates of divergence between 10 

Nahua cornrnunilects using the 79% per millenium persistence 

rate found by Luckenbach and Levy. (A cornrnunilect is a 

variation of a dialect spoken in a particular locality.) 

The number of available word pairs that Swadesh used for 

comparisons and the relative cognate percentages that he 

found are shown in Table 14. My recalculation of absolute 

time depth between the cornrnunilects, expressed in years 

B.P. (Swadesh used the turn of the twentieth century as his 
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Table 14. Relative eognate Percentages and Number of Pairs 
of Items Used in Comparisons Between 10 Nahua 
Communilects. 

Mi NP Za Ch _ Ta . Tu Sa . Me Po 

CN 82 83 78 82 80 83 84 72 70 

66 Mi 80 83 88 82 82 84 76 69 

90 64 NP 86 86 83 79 81 73 71 

97 64 92 Za 85 86 87 83 74 77 

n 95 63 87 95 Ch 91 86 82 79 74 C 

87 61 81 85 86 Ta 92 82 75 74 

78 55 78 77 77 11 Tu 92 86 77 

92 62 86 90 90 86 76 Sa 77 75 

90 59 90 90 81 79 71 86 Me 69 

74 52 70 74 73 66 62 72 70 Po 

n=number of items used in comparisons 
C=cognate percentages 

CN Classical Nahuatl Ta Tatela, Ver. 
Mi Milpa Alta, D.F. Tu San Andr~s Tuxtla, Ver. 
NP Northern Puebla Sa Salvadoran 
Za Zacapoaxtla, Pue. Me Mecayapan, Ver. 
Ch Chicontepec, Ver. Po Pochutla, Oax. 

Based on Swadesh 1954-1955:184-185 



temporal datum point), are depicted in Table 15. As the 

foregoing discussion of method indicates, the absolute 

estimates should not be interpreted as strictly precise, 

and they should be considered with their ranges of error. 
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To allay the impression of false precision, Figure 73 

displays the estimates and their 1-sigma ranges of error, 

both rounded off to the nearest half-century. In converting 

time depth to years A.D., it is sometimes necessary to use 

a "leveling" factor to bring the chronology up to A.D. 1900 

since some of the data were elicited in the sixteenth 

rather than the twentieth century (Swadesh 1954-1955:182). 

Although the 10 cornrnunilects with which Swadesh 

worked represent a small sample, they are particularly 

appropriate for the present study since they are divided 

between Nahuatl: Classical Nahuatl, Milpa Alta, D.F., and 

Northern Puebla; Nahuat: Zacapoaxtla, Puebla, Chicontepec, 

Veracruz, Tatela, Veracruz, San Andres Tuxtla, Veracruz, 

Mecayapan, Veracruz, and Salvadoran Pipil; and Pochutec from 

Pochutla, Oaxaca (for sources of word lists see ibid., p. 

191). Luckenbach and Levy's sample is more extensive, 

consisting of 25 cornrnunilects (1980:Table 1). In spite of 

the difference in sample size, the estimates of divergence 

are reasonably consistent. 

Close examination of Figure 73 reveals six 

"divergence episodes." The first is the earliest split 

within Nahua, dated by the separation of Pochutla and 
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Table 15. Glottochronological Time Depth Between 10 Nahua 
Cornrnunilects 

CN NP Mi Me Sa Ch Ta Tu Za 

Po 1718 1457 1579 1579 1424 1281 1281 1112 1112 

Za 1257 642 793 1281 993 692 642 593 

Tu 993 1003 844 642 555 642 355 

Ta 1150 793 844 1224 1044 401 

Ch 1044 642 544 1003 1044 

Sa 1142 1097 942 1312 

Me 1598 1340 1168 

Mi 1044 950 

NP 933 
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Mecayapan, Pochutla and Milpa Alta, and Pochutla and 

Classical Nahuatl, and Mecayapan and Classical Nahuatl to 

around A.D. 200 to 300. Pochutla and Mecayapan are the 
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most divergent of the Nahua communilects considered here, 

meaning that the ancestors of the speakers of these two 

communilects were among the first to split off from the 

homogeneous Proto-Nahua language community. Compared with 

the results published by Luckenbach and Levy, however, a 

date for this separation in the third to fourth century 

A.D. seems a bit early. If the time depth values for 

Pochutla shown in Table 15 are averaged, the result is 

1394 B.P. or A.D. 506. This date comes very close to 

Luckenbach and Levy's (1980:458-459) estimate of A.D. 543 

for the separation of Pochutla. Another similar estimate 

is that of Kaufman (1974b:48) who dates the separation of 

Pochutla to A.D. 500. Importantly, the ranges of error for 

the four earliest separations shown in Figure 73 extend to 

or beyond the sixth century A.D. Of course, the possibility 

that Pochutla actually did begin to diverge as early as 

A.D. 200 or 300 should also be considered. 

A second divergence episode delineated in Figure 73 

shows dates clustering between A.D. 450 and 600. During 

this period Pochutla separates further from all other 

communilects of the sample except for Zacapoaxtla and San 

Andres Tuxtla (from which it appears to have separated 

around A.D. 800). Other events taking place at this time 
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involve the separation of Mecayapan from Northern Puebla, 

Zacapoaxtla, and Salvadoran. As stated above, statisti

cally, the first and second divergence episodes could be 

combined. It is convenient to keep them separate, however, 

to show how separations beginning in the first episode are 

intensified during the second. 

The third divergence episode, dating around A.D. 

650 to 850, is the time of separation of a number of 

communilects from C1assical Nahuatl. These are Milpa Alta, 

Zacapoaxtla, Chicontepec, Tatela, and Salvadoran. 

Salvadoran also diverges during this time from Northern 

Puebla, Chicontepec, and Tatela. Mecayapan separates 

during this period from Milpa Alta and Tatela. The 

activity of Zacapoaxtla, Chicontepec, Tatela, Mecayapan, 

and Salvadoran, all Nahuat communilects, indicates that the 

highlight of this episode was the first series of Pipil 

migrations out of central Mexico into the lowlands of 

Veracruz and on to Central America. The clustering of 

dates of separation during this period coincides well with 

a divergence node of A.D. 801 found by Luckenbach and Levy 

(1980:459) to date the earliest Pipil separations. The 

Nahuat divergence node calculated from the data in Table 15 

however, is A.D. 965 (the average of 54 values). This date 

correlates with Kaufman's (1974b:49) glottochronological 

estimate of A.D. 900-1000 for the Pipil migrations. 
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On the basis of the latter estimate, one would 

expect the tenth century A.D. to have been a significant 

time of Pipil divergence. This is precisely the indication 

for the fourth divergence episode ,which dates to 

approximately A.D. 900-1100. Significant separations 

taking place during this period include the split between 

Milpa Alta and Zacapoaxtla, Tatela, San Andres Tuxtla, and 

Salvadoran. Salvadoran also diverges from Zacapoaxtla 

during this time, and Chicontepec separates from Mecayapan. 

Each of the nine separations which form a fifth 

divergence episode involve at least one Nahuat communilect. 

The estimated dates for these separations cluster around 

A.D. 1200 to 1350. Some of the divergences occurring 

during this episode involve Chicontepec, Tatela, and San 

Andres Tuxtla splitting off from Zacapoaxtla and 

Chicontepec, Salvadoran, and Mecayapan separating from San 

Andres Tuxtla. These events can be correlated with 

Luckenbach and Levy's (1980:459) internal divergence node 

of A.D. 1257 for Nahuat. 

Finally, the closest glottochron~logical relation

ships of the sample are between Chicontepec and Tatela and 

between Tatela and San Andres Tuxtla. Their separation 

forms the sixth and most recent divergence episode, with an 

estimated date of A.D. 1500-1550. The historical event that 

prompted these divergences was without doubt the Spanish 

Conquest. Luckenbach and Levy (1980:460) found an internal 



divergence node within Nahuatl which is also correlated 

with the Conquest. 
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As this discussion shows, the conclusions reached 

by Luckenbach and Levy and those reached here on the basis 

of Swadesh's data are in substantial agreement. The 

outstanding points of concordance are the early divergence 

of Pochutla, indicating that Nahua has a time depth of 15 

me., the close relationships between Salvadoran and Gulf 

Coast Pipil, and the dating of the ~plits occurring 

with the Pipil migrations which indicates a time depth for 

the Aztec language complex (Nahuatl, Nahual, and Nahuat) of 

11 me. The only apparent point of disagreement is the 

position of Mecayapan. According to Swadesh's data, 

Mecayapan was an early divergent, separating from the early 

Nahua language community just after Pochutla. Luckenbach 

and Levy (1980:Figure 2) indicate that Mecayapan separated 

from other Nahuat cornrnunilects sometime around the 

thirteenth century A.D. Another study (Hale 1958) also 

assigns a very early date of separation to Mecayapan. 

Implications 

The linguistic separations outlined above are in 

broad chronological agreement with reconstructions based 

upon archaeological evidence and traditional histories. 

Thus, Nahua divergences can be correlated with archaeolo

gically and historically documented events. 
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The earliest divergence within Nahua probably 

occurred soon after the Proto-Nahua language community 

moved into the Mesoamerican culture area. The earliest 

separations (comprising the first and second divergence 

episodes discussed above) were probably connected with the 

expansion of Teotihuacan power between approximately A.D. 

500 and 650 and disruptions of trade and tribute patterns 

which led to the Teotihuacan "diaspora" sometime around 

A.D. 650 or 700 (Borhegyi 1965a:39-40; ~im~nez Moreno 1966: 

45-55; Weaver 1972:136-137, 139; Kaufman 1974b:48-49; R. E. 

W. Adams 1977:191, 219-221; Luckenbach and Levy 1980:459). 

This is not to imply that there were Nahua speakers at 

Teotihuacan during the time of its apogee, but they were 

almost certainly among the destroyers of the city (Kaufman 

1976: 113). 

After the collapse of Teotihuacan, unstable 

political, economic, and social conditions in central 

Mexico were probably the impetus for a number of large

scale population movements. Among these movements was the 

first wave of Pipil-Nicarao migrations out of central 

Mexico into the Veracruz coastal lowlands and via the 

Isthmus of Tehuantepec to Central America sometime around 

A.D. 700 to 900 (correlated with the third divergence 

episode). The linguistic evidence for the separations 

that took place at this time finds compelling support in 

the archaeological and ethnohistoric data (Torquemeda 1969, 
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vol. 1: bk. 3, eh. 40, pp. 351-333; Lehmann 1920, vol. 2: 

1005; Thompson 1948:11; Borhegyi 1965a:40; Jimenez Moreno 

1966:63-67; Weaver 1972:152, 221; Andrews V 1972; 1976:184-

185; Boggs 1972, 1973; Casasola 1976-1977; Agrinier 1978; 

Fowler 1978:284-286; Luckenbach and Levy 1980:459). An 

important linguistic fact for the interpretation of the 

migrations is the very close relationship between Salvadoran 

and the Gulf Pipil communilects. This relationship is 

clearly illustrated by the clustering of the mean retention 

ratios (average cognate percentages) of Zacapoaxtla, 

Salvadoran, Tatela, Chicontepec, and San Andres Tuxtla, 

shown in Table 16. The affinity between Salvadoran and 

Veracruz Nahuat supports the traditional view that the 

Gulf coast region was a staging ground for the Pipil

Nicarao invasion of Central America. 

Later Nahuat separations between approximately A.D. 

900 and 1350 (reflected in the fourth and fifth divergence 

episodes) were probably directly or indirectly related to 

the expansion of the Toltec empire and its subsequent 

demise which occurred no later than the middle of the 

thirteenth century A.D. (Davies 1977:352-356, 413; 

Nicholson 1978:322; D. H. Kelley 1981:personal 

communication). An important Toltec-influenced Pipil group, 

the Nonoalca, pushed into El Salvador at this time, 

displacing many of the earlier Pipil inhabitants of the 

region. The movement of the Nicarao into Nicaragua 
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Table 16. Mean Retention Ratios of 10 Nahua Communilects 
(calculated from Table 14). 

Pochutla 72.9% 

Mecayapan 75.7% 

Classical Nahuatl 79.3% 

Northern Puebla 80.2% 

Milpa Alta 80.6% 

Zacapoaxtla 82.1% 

Salvadoran 82.2% 

Tatela 82.7% 

Chicontepec 83.7% 

San Andres Tuxtla 84.9% 
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sometime after A.D. 1200 (Healy 1974:524; 1980:377) appears 

to be correlated with these events. The Pipil-Nicarao 

migrations are treated in much greater detail in Chapter 4. 

Finally, a series of separations is detected around 

the time of the Conquest (the sixth divergence episode). 

As Luckenbach and Levy (1980:460) have pointed out, the 

fact that glottochronology indicates Nahua divergence 

during the Conquest period attests the validity of the 

method. 

RELATIONSHIPS IN SPACE 

I will discuss spatial relationships on two levels. 

The first level involves ancient internal relations and 

external contacts: linguistic evidence for early 

geographic relations within Nahua and early contacts with 

other cultures. The second level focuses on later internal 

Nahuat relations and prehistoric culture contacts between 

the Pipil-Nicarao and other cultural linguistic groups of 

Central America as seen in their linguistic prehistory. 

The early geographic relations and culture contacts 

within Nahua are implied by the glottochronological data 

discussed above. Figure 74 is a schematic diagram of these 

relations. The diagram depicts not only temporal but also 

spatial relationships (not to scale) since the communilects 

with the least separation must have been located in close 

geographic proximity and maintained contact with one 
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Figure 74. Schematic Diagram of Early Nahua Relationships 
{after Swadesh 1954-1955:175, revised) 
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another (see Gudschinsky 1964:621-622). Conversely, 

maximum degrees of divergence indicate greater inter

dialectical distance and relative or total lack of contact. 

The greatest amount of lexical divergence between related 

languages or dialects occurs when they are isolated from 

one another. In all cases of maximum separation shown in 

Figure 74, it would appear that the cornrnunilects in 

question were once located on the periphery of the ancient 

Proto-Nahua territory. The most distant points of the 

periphery would be represented by the locations of the 

proto-cornrnunilects of Classical Nahuatl, Pochutla, and 

Mecayapan, shown in Figure 74 as the points of a triangular 

area. The proto-cornrnunilects of Salvadoran, Milpa Alta, 

and Northern Puebla would have been spoken in locations 

between the core and the periphery. The core of the 

proto-cornrnunity is represented by the proto-cornrnunilects of 

Chicontepec, Tatela, San Andres Tuxtla, and Zacapoaxtla 

(Swadesh 1954-1955:179). The dendritic diagram of early 

Nahua relations and divergence published by Luckenbach and 

Levy (1980:Figure 2) can also be interpreted geographically. 

Where was the Proto-Nahua community located before 

it began to diverge? The continuous distribution of Uto

Aztecan in northwestern Mexico (Longacre 1967:Figure 15) 

implicates this region as the previous location of 

ancestral Nahua. More specifically, Kaufman (1974b:49) 

has suggested that the Proto-Nahua heartland was near the 



present location of Cora (which, with Huichol, is closely 

related to Nahuan), in the Mexican state of Nayarit. 

548 

In this region on the fringe of Mesoamerica, early 

Nahua speakers probably began to adopt certain Mesoamerican 

cultural traits even before they entered the culture area 

on which they were to make such a profound impact (Kaufman 

1976:114). Words for some of these borrowed traits can be 

identified as loans from Mixe-Zoquean, one of the most 

important linguistic and cultural groups of early 

Mesoamerica (Campbell and Kaufman 1976). Examples of Mixe

Zoquean loan words in Nahua include the terms for cacao, 

axe, woven straw mat, and sandals (ibid., pp. 84-86). 

There is no evidence, however, that early Nahua speakers 

were ever in contact with Mixe-Zoquean speakers at the time 

that similar loans were transmitted from Mixe-Zoquean to 

other Mesoamerican languages (ea. 1000-400 B.C.). ~n any 

case, Teotihuacan was probably the source and a later 

date, probably around A.D. 300-500, can be postulated for 

these borrowings (Kaufman 1976:114). The point is that 

Nahua speakers were becoming "mesoamericanized" even before 

they moved into Mesoamerica. This process was, of course, 

greatly intensified once they began to enter the area. 

Turning to intradialectical relations within Nahuat 

and prehistoric contacts between the Pipil-Nicarao and 

other groups of southeastern Mesoamerica as evidenced by 

lexical borrowings, the close relationship between 
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Salvadoran and Veracruz Nahuat has been noted previously. 

As indicated, this relationship means that the Nahuat 

groups who migrated to Central America and became known as 

the Pipil and the Nicarao moved into the region from 

Veracruz where they maintained close contacts with the 

Nahuat groups of the Gulf coast region until their unity 

was splintered by the migrations. A very close geographical 

relationship may be assumed for the Pipil and the Nicarao 

themselves. Indeed, they were probably a homogeneous 

group until the Nicarao split off and moved to Nicaragua. 

Unfortunately, Nicarao lexical data (summarized by Lehmann 

1920, vol. 2:1009-1118) are inadequate for globtochrono

logical comparisons with other Nahuat communilects. 

As a powerful invading cultural group, one would 

expect the Pipil and the Nicarao to have had an impact on 

their neighbors in the regions which they took over. This 

impact can be seen in loan words from Nahuat to other 

Central American languages. Campbell (1976b:177) has 

identified a number of loans from Nahuat to Xinca, Honduran 

and Salvadoran Lenca, Cacaopera, and Matagalpa. It is not 

surprising to find that Xinca and Lenca have borrowed 

words from Nahuat, for the Pipil are historically known to 

have shared boundaries with these two groups. The loans in 

Cacaopera and Matagalpa are unexpected and may indicate an 

undocumented common fr0ntier between Nahuat and Matagalpan 

speakers sometime in the past. 
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Among the loan words which Campbell has indicated 

are terms for gourd vessel (jicara) in Xinca, Salvadoran 

Lenca, and Cacaopera; basket in Xinca and Cacaopera (post

conquest?); work (labor tribute?) in Salvadoran Lenca and 

Cacaopera; meat in Cacaopera and Matagalpa; tortilla in 

Matagalpa; temple in Honduran Lenca, Cacaopera, and 

Matagalpa; and year in Honduran Lenca (ibid.). This sample 

of lexical borrowings gives an idea of the cultural 

categories in which Pipil influence was exerted over their 

neighbors. 

Regarding loans from Nicarao Nahuat, I searched 

Lehmann's (1920, vol. 2:844-863, 939-964) lexical materials 

on Mangue and Subtiaba and could find no resemblances 

except-the following: 

Subtiaba kaiti, Nahuat kakti, "sandal" (perhaps a 

common borrowing from Mixe-Zoquean), and 

Subtiaba mandil, Nahuat mastat, "loincloth" 

(ibid., pp. 853, 951; Lehmann himself drew the two compari

sons). In my opinion, the first is the only valid compari

son. The Nahuat loan words in Matagalpa, mentioned 

above, were probably from the Nicarao rather than the Pipil, 

indicating, perhaps, that more Nicarao loans should appear 

in Mangue and Subtiaba. Future comparative linguistic 

research may alter the impression of a relative lack of 

Nahuat loan words in Mangue and Subtiaba. If it does not, 

support would seem to be given to Oviedo's (1851-1855:pt. 3, 
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bk. 42, eh. 1, p. 37; eh. 3, p. 54) indications that the 

Nicarao had little to do with non-Nahua groups of the 

Greater Nicoya region except to exploit them as slaves and 

sacrificial victims. 

CULTURE-ENVIRONMENTAL CORRELATIONS 

This area of historical linguistic inference, often 

called "linguistic paleontology" (Swadesh 1952:463), is 

based on the assumption that if a language has words for 

certain cultural items and environmental features then the 

referents of the terms must have been part of the cultural 

inventory and environmental setting of the speakers of the 

language. Linguistic paleontology is perh~ps most 

rewarding when it is directed to the proto-language level. 

At this level one compares cognate elements of related 

languages to reconstruct the cultural and environmental 

content of the proto-community (Swadesh 1959a:31). Some 

excellent examples of the application of this technique on 

Mesoamerican languages include Millon and Longacre (1961) 

for Proto-Mixtecan and Proto-Amuzgo-Mixtecan, Harvey (1964) 

for Proto-Oto-Manguean, McQuown (1964) for Proto-Mayan, and 

Campbell and Kaufman (1976) for Proto-Mixe-Zoquean. 

From the Nahua cognate sets published by Campbell 

and Langacker (1978:262-269) a number of important observa

tions can be made on the cultural content and environmental 

setting of the Proto-Nahua language community (a few items 



are also taken from Campbell and Kaufman [1976]). The 

referents of significant etymons can be divided into 

several culture-environmental categories: 

Agriculture: seed, plant (sow). 
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Maize and maize preparation: maize, milpa (maize 

field), harvest maize, ear of maize/dried maize, roasting 

ear, maize husk, metate (grinding stone), grind, maize 

dough, comal (griddle), tortilla (a thin "cake" of maize 

dough cooked on the comal), atole (gruel). 

Other cul tigens: chili, avocado, squash, tom_ato, 

zapote, cacao (the latter listed by Campbell and Kaufman 

[1976:84] as a borrowing from Mixe-Zoquean). 

Plants and animals: amate (wild fig), ceiba (silk

cotton tree), grass, pine/kindling, reed, bat, buzzard, 

coyote, deer, fish, iguana, owl, snake, turkey (probably 

also rabbit, but not listed by Campbell and Langacker. 

[1978]). 

Religion and ritual: count, sing, dance, drunk, 

fire, sun, moon, old (great, holy), sweep (temple mainte

nance), amate (bark paper), write/paint, deer (a calendrical 

day name), break (cut, human sacrifice?), petate (straw 

mat), nawal (shaman, transformer, alter ego) (the latter 

three from Mixe-Zoque [Campbell and Kaufman 1976:85-86]). 

Textiles, weaving, etc.: cotton, spin thread, 

spindle whorl, weave sew, huipil/quechquemitl (shift), 

skirt. 
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Other: house, bed, j{cara (gourd vessel), pitcher, 

comb, sandals (the latter from Mixe-Zoque [ibid., p. 86]). 

One can see from this brief reconstruction that to 

an older Ute-Aztecan cultural sub-stratum (Zingg 1939), the 

speakers of Proto-Nahua had added a number of distinctively 

Mesoamerican traits and practices. These include the 

adoption of distinctive forms of maize preparation, Meso

american cultigens such as chili, avocado, and squash, the 

use of jicaras, the adoption of Mesoamerican ritual 

patterns, and the use of spun cotton clothing. As stated 

above, the diffusion of Mesoamerican traits to the speakers 

of Proto-Nahua probably occurred while they were still 

living on the fringe of the culture area. During the three 

or so centuries that passed between the time that Nahua 

speakers entered Mesoamerica and the Pipil-Nicarao began to 

move toward Central America, they had become full-fledged 

Mesoamericans. Yet, their adopted Mesoarnerican culture was 

cast in the firm Uto-Aztecan mold of their heritage. 



Chapter 3 

HISTORIOGRAPHIC ANALYSIS OF 
DOCUMENTARY SOURCES 

This chapter is intended to place the documentary 

sources on the Pipil and the Nicarao in historiographic 

perspective. In ethnohistory, "historiography" refers to 

the systematic critical examination, evaluation, and 

analysis of documentary sources. Its purpose is to deter

mine the origin, authenticity, chronology, nature (private 

or public), status (primary or secondary), derivation, 

interdependency, textual integrity, content, reliability, 

and relevance to a specific research topic of documentary 

sources. In history the term "historiography" may be used 

differently, referring to the reconstruction and narration 

of history according to critical standards and often guided 

by an underlying philosophy of history, whereas the criti

cal examination of the sources would be referred to as 

"historical method" (see Gottschalk 1950:48-50). 

The principles of historical criticism are not new 

and some may be traced back at least to the work of the 

Greek historian Thucydides in the fifth century B.C. 

(Garraghan 1946:60; Hockett 1955:5). Since that time many 

historians have concerned themselves with the development 
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of rigid principles for the critical examination of histori

cal sources (see A. Johnson [1926:101-140] for a good, brief 

discussion of the evolution of historical method). The 

inception of modern, academic historical criticism is 

considered by many to be due largely to the work of the 

German scholar Ernst Bernheim, whose Lehrbuch der historis

chen Methode und der Geschichtsphilosophie (1889) is regar

ded as a classic in the field (A. Johnson 1926:137-138; 

Langlois and Seignobos 1932:10-11; Gottschalk 1950:51). 

THE NECESSITY OF HISTORIOGRAPHY 

Just as pottery and lithic artifacts must be 

analyzed within an explicit culture-chronological framework 

before they yield useful anthropological data, so must 

historical sources be identified and subjected to critical 

analysis before they are of any anthropological value. 

Documents are raw material, and they must be elaborated 

through critical research before the data that they con

tain can be properly interpreted and synthesized (Langlois 

and Seignobos 1932:42). 

The archaeologist who deals with historically docu

mented cultures is in an ideal situation, for he may utilize 

the ethnographic data in the historical sources to arrive at 

a much fuller ethnographic reconstruction than would be 

possible with the use of archaeological data alone. The 

use of the sources must, however, be preceded by a critical 
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analysis of their origin, textual integrity, and reliabil

ity. Nicholson (1955:595-596) has emphasized this point: 

Not a few archaeologists have tended to regard this 
indispensable analytic task as lying outside their 
field of specialization and have relied primarily on 
the judgements and appraisals of nonanthropologically 
trained historians. As Strong and Johnson have put it: 
" ... the ordinary field archaeologist or ethnologist 
can hardly be expected to be also a competent archival 
historian ... " (1948:294). Ideally, however, the 
analysis should be undertaken by the archaeologist him
self. The fundamentals of the critical methodology of 
the documentary historian are not difficult to acquire, 
while the anthropological training of the archaeologist 
provides him with insights into cultural patterning and 
dynamics which should importantly facilitate the task 
of separating the reliably recorded grain from the 
garbled or imaginative chaff. 

Few Mesoamerican specialists would disagree with Nicholson 

that archaeologists who consult historical documents can and 

should do good historiography. Nor, I think, would they 

disagree about the importance of historiographic analysis 

and the precedence that it takes in ethnohistoric research. 

It is, therefore, surprising and distressing that so few 

Mesoamerican ethnohistoric studies are preceded by a 

critical analysis of the sources upon which they rely. 

This failure to deal adequately with historiography 

has resulted in serious errors of interpretation which might 

have been avoided had the investigator undertaken a more 

critical examination of the sources. Nicholson (1955) has 

cited several examples of important studies in which his

toriographic analysis is lacking. One of these ~s the 

famous attempt by Vaillant (1938, 1941) to correlate 



archaeological and historical sequences in the Valley of 

Mexico. Nicholson (1955:599) remarked: 
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At the outset, it can be said that I am convinced 
that Vaillant's archaeology was generally sound as of 
that date, but his use of the historical sources dis
plays lack of experience in that field. Most striking 
was the lack of a critical examination on his part of 
the relative probable reliability of each source. 

An example more pertinent to this thesis is the correlation 

by Wauchope (1947, 1948, 1949) of the ethnohistoric data 

from highland Guatemala with the archaeological data from 

his excavations at Zacualpa, on which Nicholson (1955:607) 

commented: 

Notably lacking in these papers is a critical 
appraisal of the native records which are being relied 
upon so heavily and an evaluation of their probable 
degree of historical veracity, which would have been 
a useful preliminary to the main discussion. 

More recent examples of studies which depend heavily 

on historical sources but fail to evaluate the sources cri

tically could be cited. A particularly relevant example is 

the attempt by Chapman (1960) to synthesize the ethnological 

data from the documentary sources on the Nicarao and the 

Chorotega. Since Chapman's data were derived entirely from 

historical sources, her lack of discussion of the relia

bility and interdependency of the sources is lamentable. 

At several points in this monograph it is clear that 

Chapman did not fully understand the relationships between 

the sources upon which she relied. Another example is a 

synthesis by Stone (1966) of lower Central American 
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ethnohistory which also lacks a critical appraisal of the 

sources on which the paper is based. 

There is, however, a long-standing tradition of 

historical criticism in Mesoamerican ethnohistorical inves

tigations. The historiography of preconquest native Meso

american sources, pioneered by Eduard Seler (Nicholson 

1973), is a well cultivated field. The critical study of 

the prehispanic sources of central Mexico (Seler 1887; 

Radin 1920; Barlow 1946; Alcina Franch 1955-1956; Le6n

Portilla 1969; Nicholson 1971a) and of the Mixtec region 

(Alcina Franch 1955-1956; Caso 1960a, 1960b, 1966; Robert

son 1966; M. E. Smith 1973) is especially well developed. 

Glass (1975) and Glass and Robertson (1975) have provided a 

summary of critical research on the preconquest sources of 

Mesoamerica (cf. Nicholson 1960, 1978; Lopez Austin 1971). 

The postconquest native sources have also received a great 

deal of attention (summarized by Glass 1975; Glass and 

Robertson 1975; Gibson 1975; Gibson and Glass 1975). The 

critical analysis of documents written by European or 

Creole secular and ecclesiastic authorities has, perhaps, 

been less intensive than that of the native sources, but 

recently several scholars have begun to correct this 

imbalance (Esteve Barba 1964; O'Gorman 1967, 1969, 1971, 

1972; Carmack 1973; Warren 1973; Burrus 1973; Nicolau 

d'Olwer and Cline 1973; Ballesteros G~ibrois 1973; Al~ina 

Franch 1973; Wilgus 1975). The critical surveys of the 
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ethnohistoric sources on the Quichean groups of highland 

Guatemala by Carmack (1973) has set an excellent example to 

be followed by archaeologists interested in historically 

documented cultures. 

With a few notable exceptions, however, Mesoamerican 

archaeologists who consult historical sources seem hesitant 

to undertake or publish thorough historiographic research. 

This is not the case with specialists in other culture 

areas. Several good examples of historiography by archae

ologists may be found in the work of Andean specialists. 

Rowe (1946), Horkheimer (1950), and Zuidema (1964), to name 

but a few, included commendable critical examinations of 

the sources upon which they relied. 

As the favorable results of these investigations 

show, the merits and desirability of good historiography 

are indisputable. 

METHODOLOGY 

A conscious awareness of and adherence to well 

defined methodological principles is a prerequisite to good 

historiography. Therefore, an outline of the basic problems 

of historical criticism and the principles according to 

which the problems may be solved seems appropriate. The 

significance of these problems and the application of the 

principles for their solution will be illustrated with 

examples from the historiographic analysis in this chapter. 
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The steps of external and internal historical criticism 

will be described separately. This is done to emphasize 

the theoretical independence of each stage of analysis. 

In practice, however, the analyst may handle all critical 

inquiries almost simultaneously. 

In this brief methodological discussion, I shall 

not go into the first two levels or mechanical processes 

of historical or ethnohistoric research: selecting a 

suitable research topic and finding a corpus of documents 

which yield data pertinent to the topic chosen (the 

latter process is often re_ferred to as "heuristic"). 

The importance of these two stages of research is so pat

ently obvious, and so much has been written about them (for 

example, Langlois and Seignobos 1932:17-41; Garraghan 1946: 

136-140; Gottschalk 1950:62-85; Hockett 1955:86-126, 184-

186; Spores 1973), that there is no need to enter into 

detail regarding their procedure. 

A methodological summary of the critical level of 

analysis is, however, in order, especially since so many 

Mesoamerican ethnohistorians either ignore or approach this 

crucial step in an unjustifiably implicit manner. Historio

graphic (critical) analysis involves, at least in theory, 

several distinct questions or problems which must be 

addressed for every source that the specialist intends to 

consult. According to Garraghan (1946:168), the proper 

resolution of the following six problems exhausts the entire 



process of historical criticism: 

1. When was the source, written or unwritten, 

produced (date)? 

2. Where was it produced (localization)? 

3. By whom was it produced (authorship)? 

4. From what pre-existing material was it pro

duced (derivation and dependence)? 
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5. In what original form was it produced (textual 

integrity)? 

6. What is the evidential value of its contents 

(credibility)? 

Garraghan (1946:168) noted that in practice the last ques

tion will resolve itself into an attempt to evaluate the 

degree of certainty or probability that can be assigned to 

the various statements or types of statements contained in 

the source. I would add that an essential component in 

evaluating the credibility of a source is the determination 

of the author's motive in producing the source, and the 

capability to record the data reproduced--"historians" of 

early date not infrequently gave speeches, for example, 

which must, at best, have been approximations. 

By a convention introduced by Bernheim, the first 

five questions are known as external criticism, while the 

last constitutes internal criticism (ibid.). The first 

four inquiries of external criticism may be grouped 

together as "higher criticism," and the last is often 
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called "lower" or "textual criticism" (Langlois and 

Seignobos 1932:71-100; Garraghan 1946:168-169). The 

purpose of higher criticism is to determine the 

authenticity (involving the date and place of composition 

and the authorship) of a document and its relationship 

(derivation and dependence), if any, to other documents. 

The objective of textual criticism is to determine whether 

or not the document is textually intact and correct. 

It is necessary to distinguish between external and 

internal criticism and external and internal evidence. 

Internal evidence, based on handwriting, style, content, 

and so on, may be used to solve problems of external 

criticism such as the authorship or date and place of 

composition of a document (ibid., p. 169). Conversely, 

external evidence, based on knowledge or facts derived from 

sources other than the document in question or from fields 

of inquiry other than historiography (for example, 

archaeology, epigraphy, and numismatics), may be useful in 

solving problems of internal criticism; that is, in 

appraising the credibility or reliability of statements 

contained in a source. In other words, internal evidence 

provides facts for use in external criticism and vice versa 

(Hockett 1955:14). 

There are, then, four outstanding elements of 

historiographic analysis: determination of authenticity, 

derivation and dependence, textual integrity, and reliability 
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of a source. Each element of the analysis is indispensable, 

and each should be conducted according to formal analytical 

criteria. One may consult any good textbook on historical 

method for an exposition of the techniques and principles of 

external and internal criticism. 

The problem of authenticity is complex in many 

cases. Its resolution requires internal evidence which 

indicates the authorship and the time and place of composi

tion of a source. To say that a source is authentic is to 

say that a document was written by the person or persons to 

whom it is attributed. If a document is anonymous, criti

cism of its authenticity may at least provide evidence on 

its date and place of composition as well as the background, 

training, education, and cultural context of the anonymous 

author(s). This point is illustrated by the critical study 

of the PopoZ Vuh by Recinos (1947:31-37). In Mesoamerican 

ethnohistory, ·the investigation of the authenticity of pre

conquest, aboriginal documents is generally a more difficult 

undertaking than that of sources written by European or 

mestizo authors who were usually very conscientious about 

signing and dating their reports, records, and histories. 

Still, problems arise with the latter group of writers as 

well. A case in point would be the problem of the authen

ticity of the Historia de Zos Indios de Za Nueva Espana, 

which is attributed to Motolinia but may have been written 

or compiled by someone else (O'Gorman 1969, 1971). If a 
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manuscript or printed work appears with an author's name, 

it should be attributed to the author whose name it bears, 

unless there is evidence to the contrary (Garraghan 1946: 

174). The primary importance of the determination of the 

authenticity of a source is that it will shed light on the 

source's credibility or reliability. 

Criticism of the authenticity of a source helps to 

establish its origin; another aspect of the problem of the 

origin of a source is the analysis of its relationship to 

other sources of information. This level of analysis will 

also generate evidence bearing on the reliability of a 

source. If there is detailed agreement in content between 

two or more sources, one may safely conclude that the 

sources are related. Agreement in generic content of two 

apparently independent sources is, of course, a prime compo

nent of credibility. Agreement in content may be recognized 

by several criteria: the same facts are related in the 

narrative; digressions and abrupt breaks in the text occur 

in the same places of the narrative; the sources present the 

same general ideas, the same political or ideological view

points, or the same motives for identical acts (Garraghan 

1946:206). Once a relationship between sources has been 

demonstrated, the analyst must determine which of the 

following alternatives appears the most correct: 

1. One source is original and the others are 

derived from it. 
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2. One source is derived and the others are 

original. 
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3. All of the sources are partially derived from 

an unknown or lost, independent source. 

For a good example of the third alternative, one may 

turn again to Motolinia whose lost book was cited by Las 

Casas, L6pez de G6mara, Torquemada, and a number of other 

historians and chroniclers (O'Gorman 1971). An example of 

the second alternative, dealing with only two sources, is 

the conclusion reached below that Lopez de G6mara derived 

much of his data on the Nicarao from Peter Martyr D'Anghera 

(commonly known as Peter Martyr), who, in turn, relied upon 

Gil Gonzalez Davila and Andres de Cereceda. An illustration 

of the first alternative from the sources examined below 

is the mutual use made by Oviedo y Valdes and Peter Martyr 

of Gonzalez Davila's report of his expedition to Costa Rica 

and Nicaragua. It should be noted that to say that a source 

is original does not necessarily mean that it is primary in 

status, but rather that other sources derived information 

from it. Thus, while Peter Martyr's Decades are a secondary 

source (and derivative relative to his original sources), 

this work was an original source for later writers such as 

Lopez de G6mara and Herrera. 

Evidence that one source is derived, wholly or in 

part, from another includes the following: close agreement 

with another source of prior date in content (or data and 
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their arrangement), differences in style or diction between 

an author's alleged work and his known work, digressions 

from theme or obvious additions which disrupt the narrative, 

and the inclusion of data which the author could not have 

gathered in his own period (Garraghan 1946:208-209). Often 

these criteria will lead to the conclusion that the writer 

has borrowed from an earlier source, but the original source 

cannot be determined. For example, where did Garcia de 

Palacio get his data on the Pipil of Asuncion Mita? It is 

clear that this information was derived from another source, 

but the source is unknown. 

Once the problems of higher criticism (origin: 

authenticity, derivation, and dependence) are dealt with, 

the analyst must establish the textual integrity of a 

source. An authentic document may contain corruptions or 

deletions of text which could be misleading unless they are 

recognized and the text emended, corrected, and restored 

through textual criticism (Langlois and Seignobos 1932:73; 

Hockett 1955;30). There are, then, two aspects to textual 

criticism: to ascertain what errors, if any, have crept 

into the original text in the process of transmission, and 

to correct the errors and restore the text, as far as pos

sible, to its intact and correct state (Garraghan 1946:215). 

The safest course in textual criticism is to compare a copy 

of a document with the original. Of course, this procedure 

is often impossible. When the original is no longer extant, 
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textual criticism can bear fruitful results if there are 

several transcriptions or translations of the original, or 

copies of the original, which may be compared for discrepan

cies in form, style, and content. 

Many of the sources treated in this historiographic 

analysis have been subjected to rigorous textual criticism 

by various scholars. Several outstanding examples of 

textual criticism cited below are: Joaquin Ramirez Cabanas' 

work with the text of the Historia Verdadera . .. by Bernal 

Diaz del Castillo (1968); the partial reconstruction by 

O'Gorman (1971) and Cline (n.d., cited by Burrus 1973:145) 

of the contents of De Moribus I n dorum by Motolinia; O'Gor

man's critical edition of the Obras Historicas by Ixtlilx6-

chitl (1975); and the restoration of the PopoZ Vuh to its 

original literary form by Edmonson (1971). 

The evaluation of textual integrity completes the 

five inquiries of external criticism. The final stage of 

historiographic analysis of a source is internal criticism 

which determines the meaning and reliability of statements 

contained in the source. Internal criticism, unlike exter

nal criticism, is not an intrinsically puzzle-solving 

operation, and it does not definitively solve any specific 

problem (Langlois and Seignobos 1932:142). Its goal is the 

attainment of empirical knowledge which will be useful in 

the interpretation and synthesis of statements contained in 

documentary sources. It should be noted, however, that data 
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generated by external criticism are crucial to the solution 

of the problems of internal criticism. If we do not know 

the origin and textual integrity of a source, we cannot 

satisfactorily assess the meaning and reliability of the 

statements it contains. For example, since we are aware 

that Fuentes y Guzman was a Creole patriot, prone to nation

alistic bias and exaggeration, we know that his data on 

native settlement size and population should be handled with 

care. If we did not know who wrote the Recordacion Flo ri da ~ 

or its time and place of composition, this stricture might 

not be so obvious. 

The analysis of the meaning of statements contained 

in a source addresses both thei r literal and real meanings 

(Hockett 1955:42-44). The dete r mination of the literal 

meaning of statements obviously requires a thorough know

ledge of the language in which the document is written; 

lexical and grammatical interpretations must be supplemented 

by historical interpretation, for words and phrases often 

change in meaning through time (Langlois and Seignobos 1932: 

146-147). In the case of ambiguous, allegorical, or hyper

bolic statements, the determination of their real meaning, 

often referred to as "hermeneutics" (Langlois and Seignobos 

1932:152; Gottschalk 1950:134), must follow the interpre

tation of literal meaning. Once the meaning of statements 

has been determined, one may evaluate their reliability. 

Gottschalk (1950:90) has outlined four general 
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principles of internal criticism which indicate how and why 

some sources are more reliable than others: 

1. Generally, the reliability of a witness is 

inversely proportional to the elapsed time between the 

witness' observation of an event and his recollection. 

2. Since documents differ in purpose, the more 

serious the author's intent to make a mere record of events; 

that is, when personal motives and bias are minimal, the 

more reliable the document will be as a source. 

3. The greater the con f idential nature of a docu

ment, the more unembellished its contents are likely to be. 

In other words, the wider an author's audience, the stronger 

are his efforts to add literary, dramatic, or rhetorical 

flourishes. 

4. The greater the expertise--or even interest--of 

the author in the matters on which he is reporting, the more 

reliable will be his report. 

From these four principles it follows that some 

specific types of written sources will be generally more 

reliable than others. For example, contemporary records, 

such as personal notebooks or private memoranda, are 

generally more reliable than confidential reports, such as 

military dispatches or personal letters, because of the 

time-lapse factor and because reports are much more subject 

to bias than records. Similarly, confidential reports are 

generally more reliable than public reports because the 



former are not intended for wide circulation (Gottschalk 

1950:91-96). 
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While various types of sources may be characterized 

as more or less reliable than others, the criticism of the 

reliability of a source cannot be performed on the source 

as a whole, but rather must be directed to the particular 

statements contained in the source (Langlois and Seignobos 

1932:160). The credibility that can be attached to state

ments in a source will fluctuate according to the relia

bility of the original source or the basis of each stat~ment. 

For example, Thomas Gage was a reliable informant on 

indigenous matters, while his testimony regarding Spanish 

affairs and behavior was often h ighly inaccurate. Another 

illustration of this point is Peter Martyr to whose state

ments a varying degree of credibility can be assigned 

according to the reliability of each of his individual 

informants. 

It may appear from this discussion that historical 

criticism involves a number of very complicated procedures 

and is too time-consuming to be practical. This impression 

is inevitably conveyed by any verbal description of a 

complex process. For the sake of clarity, I have described 

each stage of analysis as a separate operation but, in 

practice, they are often carried out almost simultaneously. 
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CRITICAL CLASSIFICATION OF THE SOURCES 

For the sake of clarity, the sources discussed in 

any historiographic analysis must be classified and arranged 

in some sort of orderly manner. Historical sources may be 

classified on the basis of origin, content, or aim (Garra

ghan 1946:104). Classification of sources by origin focuses 

on such factors as the time and place of the production of 

the sources, the manner in which the authors obtained their 

information, and the personal status or positions of the 

authors (Garraghan 1946:104). Classification by origin 

often involves distinguishing between primary and secondary 

sources. This distinction is clear enough--a primary source 

is an eyewitness account; a secondary source is not. With 

specific reference to ethnohistoric sources, a primary 

source is one whose author had direct contact with abori

ginal culture. Some scholars may, however, prefer to be 

less restrictive in what they regard as a primary source. 

For example, Carmack (1973:82, 155) designates all Spanish 

documents with information on the Quichean groups written 

during the sixteenth century as primary sources and all 

those written after the sixteenth century as secondary 

sources. Thus, the distinction between primary and secon

dary sources becomes a matter of arbitrary judgement. While 

this distinction is an important one in terms of assessing 

the relative value of sources to a specific research topic 
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or problem, I have not found it particularly useful in clas

sifying the sources upon which the present study relies. 

The reason f0r this is that some secondary sources, such as 

Peter Martyr or Fuentes y Guzman , contain information 

derived from primary sources which are no longer extant, and 

they must be regarded as equal in importance to primary 

sources. In the following historiographic analysis, the 

status of each source, primary or secondary, is clearly 

specified, but the distinction is not used as an important 

basis of classification of the sources. Other aspects of 

origin, such as the personal status or positions of the 

authors, are used in the present analysis as a basis of 

classification. 

Content and aim are other potential bases of clas

sification which are dealt with in the analysis of each 

source but not used in grouping the sources together. The 

primary basis that I have used in grouping the sources is 

the identity of the authors and their interdependency. 

Ethnic identity serves to split the sources into two main 

groups: native sources and European/Creole sources . The 

category of native sources includes sources produced by 

indigenous writers, either in glyphic form or in the native 

language expressed in European script. The large number of 

European/Creole sources examined here may be further sub

divided on the basis of their personal status or positions. 

This division results in four broad sub-categories: 
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conquistadors, historians and quasi-ethnographers, royal 

officials, and travelers. The conquistador sources examined 

here are arranged in rough geographical order of the places 

of their conquests. The other European/Creole sources are 

arranged in chronological order. This order is, however, 

violated at times in order to emphasize the dependence of 

one source upon another. 

NATIVE SOURCES 

Five sources are included in this category. These 

are the Manuscrito Pipil, the Pi pil tribute lists, the Pipil 

or Nicarao "calendar board," the Annals of the Cakchiquels, 

and the Popol Vuh. The first three are now lost but were 

cited by Fuentes y Guzman. The latter two are Highland Maya 

documents which refer, either directly or indirectly, to the 

Pipil and shed important light on the cultural processes and 

events of the Postclassic in southeastern Mesoamerica. 

Manuscrito Pipil (Middle 
to Late Sixteenth 
Century?) 

This document is now lost. It was cited by Fuentes 

y Guzman in his account of Pipil history and social and 

political organization. He gave no indication of where or 

when the manuscript was written, nor did he say where he 

obtained it. Carmack (1973:74) has suggested that Fuentes 

y Guzman may have obtained the document while serving as 
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alcalde mayor (governor) of Escuintla or Sonsonate. It is 

entirely reasonable to suppose that the manuscript may have 

come from one of these two major Pipil regions, but, 

although he knew the region intimately, I know of no evi

dence that Fuentes y Guzman ever held the post of alcalde 

mayor of Escuintla. It is possible that Fuentes' father, 

who was corregidor (governor) of Escuintla, obtained the 

manuscript there and passed it on to his son. It is 

impossible that Fuentes found the document while acting as 

alcalde mayor of Sonsonate, for he did not assume that post 

until 1698, three years after he had completed the second 

part of the Recordaci6n Florida in which he referred to the 

Pipil manuscript (see comments on Fuentes y Guzman, below). 

Because the Manuscrito PipiZ contained information 

on the conquest of the region around Jumay, Ixhuatan, and 

Jalpatagua in eastern Guatemala (Fuentes y Guzman 1932-1933: 

pt. 2, bk. 3, eh. 8, p. 143), I am inclined to attribute 

the provenience of the document to this area. The same 

evidence would indicate a postconquest date of composition 

for at least part of the document. If the entire document 

was composed after the Conquest, the parts of it cited by 

Fuentes y Guzman (ibid., bk. 2, eh. 5, p. 91) which con

tained data on preconquest Pipil history and social and 

political organization may have been based on an earlier 

manuscript. The fact that the Manuscrito PipiZ included 

preconquest and Conquest-period historical information 
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raises the possibility that it may have been broadly similar 

in content to the Annals of the Cakchiquels. 

Pipil Tribute Lists 
(Preconquest) 

Fuentes y Guzman (ibid., eh. 11, pp. 108-110) dis

cussed two pergaminos (parchments) which were brought to him 

from Sonsonate by the priest Juan de Los Rios. To judge 

from Fuentes' description, these were Pipil tribute records. 

Since Fuentes y Guzman (ibid., p. 108) used p e rgaminos de 

venado (deerhide parchments), distinguishing these from 

records kept on mantas (cloth), I assume that by the term 

pergaminos he meant paintings or records on deerskin. On 

the other hand, he may also have included bark paper manu

scripts in his use of the term. He did not provide enough 

detail on the format of the pergaminos to determine whether 

they were codices, screenfolds, or rolls (these terms are 

used as defined by Glass 1975:7-9). 

Various symbols in the tribute lists were described 

and illustrated by Fuentes y Guzman (1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 2, 

eh. 11, pp. 108-110). From these it is evident that the 

Pipil used the typical Mexican vigesimal system of numerical 

notation similar to that used in the second part of the 

Codex Mendoza (Galindo y Villa 1925:folios · 19-55). He also 

described and illustrated several ideographic glyphs for 

various tribute commodities, a glyph fo~ a ruler's name; 

and a place-name glyph (Fuentes y Guzman 1932-1933:pt. 2, 
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bk. 2, eh. 11, pp. 109-110). 

Fuentes Y Guzman (ibid., p. 109) referred specifi

cally to his confusion and difficulty in deciphering the 

glyphs, and from this I infer that they were not accompanied 

by Spanish glosses, and the documents probably dated to a 

preconquest or early postconquest period. Regarding the 

provenience of the tribute lists, Fuentes y Guzman (ibid., 

p. 109) stated that Los Rios, who showed him the two manu

scripts, was a vecino (resident) of Sonsonate. It is 

reasonable to conclude that the tribute lists came from one 

of the many Pipil towns (for example, Izalco, Nahuizalco, 

Nahulingo, Caluco) in the region surrounding Sonsonate. 

The present location of these two documents is unknown. 

Pipil or NicaYao "Calendar 
Board" (Preconquest?) 

,. 
Fuentes y Guzman (ibid., eh. 12, pp. 110-111) also 

described and illustrated a carved, rectangular wooden board 

which was brought or sent to him from Nicaragua by the 

Mercedarian friar Luis Xir6n. In spite of its Nicaraguan 

provenience, Fuentes attributed the artifact to the Pipil. 

According to Xir6n, Fuentes' informant, the board 

marked the passage of time and the completion of a 52-year 

cycle. This appears to be true, for the illustration 

(ibid., p. 111) shows several, clearly recognizable, 

Mexican calendrical glyphs, including the glyph for the 

completion of a cycle, a bundle of thin sticks tied 
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together. It is surprising, however, that the board also 

appears to have had glyphs for rulers' names, tribute 

commodities, and conquests. If the interpretation that the 

"calendar board" contained ·a record of aboriginal conquests 

is correct, then a preconquest date for its execution is 

indicated. Its present location is unknown. 

Annals of the Cakchiquels 
(ea. 1559-1601) 

This famous document, also commonly referred to as 

the Memorial de Solol6 and the Memorial de Tecp6n-Atitl6n, 

is the most complete account known of the preconquest his

tory of the Highland Maya groups of Guatemala (Carmack 1973: 

48). The original text is in Cakchiquel, and the account 

was written from a Cakchiquel perspective. The Quiche 

language complex, which includes Cakchiquel, did not begin 

to diverge until about 10 centuries ago (Kaufman 1974:959; 

1976:Table 1), and the Annals contain valuable historical 

information on the Maya groups closely related to the 

Cakchiquel, especially the Quiche and the Tzutujil. Vari

ous passages of the document also refer to other Highland 

Maya groups such as the Pokoman and the Mam as well as to 

non-Mayan groups such as the Xinca. There is no direct 

reference in the Annals of the Cakchiquels to the Pipil, 

but there is an important mention of Alvarado's expedition 

to Cuscatlan and his siege of Panatacat (Escuintla) which 

was planned in the Cakchiquel capital, Iximche (Recinos and 
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Goetz 1953:121-123). 

According to Recinos, the Cakchiquel manuscript was 

compiled by several members of the Xajil lineage of Solola, 

notably Francisco Hernandez Arana and Francisco Diaz (ibid., 

p. 11). Hernandez Arana, who was born about 1505, was a 

witness to the conquest of Guatemala. At least by 1559, 

Hernandez was at work on the first part of the Annals, which 

is a transcription of Cakchiquel historical traditions 

(ibid., p. 14). It is possible that an earlier manuscript 

or codex was consulted as a primary source for much of the 

first part of the Annals (ibid., p. 11; Carmack 1973:48-49). 

The second part opens with the arrival of the Spaniards in 

Xetulul (called ZapotitlanbyAlvarado's Mexican auxiliaries) 

near the Pacific Coast region of Suchitepequez in south

western Guatemala (Recinos and Goetz 1953:119). The account 

conveys the Cakchiquel story of the conquest of Guatemala, 

probably written by Hernandez Arana. After the Conquest, 

the Annals were maintained as a sort of civil register of 

Solola by Hernandez and several unidentified residents of 

the town (ibid., pp. 11, 14). The last attested entry by 

Hernandez occurred in 1581 (ibid., p. 151), and it is 

assumed that he died the following year. After his death, 

the account was continued by Francisco Diaz from 1582 or 

1583 until 1601. 

Sometime in the seventeenth century a copy of the 

original Hernandez-Diaz text was made, and this manuscript 
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was acquired by Brasseur de Bourbourg in 1855 (ib~d., pp. 7, 

11-12). In his study and French translation of the Annals, 

Brasseur made several crucial errors, one of which had a 

strong impact on modern popular notions about the Pipil. 

The author of the part of the Annals that deals with the 

Conquest stated that on his way to Cuscatlan, Alvarado 

attacked and destroyed the town of Panatacat or Atacat 

(ibid., p. 122). This is the same town referred to as 

"Yzcuyntepeque" by Alvarado (1924:48, 77), now known as 

Escuintla, Guatemala. In a careless error, Brasseur con

verted the town to a person and invented the renowned Pipil 

chieftain Atlacatl. Recinos explained how the error 

occurred: 

Because the two names of Cuzcatan and Atacat are 
mentioned together in [the same] paragraph, and because 
of faulty division between the words of the original, 
which lacks punctuation, Brasseur de Bourbourg made an 
inexact translation of this paragraph of the manuscript, 
saying that the Spaniards had killed a chief of Cuzca
tan, whom he chose to call Atlacatl, a variant of the 
name Atacat which the native document uses in three 
different places to designate the town of Escuintla. 
(Recinos and Goetz 1953:122) 

Alvarado (1924:83) made it very clear that there was no 

battle fought at Cuscatlan, as when he arrived at the Pipil 

center all the natives fled to the nearby hills. A few 

minor skirmishes ensued, and after 17 days of ineffective 

pursuit, Alvarado gave up his attempts to subdue the war

riors and chiefs of the city of Cuscatlan (ibid., pp. 84-86). 

In spite of his chimerical existence and spurious martyrdom, 
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Atlacatl is now a national folk hero in El Salvador. 

The seventeenth-century manuscript and Brasseur's 

French translation were acquired by Daniel G. Brinton, who 

published an English translation of the document in 1885 

(Recinos and Goetz 1953:9). The manuscript is now in the 

University Museum of the University of Pennsylvania. Fur

ther details on the history of the discovery, previous 

ownership, publication, and translation of the Annals of 

the Cakchiquels may be found in Recinos and Goetz (1953: 

5-10) and Gibson and Glass (1975:391-392). There are a 

number of different Spanish and English translations. For 

convenience, I have limited citation of the Annals to the 

English translation by Delia Goetz of the Spanish version 

by Adrian Recinos (Recinos and Goetz 1953). This edition 

is somewhat abridged but is more than adequate for present 

purposes. 

Popol Vuh (1545-1558) 

The Quiche Maya of the central highlands of Guate

mala represent a dynamic fusion of Toltec (Nahuat) priest

rulers with the autochthonous Maya population of the region 

(Carmack 1977:4). The history of this fusion and the 

evolution of Quiche social and political structure were 

recorded in several, native Quiche documents which were 

composed or compiled shortly after the Conquest. The most 

important of these is the Popol Vuh. Its scope is broader 
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than that of any other known aboriginal Mesoamerican manu

script. It contains material on Quiche myths, cosmology, 

ritual, legends, and history. The importance of the work 

lies not only in its content but also in its subtle, 

sophisticated poetic style (Edmonson 1971). 

The historical section of the PopoZ Vuh (Recinos 

1947:186-264; Edmonson 1971:145-255) narrates the story of 

the immigration of the founders of the three original Quiche 

lineages to the mountains surrounding the Quiche basin, 

their conquests, and the establishment and growth of the 

Quiche state (Carmack 1973:27). From a power base in the 

Veracruz-Tabasco lowlands, small militaristic bands of Tol

tecs invaded the Quiche region around the beginning of the 

thirteenth century A.D. (Carmack 1968; 1977:2-4; Carmack, 

Fox, and Stewart 1975:20-30; J. Fox 1977; 1978:1-68, 270-280; 

1980). Carmack (1977:5) has proposed a date of A.D. 1200, 

based on genealogical reconstruction, for the founding 

generation of Quiche rulers. This date is supported by 

recent, unpublished genealogical research by David H. Kelley 

and John Molloy which indicates a date of about A.D. 1170-

1190 for the arrival of the first Quiche rulers and the 

expansion of the Toltec empire into Guatemala (D. H. Kelley 

1980:personal communication). The subsequent emergence of 

the Quiche conquest state has been studied by J. Fox (1977; 

1978) who has correlated the rich historical data of the 

PopoZ Vuh and other native Quichean documents with the 



582 

archaeological data of highland Guatemala. 

The authorship of the Popol Vuh is anonymous. It is 

certain, however, from the dynastic sequence enumerated at 

the end of the document (Recinos 1947:257-264; Edmonson 

1971:248-255), that the author or authors were descendants 

of the Cawek, Nijaib, and Ahau royal Quiche lineages at the 

Quiche capital, Utatlan (Carmack 1973:24). Internal evi

dence indicates that the original sixteenth-century manu

script, the manuscript of Quiche (Edmonson 1971:vii), was 

written or compiled between 1545 and 1558, based on a pre

conquest hieroglyphic and/or pictorial manuscript as well as 

ancient and contemporary Quiche oral traditions (Recinos 

1947:21, 25-27; Carmack 1973:27-28). 

The sixteenth-century manuscript was discovered 

sometime between 1701 and 1703 i n Chichicastenango by 

Father Francisco Ximenez, who made a transcription and 

Spanish translation, in two versions, of the Quiche text 

(Recinos 1947:39, 57; Carmack 1973:25). The manuscript 

from which Ximenez worked is now lost, but Carmack (ibid.) 

suggested that it may be in the possession of the native 

elders of Chichicastenango, although this has been denied by 

municipal authorities. The literal translation by Ximenez, 

accompanied by his commentary (escolios) on the text, was 

first published in 1857 (Recinos 1947:58). A palaeographic 

facsimile of the Ximenez transcription was published recent

ly by Estrada Monroy (1973). A simplified, paraphrastic 
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translation by Ximenez is included in the Historia de San 

Vincente de Chiapa y Guatemala (Ximenez 1929-1931, vol. 1: 

bk. 1, chs. 2-21, pp. 6-53). A French translation of the 

Ximenez transcription of the Quiche text was published by 

Brasseur de Bourbourg in 1861 (Recinos 1947:62-63). Many 

other editions and translations have appeared; an excellent 

summary and critical evaluation of the various translations 

have been provided by Edmonson (1971:ix-xi). According to 

Carmack (1973:25), the Spanish edition by Recinos (1947) is 

probably the most accurate translation. The English trans

lation by Edmonson (1971) is very useful and important since 

it is the only published version that preserves the poetic 

style of the original, sixteenth-century Quiche manuscript. 

The Popul Vuh contains no direct information on the 

Pipil or the Nicarao, but its historical content is indis

pensable for our understanding of the Postclassic culture 

history of southern Mesoamerica. 

EUROPEAN/CREOLE SOURCES 

This category includes sources written by Europeans 

(Spanish, Italian, and English), Guatemalans, and Mexicans. 

The sources may be divided further into sub-categories based 

on the status and positions of the authors: conquistadors, 

historians and quasi-ethnographers, royal officials, and 

travelers. 
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Conquistadors 

The conquistadors discussed here are those who left 

accounts of their contacts with Nahuat-speaking populations 

in Central America. They are Pedro de Alvarado, Bernal 

Diaz del Castillo, Gil Gonzalez Davila, Andres de Cereceda, 

Pascual de Andagoya, and Juan Vazquez de Coronado. 

Pedro de Alvarado 
(ea. 1486-1541) 

The best eyewitness account of the conquest of 

Guatemala and El Salvador known to exist is found in the 

letters that Captain Pedro de Alvarado sent to his command

ing officer, Hernan Cortes. Alvarado was a native of Bada

joz, Extremadura, Spain. Nothing is known of his formative 

years. In approximately 1510, he left Spain for Santo 

Domingo with his brothers Jorge, Gonzalo, and Gomez. In 

1511, they were joined by their brother Juan, and in the 

same year all five Alvarado brothers joined Diego de Velaz

quez on h~s expedition to conquer Cuba (Recinos 1952:8-17). 

After seven years in Cuba, Alvarado joined Juan de Grijalva 

as one of his captains on the first expedition to Yucatan 

(Mackie 1924:27). He returned to Cuba in 1519 to join 

Hernan Cortes in the conquest of Mexico, in which he played 

a major role. 

On 6 December 1523, with the subjugation of Mexico 

effectively complete, Cortes dispatched Alvarado from the 

great city of Tenochtitlan to conquer the province of 
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Guatemala. According to Cortes' own account, Alvarado took 

with him on this mission 120 cavalrymen, 300 foot soldiers 

(including 130 crossbowmen and musketeers), 160 horses, four 

cannon with powder and ammunition, and an unspecified number 

of native auxiliaries (Cortes 1963:226). Ixtlilx6chitl 

(1891-1892, vol. 1:391) said that Alvarado was accompanied 

by 20,000 Mexican troops, but this figure is probably an 

exaggeration. Cortes (1963:226) explicitly said that only 

a few auxiliaries were taken due to the length of the jour

ney. Cortes recommended to Alvarado that he send him a 

complete account of the news and events of the expedition, 

and this is exactly what Alvarado endeavored to do. 

From Tehuantepec on 12 January 1524, and subse

quently from Soconusco, Alvarado sent reports to Cortes 

detailing the events of his forays into these southern ter

ritories of New Spain. The Tehuantepec letter was mentioned 

by Cortes (ibid.) in his fourth letter of relacion to 

Charles V, and Alvarado (1924:5 3 ) made mention of the Soco

nusco report in his third letter to Cortes. Both of these 

letters are now lost. The two extant letters were sent from 

Utatlan on 11 April 1524 and from Iximche on 28 July 1524. 

These were first published in 1525 as an addendum to Cortes' 

fourth letter to the emperor (Cortes 1525). Since then they 

have been translated into Italian, French, and English, and 

reprinted in various sources (Esteve Barba 1964:270, 633-

634). I have relied on a facsimile edition of a copy of the 
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original published by the Cortes Society (Alvarado 1924). 

Alvarado's fourth letter is of special interest for 

the study of Pipil ethnohistory. In it he described his 

encounters with the Pipil chiefs and warriors of south

eastern Guatemala and western and central El Salvador. 

Because he observed the natives of Guatemala and El Salva

dor prior to their exposure to Spanish influence, his 

reports are of prime importance. Unfortunately, however, 

Alvarado observed only those aspects of native culture 

which were of interest to him as a military captain with 

the aim of conquering and exploiting his enemy. Therefore, 

we find that he paid special attention to things such as 

military tactics, weapons, population size, settlement pat

terns, and geography. Nevertheless, his letters are full 

of the freshness .of being written in the field, a quality 

which enhances their value as primary documents. In addi

tion to the important data on Pipil militarism and warfare, 

he provided valuable information on the sixteenth-century 

geographical distribution of the Pipil and their neighbors, 

the Xinca. 

Alvarado overestimated the importance of his con

quest, comparing it with that of Cortes. While a certain 

amount of exaggeration can be detected in his account, he 

appears to be generally reliable as a source of limited 

information. He was very ethnocentric and had a great 

disdain for native culture, but his reporting was not 
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seriously tarnished by these attitudes. We may lament the 

fact that there was a great deal of information on the Pipil 

that escaped Alvarado's attention, but a general validity 

can be assumed for the facts that he did see fit to put down. 

Bernal Diaz del Castillo 
(1496-1584) 

The best known account of the conquest of Mexico is 

the Historia Verdadera de la Conquista de la Nueva Espa i a by 

Bernal Diaz del Castillo. D{az was a soldier, not a man of 

letters; yet, with the exception of Miguel de Cervantes, he 

is the best known Spanish author in the world. The attrac

tion of the Historia Verdadera . .. is Diaz' simple, unem

bellished, straightforward style. The work is considered by 

many to be the best primary source on the Conquest, and it 

is a valuable source book of sixteenth-century idiomatic 

Spanish. 

At the age of 18, Bernal Diaz joined the 1514 expe

dition of Pedrarias Davila to Tierra Firme (Cerwin 1963:22-

24). After serving under Francisco Hernandez de C6rdova 

(1517) and Juan de Grijalva (1518) in Yucatan, he joined 

Hernan Cortes on his expedition to conquer Mexico in 1519 

(Cerwin 1963:26, 34, 213; Vedia 1947:v). In 1524, he parti

cipated in the punitive expedition against Cristobal de 

Olid in Honduras (Cerwin 1963:48-62). On his return from 

Honduras to Guatemala, where he had taken up residence, 

D{az traveled in the company of Pedro de Alvarado through 
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the Lenca territory of Chaparrastique (eastern El Salvador) 

and the Pipil territory of Cuscatlan (western El Salvador). 

Unfortunately, he wrote very little of his journey through 

El Salvador and his contacts wi th the natives of the region 

(D1az del Castillo 1968:vol. 2, eh. 193, p. 266). 

Sometime between 1552 and 1557, he began to write 

his account of the Conquest (Cerwin 1963:7). He did not 

approach the project with enthusiasm, however, and he often 

laid it aside until, probably in the mid-1560s, he was 

spurred by his reading of the Historia de la Conquista de 

Mexico (the second part of the Historia General de Zas 

Indias . .. ) by Francisco Lopez de Gomara (1552, 1553). 

This work was intended to aggrandize the role of Cortes in 

the Conquest, and Bernal D1az felt that it contained many 

factual errors and misinterpretations (Cerwin 1963:11-15; 

D1az del Castillo 1968:vol. 1, eh. 18, pp. 79-80). Deter-
~ 

mined to set the record straight, Diaz returned to his 

neglected manuscript, and by 1568 he had completed the first 

draft of his True History (Cerwin 1963:192). 

A copy of the manuscript was sent to Spain in 1575 

(ibid., p. 195), and D1az kept a copy of the work for him

self which he constantly revised and expanded until his 

death in Santiago de los Caballeros (Antigua), Guatemala in 

1584 (ibid., pp. 207-208, 220). The revised manuscript 

remained in the Diaz family archive in Antigua where it was 

consulted by Diaz' great-great-grandson Francisco Antonio de 
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Fuentes y Guzman when he prepared to write the Recordacion 

Florida (1882-1883:pt. 1, bk. 1, eh. 1, pp. 12-14). The 

copy that D1az sent to Spain was not published until 1632 

(Cerwin 1963:201; Vedia 1947:vi). The Guatemala manuscript 

was not published until the beginning of this century (Diaz 

del Castillo 1904). This edition was translated into 

English by Alfred Percival Maudslay (Diaz del Castillo 1908-

1916). A third manuscript version--the Alegria manuscript-

surfaced in Spain in 1932 and was partially published in 

1940 (Saenz de Santa Maria 1967:25-31, 41-43). According to 

Warren (1973:67), the most popular Spanish edition of the 

Historia Verdadera . .. is the one first published in 1939 
~ ~ 

by Joaquin Ramirez Cabanas with a modern Spanish text based 

on a comparison of the three extant manuscript versions. 

This edition was reprinted for t he sixth time in 1968 (Diaz 

del Castillo 1968). Additional details on the publication 

history and translations of the Historia Verdadera . .. may 

be found in Palau y Dulcet (1948-1977, vol. 4:417-419), 

Ramirez Cabanas (1968:31-36), and Saenz de Santa Maria 

(1967:38, 40-42). 

Gil Gonzalez Davila 
( ? -1526) 

The first Spanish explorer to enter the territory of 

the modern republics of Costa Ri ca and Nicaragua was Gil 

Gonzalez Davila (not to be confused with the seventeenth

century chronicler of the same name). A native of Avila, 



590 

Castilla la Vieja, Spain, he was a man of considerable 

wealth and influence at court, and in 1511 he was appointed 

contador (accountant) of Espanola (Peralta 1883:31). In 

June 1519, Gonzalez was in Barcelona where he formed a part

nership with the pilot Andres Nino, and the two secured a 

license from the king to explore the Pacific Coast to the 

west of Tierra Firme (Relaci6n Andres Nino 1870; Oviedo y 

Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 2, bk. 29, eh. 14, p. 65). Gil Gon

zalez Davila was appointed commander of the armada, and 

Andres de Cerceda was commissioned as the treasurer. 

They set sail from San Lucar de Barrameda on 13 Sep

tember 1519 (Peralta 1883:31). They took on supplies at 

Espanola and continued to the port of Acla, Darien, where 

Gonzalez and Nino were met with open hostility by the gover

nor of Castilla del Oro, Pedrarias Davila (Oviedo y Valdes 

1851-1855;pt. 2, bk. 29, eh. 14, .p. 66; Fernandez Guardia 1913: 

72-73). Pedrarias had been ordered by royal decree to sup

ply logistical support and relinquish the ships built by 

Vasco Nunez de Balboa to Gonzalez. When Pedrarias refused 

to comply with the order, Gonzalez and his men dismantled 

their ships and transported them across the isthmus and 

built four new ships at the mouth of the Balsas River in the 

Gulf of San Miguel (Bancroft 1882-1887, vol. 1:482; Fernandez 

Guardia 1913:73-74). These vessels were lost and four new 

ones built at the Pearl Islands from which Gonzalez Davila 

(1883:4-5) embarked on 21 January 1522 (Cereceda 1883:27; 
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Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 2, bk. 29, eh. 21, p. 99; Fernan

dez Guardia 1913:76). They sailed to the west, and at the 

Gulf of Chiriqui Gonzalez began an overland journey with 100 

men and four horses through the Burica and Diquis regions of 

Costa Rica. At the Gulf of Nicoya (called the Gulf of San 

Vicente by Gonzalez) they rejoined Andres Nifio and the rest 

of the company who, after making repairs on the ships, had 

sailed westward in search of a safe harbor (Gonzalez 

Davila 1883:8-9). 

While Nifio continued his explorations of the coast, 

reaching the Gulf of Tehuantepec before returning to the 

Gulf of Nicoya (ibid., p. 17), Gonzalez and his 100 soldiers 

marched around the north shore of the Gulf of Nicoya, into 

the Nicoya Peninsula, and through the Guanacaste region of 

Costa Rica to the Isthmus of Rivas in southwest Nicaragua. 

They went from one town to the next (the itinerary is given 

by Cereceda 1870, 1883) collecting gold and baptizing many 

of the area's Chorotega and Nicara o inhabitants. 

Gonzalez stayed for 10 days with the cacique Nicoya 

who informed him that 50 leagues to the north lay the town 

of the powerful cacique Nicaragua (Gonzalez Davila 1883:9-

10). Gonzalez was well received by Nicaragua (ibid., p. lU, 

and the cacique engaged the explorer in a lengthy philo

sophical dialogue before consenting to be converted to 

Christianity. Gonzalez did not record this discussion, but 

it was reported by the treasurer Cereceda in a document 
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(apparently now lost) sent to Peter Martyr who described the 

conversation in detail (Martyr D'Anghera 1912:dec. 6, bks. 

4-5, pp. 221-225). The discourse was also reported by Lopez 

de G6mara (1946:281) who appears to have referred to the 

account by Martyr. 

Until Gonzalez departed from the town of Nicaragua 

his forays into the area had been totally pacific, but 

advancing to the northwest they were attacked on 17 April 

1523 by a large army of Indians led by the cacique Diriangen 

(Gonzalez Davila 1883:12-15). Upon the Spaniards' retreat 

to the south they were also attacked by Nicaragua (ibid., 

pp. 15-17). In spite of their numerical superiority, the 

Indians were outflanked and Gonzalez and his men escaped 

without a single casualty (ibid . , p. 16). Traveling day and 

night, at length they returned to the Gulf of Nicoya where 

Andres Nino awaited them with the ships (ibid., p. 17). 

The venture had been extremely lucrative. When the 

expedition returned to Panama on 25 June 1523, Gonzalez had 

the caciques' gold melted down, and its total value was 

appraised at 112,524 pesos (ibid., p. 3; Cereceda 1883:31). 

The mission had also been a spiritual success, for Gonzalez 

Davila (1883:4) claimed that over 32,000 Indians had been 

converted to Catholicism. Gonzalez sent the royal fifth of 

the treasure and a report of the expedition to Spain with 

Andres de Cereceda (ibid., pp. 4, 23). Apart from the 

account of his discoveries, revenues, and conversions, the 
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main content of Gonzalez Davila's relac i on focuses on his 

intention to find the Atlantic outlet of Lake Nicaragua 

(ibid., pp. 17-21). 

Peter Martyr used Gonzalez' report in the prepara

tion of his sixth decade: "After an interval of two years, we 

have now received a letter from Gil Gonzales, dated the eve 

of the nones of March, 1524, from Hispaniola, the capital of 

those regions" (Martyr D'Anghera 1912:dec. 6, bk. 1, p. 211). 

Oviedo y Valdes (1851-1855:pt. 2, bk. 29, eh. 21, pp. 97-107) 

also quoted the report extensively in the Historia General. 

The letter was published in Madrid in 1883 by Manuel Maria 

de Peralta (Gonzalez Davila 1883). 

After dispatching Cereceda to Spain, Gonzalez orga

nized an expedition to Nicaragua via Honduras in search of 

the channel which would lead to Lake Nicaragua (Oviedo y 

Valdes (1851-1855:pt. 2, bk. 29, eh. 21, pp. 112-113; Rojas 

1870). Gonzalez was ingenuously taken prisoner at the port 

of Choloma, Honduras by the insurgent lieutenant of Hernan 

Cortes, Cristobal de Olid (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 2, 

bk. 31, eh. 1, p. 188) . Cortes sent his brother-in-law, Fran

cisco de las Casas, to take act i on against Olid, but Casas 

was also imprisoned by the rebe l (Cortes 1963:294-295). 

Casas and Gonzalez were not kept in confinement, however, 

and one night at the dinner tab l e they attacked their captor 

with a knife and severely injured him (Diaz del Castillo 

1968, vol. 2: 184-188) . Olid escaped but was soon apprehended; 
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the next day he was summarily tried and executed by Casas 

and Gonzalez. Casas sent Gonzalez Davila to Mexico, and 

from there he was remanded to Spain where, shortly after his 

arrival, he died in Avila on 21 April 1526 (Peralta 1883:32). 

Gil Gonzalez Davila was an atypical conquistador. 

He did not resort to genocide to achieve his goals. Ban

croft (1882-1887, vol. 1:486) characterized him as "honest 

and humane.'' In the opinion of Fernandez Guardia (1913:92), 

"his name does not shine in history as it is entitled to do 

--possibly because it is not associated with those great 

crimes which have brought such fame to others .... " How

ever, if his treatment of the Indians was enlightened, he 

did not seem to have taken much notice of their customs. At 

least he did not choose to write about such things in his 

relacion. Gonzalez Davila's report is important for the 

study of the Spanish conquest of Central America, but it 

contains little of any ethnographic value concerning the 

Nicarao or any other indigenous group with which he came 

into contact. His mission did, however, result in the 

writing of a report of high ethnographic quality by the 

treasurer Cereceda. 

Andres de Cereceda 
(fl. 1519-1536) 

Biographical data on Andres de Cereceda are exceed

ingly scarce. I assume that he was born in the valley of 

Cereceda in the province of Santander, Spain, and that he 
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must have had some previous experience in the Indies prior 

to his appointment in 1519 as the treasurer of the Gonzalez 

expedition. In 1530, he was appointed governor of Honduras 

(Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 2, bk. 31, pp. 191-192). Hon

duras at this time was torn between rival political factions, 

and Cereceda eventually lost his popular support (ibid., chs. 

3-7, pp. 192-215; Bancroft 1882-1887, vol. 2:146-163). The 

colonists had been unable to subjugate the Indians, and 

Cereceda sent an urgent request for aid to the adelantado 

(provincial governor) of Guatemala, Pedro de Alvarado (Oviedo 

y Valdes 1851-1855: pt. 2, bk. 31, eh. 7, p. 214; Bancroft 1882-

1887, vol. 2:160-161). When Alvarado arrived to pacify the 

region in 1536, Cereceda resigned his governorship to him. 

Cereceda wrote at least two important documents 

concerning the expedition of Gil Gonzalez Davila to Costa 

Rica and Nicaragua in 1522-1523 and the area's native inha

bitants. The fi~st of these was a detailed list of the 

caciques that Gonzalez contacted specifying the amount of 

gold that each cacique contributed to the mission, the 

number of conversions effected in each town, and the dis

tance in leagues between the towns that Gonzalez entered. 

The list was preserved in the Archivo General de Indias in 

Seville and published twice in the nineteenth century 

(Cereceda 1870, 1883). The 1883 edition includes notes by 

Manuel Maria de Peralta and is preferable for that reason. 

The list was quoted almost in toto with useful notes by 
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Leon Fernandez (1889:32-37). In the second document, Cere

ceda included many valuable ethnographic observations on the 

Nicarao. As far as I have been able to determine, this 

report is now lost, but it was summarized and quoted exten

sively by Peter Martyr D'Anghera (1912:dec. 6, bks. 4-7, 

pp. 221-233) . 

Cereceda was a keen observer and took a strong 

interest in Nicarao culture. The ethnographic information 

on the Nicarao contained in his report submitted to Peter 

Martyr may be classified as follows: 

1. Nicaragua's discussion with Gil Gonzalez Davila 

(Martyr D'Anghera 1912:dec. 6, bks. 4-5, pp. 

221-225), 

2. Settlement pattern (ibid., bk. 6, p. 228), 

3. Markets (ibid.), 

4. Ceremonial and elite, residential architecture 

(ibid., bk. 5, pp. 226-227; bk. 6, p. 228), 

5. Religious ceremonies (ibid., bk. 7, pp. 231-

232) , 

6. Human sacrifice (ibid., bks. 6-7, pp. 228-232 ) , 

7. Cannibalism (ibid., bk. 6, pp. 229-230), and 

8. Priestly attire and paraphernalia (ibid., bk. 7, 

pp . 2 31-2 3 2 ) • 

Some of these matters were reported upon in great 

detail, and Cereceda was corroborated, by Oviedo y Valdes 

(1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, chs. 1, 11-13). However, 
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Cereceda's contact with the Nicarao preceded that of Oviedo 

by five years, and Cereceda witnessed certain aspects of 

Nicarao culture, especially religious ceremonies, that Oviedo 

heard about but never actually saw. We are also indebted to 

Cereceda for a good description of Nicarao temples (Martyr 

D'Anghera 1912:bk. 5, pp. 226-227; bk. 6, p. 228) which Oviedo 

frequently mentioned but described poorly (Oviedo y Valdes 

1851-1885:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 1, pp. 36-37). 

Many of Cereceda's ethnographic data on the Nicarao, 

reported by Peter Martyr, were repeated and quoted almost 

verbatim from Martyr's sixth decade by L6pez de G6mara (1946: 

281, 283-284) and Herrera y Tordesillas ( 1934-1957: dee. 3, bk. 

4, eh. 7, pp. 396-397). In fact, Herrera may have taken some 

of this information from G6mara rather than Martyr. G6mara's 

reliance upon Martyr is obvious; consequently, it is an 

error to state, as did Chapman (1960:59), that Martyr agrees 

with G6mara. 

Pascual de Andagoya 
(ea. 1498-1548) 

Among the illustrious scholars, clerks, and explor

ers who accompanied Pedrarias Davila to Tierra Firme in 1514 

was Pascual de Andagoya. On the same voyage, to name only 

a few, were Gonzalo Fernandez de Oviedo, Vasco Nufiez de 

Balboa, Hernando de Soto, and Bernal Diaz del Castillo. In 

1519, Andagoya participated in the founding of Panama, and 

in 1521 he became one of the regidores (aldermen) of that 
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city (Fernandez de Navarrete 1945:445). In 1552, he was 

appointed visitador (inspector general) of the Indians of 

Panama, and in the same year he began exploring to the south 

along the Pacific Coast. During this voyage he collected 

information on the Inca empire which was to prove valuable 

to Francisco Pizarro and Diego de Almagro in the conquest of 

Peru (Markham 1865:xxiii; Fernandez de Navarrete 1945:445). 

Exiled from Panama when Pedro de los Rios became governor of 

Castilla del Oro, Andagoya went to Nicaragua with Pedrarias 

D~vila (Esteve Barba 1964:388). He later moved to Santo 

Domingo and returned to Panama in 1534 when the new gover

nor, Francisco de Barrionuevo, appointed him his lieutenant 

(Markham 1865:xxiv; Fernandez de Navarrete 1945:445). After 

acting as agent in Panama to Pizarro and Almagro, he was 

appointed adelantado (provincial governor) of Popayan, in 

present-day Colombia, in 1538. There Andagoya was opposed 

by the conqueror of Quito, Sebastian de Benalcazar, who 

claimed the Popayan province for himself. Andagoya was 

imprisoned by Benalcazar and returned to Spain in 1541 

(Markham 1865:xxiv-xxviii; Fernandez de Navarrete 1945:446-

447). He returned to the Indies in 1546 with Pedro de la 

Gasca, who was sent to put down the rebellious uprising of 

Gonzalo Pizarro in Peru. Andagoya died in Cuzco in 1548 

(Esteve Barba 1964:388). 

Probably during the years that he was in Spain after 

his Popayan debacle (1541-1546), Andagoya wrote an account 
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of his travels including brief descriptions of the Indians 

of the areas that he had visited (ibid., p. 389). The 

events discussed in this account span the years from 1514 

to 1539. 

The Andagoya account was first published in Madrid 

by Martin Fernandez de Navarrete in 1829 under the title 

Relacion de los Sucesos de Pedrarias Davila en las Provin

cias de Tierra Firme 6 Castilla del 0ro .... In 1865, 

it was translated into English by Clements R. Markham and 

published by the Hakluyt Society (Andagoya 1865). A number 

of other printed versions in Spanish as well as a German 

translation of the work have appeared (see Esteve Barba 

1964:646-647). The Fernandez de Navarrete edition was 

reprinted in Buenos Aires in 1945 (Andagoya 1945). This is 

the version that I have consulted. 

Of interest for the present study is Andagoya's 

brief description of the landscape and the Indians of the 

Pacific lowlands of Nicaragua (ibid., pp. 405-408). This 

description derived from his participation in the expedi

tions to Nicaragua of Gaspar de Espinosa in 1519 and Fran

cisco Hernandez de Cordova in 1523 (ibid., pp. 399, 405). 

His contact with the Nicarao would have occurred on the 

latter expedition which penetrated inland to settle the 

cities of Leon and Granada (ibid., p. 405). 

Andagoya did show an interest in indigenous culture, 

but unfortunately his comments on the Nicarao are all too 
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brief to be of much value. The brevity is probably due to 

the fact that he was writing about 20 years after he had 

made his observations, and it may be that he had only limi

ted contact with the Nicarao. Despite its lack of detail, 

Andagoya's relacion, because it is of primary status, cannot 

be ignored. It is at least an important supplement to the 

more extensive sources of information (for example, Oviedo, 

Bobadilla) on Nicarao culture. 

Juan Vazquez de Coronado 
(1525-1565) 

The conquistador of Costa Rica, Juan Vazquez de 

Coronado, was born in Salamanca, Spain in 1525 (Peralta 

1883:788; Urbano 1968:86-87). He probably did not receive 

the university education which Peralta (1883:788) attribu

ted to him, for Urbano (1968:86-89, 105-108) has shown 

conclusively that in 1540, at the age of 15, he went to 

Mexico. Five or six years later he moved to Guatemala 

(ibid., pp. 108-109). His name appears on a 1548 list of 

vecinos (Spanish residents) of Cuscatlan (ibid., pp. 106, 

108, 275-276). Vazquez de Coronado held a number of public 

offices before his expedition to Costa Rica. In 1550, he 

was appointed alcalde ma y or (governor) of the province of 

San Salvador. He served three terms as alcalde ordinario 

(mayor) of the city of Guatemala (Antigua) in 1552, 1554, 

and 1558. In 1561, he became alcalde mayor of Nicaragua, 

and the following year he was appointed to the same post 
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in Costa Rica (Peralta 1883:789; Zaragoza 1883:188; Urbano 

1968:42, 118-121). 

Vazquez de Coronado's conquest of Costa Rica occur

red between 1562 and 1565 (Bancroft 1882-1887, vol. 2:426-

430; Urbano 1968:127-248). During these years he wrote many 

letters and other documents concerning his expeditions. 

Most of these have been published by Manuel Maria de Peralta 

(1883), Le6n Fernandez (1881-1907), and Ricardo Fernandez 

Guardia (Vazquez de Coronado 1908). 

The indigenous groups of Costa Rica with whom Vaz

quez de Coronado had the most extensive contact were the 

Chibchan speakers of the Diqu{s and Atlantic watershed 

regions. His reports contained a great deal of ethnographic 

data on these groups, especially the Quepo, the Turucaca, 

the Coto, and the Guetar (see, for example, Peralta 1883: 

774-777; Fernandez 1881-1907, vol. 4:231, 255, 293-317; 

Vazquez de Coronado 1908:15-46, 50-51). The importance of 

Vazquez de Coronado to the present study lies in his mention 

in a 1564 report of the occurrence of a Mexican-speaking 

group in the Coaza (Talamanca) Valley on the southern 

Caribbean coast of Costa Rica (Fernandez 1881-1907, vol. 4: 

2 97) . 

As a reward for his conquests and meritorious ser

vice to the crown, Vazquez de Coronado was appointed adeZan

tado perpetuo (permanent provincial governor) of Costa Rica 

on 4 April 1565 (Urbano 1968:253). He died in a shipwreck 
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in October of the same year (Peralta 1883:789; Urbano 1968: 

259-261). 

Historians and Quasi-Ethnographers 

By far the largest grouping of sources analyzed in 

this study is that of historians and quasi-ethnographers. 

I have not attempted to separate the historians from the 

quasi-ethnographers because most authors who produced 

quasi-ethnographic works were also historians. ·The sources 

included in this sub-category are Peter Martyr D'Anghera, 

Gonzalo Fernandez de Oviedo y Valdes, Francisco de Boba

dilla, Bartolome de las Casas, Francisco L6pez de Gomara, 

Antonio de Herrera y Tordesillas, Toribio de Benavente 

("Motolinia"), Juan de Torquemada, Fernando de Alva Ixtlil

x6chitl, Francisco Antonio de Fuentes y Guzman, Domingo 

Juarros, Antonio Vazquez de Espinosa, and Francisco Ximenez. 

Peter Martyr D'Anghera 
(1455/1459-1526) 

One of the most important derivative accounts of the 

Spanish discovery and conquest of the New World is the De 

Orbe Novo Decades Octo, commonly known as the Eight Decades 

of Peter Martyr. Although his full name was Peter Martyr 

D'Anghera (Pietro Martire D'Anghiera; Pedro Martir de 

Angleria), he is most often referred to simply as Peter 

Martyr. Born in Arona, Milan, Italy, probably in 1457, 

Martyr received his education in Milan, and in 1477 he went 
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to live in Rome where he made the acquaintance of Giovanni 

Arcimboldo, the archbishop of Milan (MacNutt 1912:1, 4; 

Warren 1973:46). He became a close friend of Cardinal 

Ascanio Sforza, and he served as private secretary to Fran

cesco Negro, the governor of Rome (MacNutt 1912:10). 

Through his associations with these and other eminent secu

lar and ecclesiastical authorities, he gained a reputation 

as one of the most influential scholars of Renaissance 
~ 

Europe. In 1486, he met Juan Inigo Lopez de Mendoza, the 

count of Tendilla, who was then the ambassador of Ferdinand 

and Isabella to the Vatican (ibid., p. 11). The following 

year, Tendilla persuaded Martyr to accompany him to Spain 

where he was warmly received by the king and queen (ibid., 

pp. 12, 14-15). 

After participating in the sieges of Baza in 1489 

and Granada in 1490-1491, he became preceptor to the young 

nobles and pages of the court in 1492 (ibid., pp. 15-17, 

20). Although I have found no mention of the fact, among 

Martyr's students must have been Prince John's favorite 

page, young Gonzalo Fernandez de Oviedo y Valdes, the future 

dhronicler of the Indies. At about the same time or shortly 

after, he was ordained a priest, and he became the chaplain 

of Queen Isabella (ibid., p. 21). He served as ambassador 

to Bohemia in 1497 and to Egypt in 1501 (ibid., pp. 23-30). 

After a brief period away from the court, precipitated by 

the death of Isabella in 1504, he returned to Segovia and 
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pp. 32-3 3) . 
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In 1518, Martyr was appointed to the Council of the 

Indies, and in 1520 he was named chronicler of Castile by 

the Emperor Charles V (ibid., p. 39). He became archpriest 

of Ocana, Spain in 1523, and in the following year the 

emperor presented him as abbot of Santiago, Jamaica (ibid., 

pp. 41-42). In September or October of 1526, Martyr died 

in Granada (ibid., p. 43). 

From the time of the "discovery" of the Indies by 

Columbus until his death, Martyr actively collected geo

graphical, biological, and ethnographic data on the New 

World. As sources of information he utilized official docu

ments and personal reports from the explorers and conquis

tadors. His esteemed position in the court gave him 

immediate access to official papers. Ships' captains, 

navigators, and others who had returned from the Indies 

were as anxious to file their reports with Martyr as he 

was to receive them (ibid. , p. 4 4) . In addi ti.on to the 

written reports that he obtained, he conducted countless 

personal interviews with the earliest explorers of the New 

World. Among his most illustrious informants, to name but 

a few, were Columbus, Cabot, and Vespucci (Esteve Barba 

1964:54). 

Martyr related the information that he gathered in 

a series of letters written in Latin to various prelates 
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and noblemen. The letters have been compiled in two books: 

the Opus Epistolarum, a collection of 813 letters on various 

subjects with scattered references to the New World (ibid., 

p. 52), and the De Orbe Nov o De cade s Oct o , a collection of 

eight extensive reports on the New World written between 

1493 and 1525 (Warren 1973:47). We are concerned with the 

latter work which contains considerable information on the 

Nicarao in Decade Six. 

The printing history of the Decades has been summar

ized by MacNutt (1912:49-52) and Palau y Dulcet (1948-1977, 

vol. 1:358-360). The first decade, dedicated to Cardi nal 

Sforza and Cardinal Ludovico D'Aragon, was published in 1511 

by Juan Cromberger. This was the first account ever made 

available to the public of Columbus' discovery of the New 

World. The first three decades were published in Alcala in 

1516. MacNutt (1912:50) remarked that "the appearance of 

this edition had the character of a veritable literary 

event, and the success of the work was immediate and wide

spread." The fourth decade, the last to be published during 

Martyr 1 s lifetime, appeared in 1521. The first complete 

edition of the Decades was published in Alcal~ in 1530 

(Martyr D'Anghera 1530). A great number of editions and 

translations into Italian, English, French, and Spanish have 

followed. In fact, portions of the work were illicitly 

translated into Italian and published even before the 15 11 

edition of the first decade (MacNutt 1912:49). The first 
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English translation, which covered only the first three 

decades and fragments of others, was issued in 1555. The 

translator, Richard Eden, added to Martyr's work transla

tions of excerpts from Oviedo (Historia General), Lopez de 

G6mara, Vespucci, and others. A facsimile edition of the 

Eden translation was recently published (Ma~tyr D'Anghera 

1966a). In 1912, an excellent English translation of the 

eight decades by Francis Augustus MacNutt appeared (Martyr 

D'Anghera 1912). This is the edition I relied upon for 

comparison with other sources. The first Spanish transla

tion of the Decades was published in 1892, and a good modern 

Spanish translation was recently published in Mexico (Martyr 

D'Anghera 1964-1965). In 1966, facsimiles of the original 

editions of Martyr's major works were brought together in a 

single volume (Martyr D'Angera 1966b). This includes a 

facsimile of the 1530 edition of the Decades. Further bio

graphical and bibliographical details concerning Peter Mart 

Martyr may be found in H. R. Wagner (1946). 

Peter Martyr was a humanist and a naturalist. His 

broad interests led him to attempt to describe almost every 

aspect of the discovery of the New World and its exotic 

species of flora and fauna and the strange inhabitants that 

the first explorers found. His journalistic instincts were 

responsible for his predilection for the sensational and 

the extraordinary. Martyr has been criticized, and perhaps 

justly, for his sensationalism, disorganization, and lack 
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of precision in describing "new" biological species. He has 

also been accused of a lack of responsibility in selecting 

reliable informants, and one scholar (Ulloa 1948) even ques

tioned his personal integrity and sincerity. A full discus

sion of the validity of these judgements would exceed the 

scope of this analysis, but it is my opinion that while 

Martyr's critics have been generally correct in their views, 

his writings merit careful attention, largely because he 

relied so heavily on primary sources that are now unavail

able. Concerning Martyr's choice of informants, he did, 

indeed, accept exaggerated or fictitious reports at times, 

but he also drew information from a great many unimpeachable 

sources. The relevance of this fact seems to have escaped 

the attention of Martyr's detractors, especially Ulloa. 

Martyr's primary sources on Nicaragua were the 

explorer Gil Gonzalez Davila and the treasurer of the Gon

zalez expedition, Andres de Cereceda, both of whom Martyr 

quoted at length in Decade Six of De Orbe Novo. The letter 

of Gonzalez cited by Martyr (1912:dec. 6, bk. 1, p. 211) 

has survived to the present and has been published (see 

comments on Gil Gonzalez Davila, above). Unfortunately, 

the report of Cereceda which was consigned to Martyr (ibid., 

bk. 4, p. 221) has apparently been lost (see comments on 

Andres de Cereceda, above). From Cereceda's report, Martyr 

took significant information on Nicarao ceremonial archi

tecture and religious ceremonies. 



Gonzalo Fernandez de Oviedo 
y Valdes (1478-1557) 
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The most important ethnohistoric source on the 

Nicarao is Oviedo y Valdes. He was born in Madrid in August 

1478, and as a child he entered the service of the second 

duke of Villahermosa, Alfonso of Aragon, nephew of Ferdinand 

the Catholic (Amador de los Rios 1851:xii-xiii). In 

1490, he became a page to Prince John, the son of Ferdinand 

and Isabella, and in the same year, while participating in 

the siege of Granada, he met Christopher Columbus (ibid., 

p. xiv; O'Gorman 1972:71). Young Oviedo and Prince John 

became close friends and companions, since they were about 

the same age, and Oviedo forged a personal and intellectual 

link with the Spanish royal court which was to endure for 

the rest of his life. He also became closely acquainted 

with the sons of Columbus--Diego and Fernando--when they 

became pages of the prince in 1493 upon the return of Colum

bus from his successful first voyage to the New World 

(Amador de los Rios 1851:xv; O'Gorman 1972:71). Oviedo 

became Prince John's chamberlain in 1496. The unexpected 

death of the young prince in 1497 led Oviedo to travel to 

Italy where he studied art, sciences, and literature, and 

pursued a military career. He returned to Spain in 1502, 

and one year later he was again at the royal court (Amador 

de los Rios 1851:xix-xxi). In 1505, he was commissioned by 

King Ferdinand to write the history of the Spanish royal 
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family, a task which he would not finish until 27 years 

later (Esteve Barba 1964:62). In 1513, the expedition of 

Pedrarias D~vila (Pedro Arias de Avila) to Tierra Firme was 

organized, and Oviedo was appointed supervisor of gold

smelting operations in Tierra Firme (Amador de los Rios 

1851:xxii). This was an important post which he held until 

1532. The expedition sailed from San Lucar de Barrameda on 

11 April 1514 and arrived at the port of Santa Maria, 

Castilla del Oro on 12 June 1514 (ibid., pp. xxii, xxiv). 

Oviedo returned to Spain at the end of 1515 and 

remained there for about five years. In 1519, he was appoin

ted by King Charles to the post of regidor perpetuo (perma

nent alderman) of Nuestra Senora del Antigua and clerk of 

the court for the entire province. At the same time he was 

commissioned to write the official history of the New World 

(Stoudemire 1959:xiv). In early April 1520, Oviedo embarked 

for the New World with his family, arriving in Darien in 

June of the same year (O'Gorman 1972:73). He remained in 

Tierra Firme for three years, during which time he traveled 

to Panama, survived an attempt against his life, and began 

to write his Historia General y Natural de las Indias 

(Amador de los Rios 1851:xxxiv-xli; O'Gorman 1972:73-74). 

He returned to Spain in late 1523 to present charges to the 

Council of the Indies of malfeasance and misgovernment 

against Pedrarias Davila with whom he had been in a constant 

struggle ever since his first arrival in Tierra Firme 
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(Amador de los Rios 1851:xlv-xlvi). In 1524, he was appoin

ted governor of Cartagena (O'Gorman 1972:74). In 1525, still 

in Spain, he wrote from memory his Sumario de la Na t ural 

Historia de las Indias which he presented to Emperor Charles 

V. This work was published the following year (Oviedo y 

Valdes 1526). In April 1526, Oviedo embarked once again for 

Tierra Firme in the company of Pedro de los Rios, who had 

been appointed governor of Castilla del Oro, replac i ng 

Pedrarias Davila (Amador de los Rios 1851:lii). In 1528 and 

1529, he traveled through Nicaragua (Esteve Barba 1964:65) 

where he made direct ethnographic observations on the 

Indians of that region, especially the Nicarao and the Chor

otega. 

Oviedo returned to Spain in late 1530 and, in 1532, 

having resigned his post as supervisor of gold smelting, he 

was appointed official chronicler of the Indies (O'Gorman 

1972:76). He returned to the New World in the fall of 1532 

and took up residence in Santo Domingo where he continued to 

work on his Historia General (Amador de los Rios 1851:lviii). 

He sailed back to Spain in 1534 and presented the first part 

of the Historia General to the Council of the Indies (O'Gor

man 1972:76). After obtaining the necessary permits, the 

work was published the following year (Oviedo y Valdes 1535). 

He returned to Santo Domingo in January 1536 and began to 

work on the second part of his Historia which was completed 

in 1541 (Amador de los Rios 1851:lxix). Oviedo could not 
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get back to Spain until 1546, however, and even then he 

could not obtain the necessary authorization to have his 

work published. According to Stoudemire (1959:xvii), it is 

quite likely that Bartolome de las Casas, whose views on the 

Indians ran counter to those of Oviedo, was responsible for 

blocking the publication of part two of the Historia. 

Oviedo remained in Spain for just over two years, 

during which time the second edition of the first part of 

the Historia General was published in Salamanca (Oviedo y 

Valdes 1547). In January 1549, he returned to Santo Domingo 

where he once again spent most of his time expanding the 

Historia and working on various other books (Amador de los 

Rios 1851:lxxv-lxxvii; O'Gorman 1972:78). In 1556, he 

returned to Spain for the purpose of getting the Historia 

published in full, a goal which he never accomplished. The 

following year, Book XX of the second part of the Historia 

was published in Valladolid (Oviedo y Valdes 1557), and very 

soon afterward Oviedo died at the age of 79 (Amador de los 

Rios 1851:lxxx-lxxxi). 

The remaining 30 books (with the exception of Book L 

which had been published with part one in the 1535 and 1547 

editions) of the Historia remained unpublished and rela

tively unknown for nearly three centuries. The entire work 

was finally published in four volumes from 1851 to 1855 by 

the Real Academia de Historia in Madrid (Oviedo y Valdes 

1851-1855). This is the edition that I have consulted most 
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frequently. The work has been republished in full twice in 

this century (Oviedo y Valdes 1944-1945, 1959a). 

A considerable amount of scholarly debate (summari

ized by Esteve Barba 1964:59-60) has recently centered 

around Oviedo's character and his motivations for writing 

the Historia General and his other works. Oviedo was depic

ted in Amador de los Rios' biography as irreproachable, 

loyal, and fulfilling his duties with honor and integrity; 

but Amador de los Rios seems to have ignored many facets of 

Oviedo's life and personality. Esteve (1964:60) cited a 

paper by Pena y Camara (1957) which denounced the "fervent, 

panegyric, and ingenuously patriotic tone" of Amador de los 

Rios' "rose-colored biography." The numerous biographies of 

Oviedo's enemy and detractor, Bartolome de las Casas, have 

also changed the image of Oviedo. These biographers sought 

the very worst in Oviedo; for example, he has been variously 

characterized as a pedant and a snob, a propagandist of 

ideas against the Indians, and a bad-tempered, resentful man 

anxious for money (Esteve Barba 1964:60). There is little 

doubt that Oviedo was, indeed, very protective of his own 

interests and that he did take an extremely ethnocentric 

attitude toward the Indians; but on balance, and considering 

his cultural milieu, he was an excellent historian, quite a 

good naturalist, and even a decent ethnologist. 

Oviedo's primary goal as ·an historian was to write 

history in full and with veracity. As official chronicler 
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of the Indies, he had access to a wide range of reports and 

unpublished documents concerning the New World. He also 

relied heavily on his own personal experience and observa

tions. In the dedication of his Sumario de la Natural 

Historia de las Indias, he summarized for the emperor and 

his later readers his philosophy of history: 

The wonders of nature are best preserved and kept 
in the memory of man by histories and books in which 
they are written by intelligent persons who have tra
veled over the world and who have observed at first 
hand the things they describe and who describe what 
they have observed and understood of such things. 
This was the opinion of Pliny, the foremost of all 
natural historians .... A very accurate scholar, 
Pliny always cited his source when he quoted a story 
which he had heard or read. He also included in this 
history many things which he had observed at first 
hand. In the manner of Pliny, then, in this short 
study I want to describe for your Majesty what I have 
seen in your Occidental Empire of the West Indies, 
Islands, and Tierra Firme of the Ocean Sea. (Oviedo 
y Valdes 1959b:3; Stoudemire translation) 

Oviedo was an astute observer of natural and cultu

ral phenomena. He was an accomplished biologist for his 

time, and while his descriptions of flora and fauna were 

sometimes lacking in precision, on the whole he is to be 

commended for his exactitude as well as for the number of 

new species that he described. 

His anthropological observations covered the physi

ology, language, political and social organization, subsis

tence, and material culture of the indigenous groups of 

Tierra Firme. He took a special interest in indigenous 

religion, patterns of trade and exchange, warfare, marriage, 
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sexual practices, and mortuary practices. He did not hold a 

generally favorable opinion of the Indian. Some of his 

statements about Indians do not even approach reality, as, 

for example, when he observed that the skulls of the Indians 

are four times thicker than those of Christians (ibid., 

1950:140; 1959b:43). Despite his biases, however, and the 

fact that so many indigenous practices were anathema to him, 

he was able to record most of his observations impartially 

and without passing moral judgement. At times he even 

showed a remarkable trace of cultural relativism, as when he 

compared the Nicarao deities to the ancient Egyptian and 

Hebrew pantheons (ibid., 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 11, 

pp. 101-102). 

One problem with using Oviedo as a source of ethno

historic data on the Nicarao is the inherent disorganization 

of the Historia General. This is a problem of which Oviedo 

himself was aware as he admitted: "I am rambling about 

through diverse subjects, different and separated one from 

the other, in order to satisfy what I proposed to say in 

this chapter; and because this salad or mixture of things 

is all in the same Nicaragua" (ibid., p. 107). However, 

with careful and repeated readings this problem is easily 

overcome. Oviedo's greatest fault as an ethnographer was 

that he was at times maddeningly vague about which indigen

ous group he was referring to when he described certain 

customs. This shortcoming was fortunately offset by his 



frequent clear and specific references to each group. 

Oviedo's thinking relative to the Nicarao was slightly 

tinged by what he had heard and read, especially in the 

letters of Cortes (1963) concerning the Aztec, but it is 

impossible that Oviedo could have been aware of all the 

subtleties and detail in Aztec thought and culture which 

were not known to the Western world until several years 

after he had completed the Historia General (see Le6n

Portilla 1972:22-23). 
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Oviedo is by far the most extensive and the most 

important primary ethnohistoric source on the Nicarao. His 

importance stems from the fact that he was among the Nica

rao before they fell under total Spanish domination. He 

entered their towns, spoke to their caciques, saw their 

temples and houses, and witnessed several of their ceremo

nies. Most of his observations on these and other diverse 

aspects of Nicarao culture are found in Book XLII of the 

third part of the Historia General which concerns the 

natural and cultural phenomena of Nicaragua. Enhancing 

the significance of Oviedo's work was his inclusion in 

Book XLII of a transcription of the interview of several 

Nicarao caciques and priests conducted by Francisco de 

Bobadilla in 1528 (see comments on Bobadilla, below). All 

things considered, Oviedo is an excellent source of ethno

graphic data on the sixteenth-century Nicarao. 



Francisco de Bobadilla 
(fl. 1526-1538) 
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Some of our most useful data on Nicarao religion, 

social and political organization, and the Pipil-Nicarao 

migrations were collected by the Mercedarian friar, Fran

cisco de Bobadilla. When Gil Gonzalez Davila explored 

Nicaragua and Costa Rica in 1522-1523, he claimed to have 

baptized over 32,000 Indians (Gonzalez Davila 1883:4; 

Cereceda 1883:31). Francisco Hernandez de Cordova and Diego 

Lopez de Salcedo likewise claimed to have converted many 

indigenous souls to Christianity (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855: 

pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 2, p. 39). When Pedrarias Davila was 

deposed from power in Castilla del Oro in 1526, he went to 

Nicaragua and by 1528 he secured the governorship of the 

province (ibid., pt. 2, bk. 29, eh. 22, pp. 116-117; bk. 31, 

eh. 1, p. 190; Bancroft 1882-1887, vol. 1:592-594, 605). 

One of Pedrarias' first official actions in Nicaragua was to 

appoint his friend Bobadilla the head of a commission to 

investigate the religious beliefs and practices of the 

Indians and secure evidence to dispute the evangelistic 

claims of Gonzalez, Hernandez, and Lopez (Oviedo y Valdes 

1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 2, p. 39). 

Bobadilla set out from Leon, Nicaragua with Barto

lome Perez, a public scribe of the city council of Granada, 

and three interpreters, Luis Davila, Francisco Ortiz, and 

Francisco de Arcos, to commence his investigation in the 
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Nicarao town of Teoca (Teocatega [Lehmann 1920, vol. 2:1015]) 

on 20 September 1528 (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, 

eh. 2, p. 39). A transcription error in Oviedo y Vald~s 

(ibid., p. 40) gives the year of Bobadilla's inquiry as 1538. 

Oviedo stated elsewhere that Bobadilla, having concluded his 

investigation, preached in the Nicarao town of Totoaca (a 

variant of Teoca [Lehmann 1920, vol. 2:1015]) on 2 October 

1528 (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 3, p. 56). 

As Leon-Portilla (1972:19) pointed out, Pedrarias Davila 

died in 1531, so he could not have commissioned Bobadilla to 

conduct his inquiry in 1538. Furthermore, it is known that 

Bobadilla went from Nicaragua to Peru with Sebastian de 

Benalcazar (Vargas Ugarte 1966, vol. 1:37). In Peru in 1538, 

Bobadilla arbitrated the dispute between Pizarro and Almagro 

(Markham 1892:101-102; Vargas Ugarte 1966, vol. 1:120-127). 

We are indebted to Gonzalo Fernandez de Oviedo for 

our awareness of Bobadilla's investigation of the Nicarao. 

Either in Spain or Nicaragua, Oviedo obtained a copy of the 

transcript of the proceedings of Bobadilla's inquiry. Reali

zing its ethnographic significance, he published it in Book 

XLII of the Historia General, calling it: 

. certain information which a reverend father of the 
Order of Merced collected by order of Governor Pedrarias 
Davila concerning the beliefs, rites, and ceremonies of 
the Indians of Nicaragua, in order to ascertain which of 
them were Christians before Pedrarias went to that land, 
... and other things which it seemed to him that he 
should ask the Indians. (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855: 
pt . 3 , bk . 4 2 , eh . 2 , p . 3 9 ) 

Bobadilla's procedure was, first, to conduct 
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individual interviews with eight Nicarao caciques, priests, 

and elders. Three of the eight Indians that Bobadilla selec

ted as informants refused to answer his questions, but five 

of them responded, in varying degrees of precision, to the 

friar's questions. The interviews proceeded according to a 

questionnaire that Bobadilla had probably prepared before 

commencing the inquiry. Le6n-Portilla (1972:38) has recon

structed the items of the questionnaire which may be summar

ized as follows: 

1. Are you a Christian? Do you think it is good to 

be a Christian? 

2. Who created heaven and earth, the stars, the 

moon, mankind, and all other things? (If the respondent 

answered this question well, Bobadilla would press for 

further details.) 

3. After the world was created, has it ever been 

lost or destroyed in a previous era? (With this question, 

Bobadilla was searching for evidence of a flood myth among 

the Indians.) 

4. What are your sources of knowledge on these 

matters? Do you have books in which this knowledge is 

recorded? (The respondents denied the existence of native 

manuscripts.) 

5. What are your beliefs concerning life after 

death? (Again, Bobadilla pursued the question further 

according to the inclination of the respondent.) 
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The five informants answered most of these questions 

candidly and directly. Some of them feigned ignorance on 

certain matters and intentionally lied on others, but on the 

whole their responses form a good body of data on Nicarao 

religious beliefs. After the five interviews (Oviedo y Val

des 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 2, pp. 40-45), Bobadi l la con

vened a group of 13 caciques, members of the nobility, and 

priests in the plaza of Teoca, and he continued his inquiry 

with these questions (summarized from ibid., pp. 45.-49): 

1. From where, when, and why did your ancestors 

come to Nicaragua? 

2. Which deities do you believe in and worship? 

(A series of related questions followed concerning the 

nature and functions of various deities, their internal 

relationships, and so on. As Le6n-Portilla [1972:39] noted, 

this question corresponded to a certain extent with the 

second question of the individual interviews, but the 

answers brought out points not touched on in the interviews.) 

3. Where and how do you ask for rain from your rain 

god? (The answer brought up the matter of human sacrifice, 

and Bobadilla pursued the topic with several questions.) 

4. What do you do with the bodies of those that 

you sacrifice? 

5. Where do the souls and hearts of sacrificial 

victims go? 

6. Of what purpose are your temples? What do you 
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do and say in the temples? (Several questions followed 

concerning the maintenance of temples, specially designated 

t i mes of worship, and the like.) 

7. Do women help to maintain the temples? (Told 

that women were not admitted to the temples, Bobadilla 

returned to the topic of sacrifice.) 

8. Why do you sacrifice women if they are not 

admitted to the temples? (The Nicarao responded that they 

were not sacrificed in the main temples, but in secondary 

ones outside their principal ceremonial center.) 

9. What do you do with the blood of Indian women 

that are sacrificed? 

10. What is done with their bodies? 

11. How are sacrificial victims selected? 

12. Do you make other offerings in your temples 

besides sacrificial victims? 

13. Who receives the offerings? 

14. Why do you practice auto-sacrifice? (In his 

response, one of the Nicarao mentioned the god Mixcoa [Mix

coat] about whom Bobadilla asked several questions.) 

15. Have you ever had any previous contact with 

Christians? (A couple of questions concerning the meaning 

of the baptismal ceremony followed.) 

16. What are your beliefs concerning life after 

death? 

17. Why do you paint yourselves red and put on 
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feathers and sing and dance when one of you dies? (Several 

more questions followed regarding Nicarao mortuary practices 

and beliefs.) 

18. Do you find that the Christians benefit from the 

crosses they erect? 

19. Who taught you to make the idols that you have? 

20. Why do you have the idols? Do you make sacri

fices to them? 

It is clear from the testimony that some of these 

questions were phrased in a rather contemptuous manner. It 

is equally clear that some of the answers were devious or 

incomplete. Still, together they comprise an important 

source of information on Nicarao origins and religion. To 

conclude his investigation, Bobadilla interrogated an 

unspecified number of Nicarao caciques, members of the 

nobility, and elders, on these topics summarized from Oviedo 

y Vald~s (1851-1855, pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 3, pp. 49-56): 

1. Matrimonial ritual 

2. Laws governing marriage, adultery, and incest 

3. Laws governing social and sexual offenses 

4. Prostitution 

5. Poverty 

6. Slavery 

7. Cannibalism 

8. Political organization 

9. Nicarao feast days and calendar 



622 

10. Religion, function of the temples 

11. Warfare and military organization 

12. Markets 

13. Cranial deformation 

14. Hunting 

15. Ownership of property 

16. Forms of confession and penitence 

17. Human sacrifice 

The questions regarding these matters that Bobadilla 

asked the Nicarao were relatively well formulated. In asking 

some of the questions, especially those on social and poli

tical organization, Bobadilla seems to have been guided to a 

certain extent by ethnographic curiosity rather than by the 

sheer objective of his commission to show that in 1528 the 

Nicarao still maintained their native religious beliefs and 

customs. It is gratuitous to note that this goal was accom

plished quite handily. The only serious criticism that one 

could have of Bobadilla's methods is that perhaps he was 

overly zealous and sought too hard to expose as many pagan 

superstitions and beliefs as possible. This may indeed be 

true, but in a sense this same factor was a guarantee of 

thoroughness and persistence in the investigation (Le6n

Portilla 1972:20). 

A number of scholars have studied and analyzed Boba

dilla's data, most notably Squier (1852, vol. 2:348-358; 

1853:134-142, 153-158), Joyce (1916:15-24), Lothrop (1926, 



623 

vol. 1:8-9, 35, 50, 52, 58-60, 62, 65-80), Seler (1939), 

Chapman (1960:18-76), and Le6n-Portilla (1972). Le6n-Por

tilla's excellent study of Nicarao religion is a good example 

of the effective use to which the information gathered by 

Bobadilla can be put. 

Bartolome de las Casas 
(1474-1566) 

No sixteenth-century historian of the New World has 

attracted more scholarly and political attention than the 

bishop of Chiapas, polemicist and apologist for the Indians, 

Fray Bartolome de las Casas. In his role as protector of 

the Indians, he sparked a vehement controversy that is still 

alive today, more than four centuries after his death. 

Among the countless biographical and bibliographical studies 

of Las Casas, some of the most noteworthy are those written 

by Helps (1867), MacNutt (1909), Hanke (1952), Gimenez Fer

nandez (1953-1960), Hanke and Gimenez Fernandez (19 54), 

~ 

Martinez (1955, 1958), Perez de Tudela Bueso (1957, 1958), 

Menendez Pidal (1963), Mejia Sanchez (1967), O'Gorman (1967), 

and H. R. Wagner (1967). 

Las Casas went to Espanola with Nicolas de Ovando in 

1502 (Wagner 1967:1-4). He was a chaplain and enc om ende r o 

(holder of a royal land grant, including Indian inhabitants) 

in Espafiola from 1508 to 1513 and later in Cuba from 1513 to 

1514 (Gimenez Fernandez 1971:72-73). In the latter year, he 

experienced a conversion and renounced his encomie n da 
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to champion the fight against mistreatment of the Indians 

{Wagner 1967:11-12). In 1523, he took his vows as a Domini

can friar, and for the next eight years he retired to the 

cloister in Espanola where he began to write the first draft 

of the Historia de Zas Indias and part of the ApoZogetica 

Historia (ibid., pp. 70-72; Gimenez Fernandez 1971:82-84). 

In 1531, Las Casas resumed his public life as a missionary 

and political figure (Wagner 1967:72). He was in Ni caragua 

from 1535 to 1536, and when he was forced out because of his 

indigenist activities, he went to Santiago de los Caballeros 

(Antigua), Guatemala where, in 1537, he organized his radi-

cal project to convert peacefully the Indians of the "Land 

of War" (shortly thereafter renamed Verapaz) through kind

ness rather than cruelty (MacNutt 1909:190-204; Wagner 1967: 

83-93; Gimenez Fernandez 1971:87-92). 

Las Casas' efforts resulted in the promulgation, on 

20 November 1542, of the New Laws regarding treatment of the 

Indians (MacNutt 1909:204-208; Wagner 1967:108-120; Gimenez 

Fernandez 1971:94-97). In the same year, he wrote his 

famous "propaganda tract" (Hanke 1952:7), the Brevissima 

Relacion de Za Destruyci6n de Zas Yndias which was published 

for the first time in 1552 (MacNutt 1909:208-210; Perez de 

Tudela Bueso 1957:cxliv; Wagner 1967:109, 267-268). In that 

venomous attack on Spanish abuse of the Indians, Las Casas 

gave a brief description, often with an indigenous popula

tion estimate at the time of the Conquest, of each region of 
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the Indies. A section of the work is devoted to Nicaragua 

(Las Casas 1965:56-63) and another to Guatemala (ib i d., pp. 

82-93), including a description and population estimate for 

"Cuzcatan" (ibid., pp. 88-89). The tract was an immediate 

success in northern Europe, and it was quickly translated 

into Dutch, English, French, German, Italian, and Latin. 

The first English translation was published in 1583 (Palau 

y Dulcet 1948-1977, vol. 3:245-247). A modern English trans

lation was published by MacNutt (1909:311-414), and a new 

English translation was issued very recently (Las Casas 
~ 

1974). A good source of the Brevisima Relaci6n . .. is the 

1965 edition of Las Casas' Tratados which contains a fac

simile of the 1552 edition with a collateral modern Spanish 

transcription by Juan Perez de Tudela Bueso (Las Casas 1965: 

2-199). 

Little is known of Las Casas' methods of reckoning 

the size of native populations (but see Rosenblat 1976:47-

51), and many historians and demographers have rejected the 

population estimates in the Brev{sima Relacion . .. as 

extremely hyperbolic (see especially Baron Castro 1942:110, 

112 and Rosenblat 1954, vol. 1:101). However, Carl Sauer 

(1966:39) · recently defended Las Casas as "an attentive 

and acute observer" whose "concern with data was meticulous," 

and modern historical demographers, especially those of the 

"Berkeley School" and their students, tend to accept Las 

Casas' estimates as essentially accurate (Cook and Borah 
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1976). 
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In 1543, Las Casas was appointed to the bishopric 

of Chiapas from which he resigned and returned to Spain in 

1547 (MacNutt 1909:211-276; Wagner 1967:121-169; Gimenez 

Fernandez 1971:96-106). He continued his polemical defense 

of the Indians before the Council of the Indies until his 

death in the monastery of Atocha, Madrid, in 1566 (MacNutt 

1909:277-309; Wagner 1967:183-238; Gimenez Fernandez 1971: 

107-116). 

Francisco L6pez de G6mara 
(1511-ca. 1562) 

An important sixteenth-century secondary source on 

the Nicarao is the first part of the Historia General de las 

Indias by Francisco L6pez de G6mara. He was born in G6mara, 

Soria, Spain, and after graduating from the Univers i ty of 

Alcala, he went to live in Rome (Vedia 1946:xiii; Esteve 

Barba 1964:94-95; Warren 1973:69). Returning to Spain 

around 1541, he entered the service of Hernan Cortes as his 

personal secretary and chaplain (Warren 1973:69). It is 

assumed that G6mara went into retirement to devote himself 

to writing after the death of Cortes on 2 December 1547 

(Vedia 1946:xiv; Warren 1973:69). The date of G6mara's 

death is not certainly known, but it was placed between 155 7 

and 1566 by Warren (1973:69) and at about 1562 by Esteve 

Barba (1964:95). 
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It is thought that about the same time that G6mara 

entered the service of Cortes he began to write the Conquis

ta de Mexico, which is essentially a biography of Cortes. 

As a preface and introduction to this, he wrote the Hi stori a 

de las Indias, which is a general history of the discovery 

and conquest of the Indies with brief descriptions of the 

natives and their customs. The two were published together 

for the first time in 1552 in Zaragoza, under the title 

Historia General de las Indias con Todo el Descubrimi e nto y 

Cosas Notables que Han Acaecido. (L6pez de G6mara 

1552). It was received with great public acclaim and repub

lished one year later in Medina del Campo with the epithet 

"Hispania Victrix" prefixed to the title (L6pez de G6mara 

1553). For various reasons, G6mara's work did not please 

the crown, and in 1553 a royal decree was issued banning its 

publication or sale (Vedia 1946:xiv). Nevertheless, the 

work was widely circulated and subsequently reprinted a 

number of times, and it was translated into Italian and 

French (see Palau y Dulcet 1948-1977, vol. 8:640-642 for a 

full bibliographical summary). The 1553 edition, reprinted 

in 1946 in the Biblioteca de Autores Espanoles (L6pez de 

G6mara 1946), is the edition that I have consulted. An 

excellent English translation by Lesley Byrd Simpson of 

G6mara's biography of Cortes (part two of the Hi storia 

General) appeared in 1965 (L6pez de G6mara 1965). 

Francisco L6pez de G6mara never set foot in the New 
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World but, utilizing a number of primary and secondary sour

ces, he wrote a clear, concise history of Spanish involvement 

in the Indies to 1551, complete with ethnographic data. The 

sources commonly listed upon which G6mara relied are the 

letters of Hernan Cortes, the Memoriales (or the lost book?) 

of Motolinia, and information supplied him by the conquista

dors Andres de Tapia and Gonzalo de Umbria (Vedia 19 4 6 :xiii; 

Warren 1973:69). With the exception of Motolinia, however, 

none of these sources offered information on the indigenous 

populations of Nicaragua, a topic to which G6mara devoted 

seven chapters in his Historia de Zas Indias (Lopez de 

G6mara 1946:280-284). 

In his account of the events of the Gil Gonzalez 

Davila expedition to Nicaragua (ibid., pp. 280-282), it is 

evident that G6mara may have seen the reports of Gil Gonza

lez Davila and Andres de Cereceda, the treasurer of the 

Gonzalez expedition. A more likely source of this informa

tion, however, would appear to be the Sixth Decade of Peter 

Martyr's De Orbe Novo, which was written in 1524 and first 

published in 1530. Martyr (1912:dec. 6, bk. 1, p. 211) 

mentioned that he had received a letter from Gil Gonzalez 

Davila and that he had in his possession a written report 

from Cereceda (ibid., bk. 4, p. 221). 

A comparison of several passages from L6pez de 

G6mara and Peter Martyr is sufficient evidence to support 

the hypothesis that G6mara relied partially on Martyr for 
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the existence of the Nicarao by the Chorotega chieftain 

Nicoya. Martyr (ibid., bk. 3, p. 219) wrote: 
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The cacique informed Gonzales that some fifty 
leagues from his palace there existed another kingdom 
whose cacique was called Nicoragua. When Gonzales had 
advanced to within a day's march of the residence of 
Nicaragua, he sent messengers ahead to deliver the same 
message the Spaniards are accustomed to make to caciques 
before attacking them; namely that they must be conver
ted to Christianity and recognise the authority and 
jurisdiction of the great King of Spain, otherwise war 
and hostilities will be declared against them. 

Lopez de G6mara (1946:281) reported the same events: 

Inform6se de la tierra y de un gran rey llamado 
Nicaragua, que a cincuenta leguas estaba, y camin6 alla. 
Envi6le una embajada, que sumariamente contenia fuese 
su amigo, pues no iba por le hacer mal; servidor del 
Emperador, que monarca del mundo era, y cristiano, que 
mucho le cumplia, e si no, que le haria guerra. 

[He was informed of the land of a great king named 
Nicaragua who was fifty leagues away, and he went there. 
Gonzalez sent emissaries to Nicaragua who summarily 
advised him that he should be his friend, inasmu ch as 
Gonzalez had not come to harm him; that he should 
become a Christian and a servant of the Emperor, the 
monarch of the world, that he must comply, and if he 
did not Gonzalez would make war against him.] 

Martyr (1912:dec. 6, bk. 1, p. 219) continued the narrative: 

The next day, four of Nicaragua's principal vassals 
came out to meet them and announced in the name of 
their cacique that they wished for baptism and peace. 
The Spaniards repaired to the house of Nicaragua, and 
not only he, but more than nine thousand of his sub 
subjects, received the holy waters of baptism, 
Nicaragua presented Egidius Gonzales [Gil Gonzalez 
Davila] with 15,000 golden pesos, in the form of 
different necklaces; in return Gonzales presented the 
king with a silk jacket, a linen shirt, and a red hat. 

The parallel passage from Lopez de Gomara (1946:281) is 

as follows: 
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Nicaragua ... respondi6 por cuatro caballeros de 
su corte, que aceptaba la amistad por el bien de la paz, 
y aceptaria la fe si tan buena le pariese como se la 
loaban. Y asi, acogi6 pacificamente los espaJoles en 
su pueblo y casa, y les di6 veinte y cinco roil pesos 
de oro bajo, y mucha ropa y plumajes. Gil Gonzalez le 
recompens6 aquel presente con una camisa de lien zo, un 
sayo de seda, una gorra de grana, y otras cosas de 
rescate ... y le predic6 ... por lo cual se bap
tiz6 con toda su casa y corte, y con otras nueve roil 
personas de SU reino, que fue una gran conversion .. 

[Nicaragua ... responded through four gentlemen of 
his court that he accepted the friendship for t h e sake of 
peace, and he would accept the faith if it seemed to 
him as good as they praised it to be. And he peace
fully received the Spaniards in his town and his house, 
and he gave them 25,000 pesos of low-grade gold and 
much clothing and plumage. Gil Gonzalez reciprocated 
the gift with a linen shirt, a silk jacket, a scarlet 
hat, and other items of barter ... And he preached 
to him ... by which all of his house and court, as 
well as another 9,000 people of his kingdom, were bap
tized. This was a great conversion .... ] 

Antonio de Herrera y Tor
desillas (1549?-1625) 

A secondary source on Pipil and Nicarao cul t ural 

patterns, which was often cited by nineteenth-centur y 

scholars, is the Historia General de Zos Hechos de Zos 

Castellanos en las Islas y Tierra Firme del Mar Ocean o by 

Antonio de Herrera y Tordesillas. Herrera was born in 

Cuellar, Segovia, Spain. In 1570, he entered the service 

of Vespasiano Gonzaga Colonna, duke of Sabionetta, and 

accompanied him to Italy (Esteve Barba 1964:115; Ballestros 

Gaibrois 1973:240). At the recommendation of Gonzaga, he 

entered the Spanish royal service when the duke died in 

1586. In 1596, after writing a number of histories and 
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translating various works from Italian, he was appointed 

major chronicler of the Indies, and in 1598 he was also 

named chronicler of Castille (Esteve Barba 1964:115; Balles

teros Gaibrois 1973:240-241). 

Herrera wrote prolifically, but relatively little of 

his writings has anything to do with Mesoamerican ethno

history, let alone the Pipil and the Nicarao. His only work 

which bears on Mesoamerica is the Historia General de los 

Hechos ... which was first published from 1601 to 1615 in 

Madrid (Herrera y Tordesillas 1601-1615). The rare first 

edition is of interest for its title-page vignettes which 

depict Aztec deities and battle scenes, apparently taken 

from the Codex Magliabecchiano or a related codex (Balles

teros Gaibrois 1973:245-248; Glass and Robertson 1975:132, 

156). Various editions and translations of the work have 

appeared (see Ballesteros Gaibrois 1973:250-251). 

Herrera was the first writer concerned with the 

Indies who wrote about events that were already historical 

(Esteve Barba 1964:116), and the Historia General de los 

Hechos . .. represented the first attempt to synthesize a 

number of previous histories and provide a systematic over

view of the history of the implantation of Spanish culture 

in America from 1492 to 1554 (Ballesteros Gaibrois 1973: 

242) . 

Discovering the sources that Herrera used for his 

synthesis has been the object of much scholarly endeavor. 
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As the official chronicler of the Indies, he had access to 

the entire corpus of published and unpublished materials 

written by Spanish ecclesiastical and secular authorities 

prior to 1601. Herrera himself prepared an extensive list 

of his sources in connection with a lawsuit brought against 

him by Francisco Arias Davila y Bobadilla, the count of 

Punonrostro, whose grandfather, Pedrarias Davila, Herrera 

had characterized as a thief, a murderer, and a sadist. 

The list was prepared sometime between 1603 and 1610 and 

published by Medina (1913-1920, vol. 2:530-531). It con

tains over 30 bibliographic entries, among which are Oviedo 

y Valdes, Las Casas, Bernal Diaz, L6pez de G6mara, and 

Cervantes de Salazar. Although Garcia de Palacio does not 

appear on the list, there is no doubt that he was the 

major source for Herrera's information on the Pipil (see 

Warren 1973:103). His major sources on the Nicarao were 

Martyr, L6pez de G6mara, and Oviedo. 

Toribio de Benavente 
(Motolinia) (1482/ 
1491-1569) 

One of the secondary sources on the Pipil-Ni carao 

migrations is the Ep~stola Proemial •.• included i n the two 

major published works of Fray Toribio de Benavente, also 

known as Motolinia. He was born sometime between 1482 and 

1491 in Benavente, Zamora, Spain. Absolutely nothing is 

known of the first 30 or 40 years of his life, except that 
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he joined the Franciscan order, and in 1521 he was assigned 

to a monastery in the region of Extremadura, Spain (O'Gorman 

1971:xcix). Motolinia was one of the twelve friars who 

formed the Franciscan mission to New Spain in 1524. Depar

ting from San Lucar de Barrameda on 25 January, they arrived 

at the port of San Juan de Ulua, Veracruz on 13 May 1524 

(Ramirez 1858:xlv-xlvi). After 10 days they began their 

overland journey to Mexico and arrived in Tlaxcala at the 

end of May or beginning of June of that year. In Tl axcala, 

the Indians gave him the name "Motolinia" which means "poor" 

or "humiliated" (Ramirez 1858:xlvi-xlvii; O'Gorman 1 971:ci). 

In 1525, Motolinia became guardian of the convent of 

San Francisco of Mexico. He traveled throughout Mexico and 

served as guardian of the convents of Texcoco in 1528 and 

1539, Huejotzingo in 1529, Puebla in 1535, and Tlaxcala in 

1537 and 1554 (O'Gorman 1971:ciii-cxvii). He made three 

trips to Guatemala in 1529-1530, 1533-1534, and 1543-1544 

(O'Gorman 1971:cvii-cviii, ex, cxiv). On the last of these 

he went into Nicaragua. In 1547, Motolinia was elected 

vicar provincial of the province of Santo Evangelico of 

Mexico, and in 1548 he became minister provincial of the 

province (Steck 1951:25; O'Gorman 1971:cxv-cxvi). After his 

three-year term as minister provincial, at least until 1556, 

Motolinia spent most of his time in Tlaxcala, Cholula, and 

Atlixco (O'Gorman 1971:cxvii-cxviii). From 1556 until the 

day of his death in 1569, at the convent of San Francisco 
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of Mexico, nothing is known of Motolinia's activities. 

While Motolinia was a prolific writer, none of his 

most important original manuscripts have survived. A sub

stantial portion of his writings are found in two works with 

contrived names: the Historia de los Indios de la Nueva 

Espana, first published in 1848 under a different title by 

Lord Kingsborough (Benavente 1848), and the Memoriales o 

Libro de Zas Cosas de la Nueva Espana y los Naturales de 
~ 

Ella, first published in 1903 by Luis Garcia Pimentel (Bena-

vente 1903). The Historia was republished 10 years after 

the Kingsborough version appeared, in an edition far super-
~ ~ 

ior to its predecessor, edited by Joaquin Garcia Icazbalceta 

(Benavente 1858). Several other editions have followed (see 

O'Gorman 1971:Apendice III for a full bibliographic summary), 

and two English translations of the Historia have recently 

appeared (Benavente 1950, 1951). The most recently pub

lished editions of the Historia (Benavente 1969) and the 

Memoriales (Benavente 1971), both edited with critical 

studies by Edmundo O'Gorman, are by far the best for schol

arly use. 

The Historia is basically an account of the spiri

tual conquest of New Spain, and to the ethnohistorian it is 

of value for Motolinia's portrayal of native life at the 

time of the Conquest. The so-called Memoriales are gener

ally a broader treatment of the same topics contained in 

the Historia. Both contain the Epistola Proemial . .. 
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(Motolinia's summary of the origins of the Indians of New 

Spain) with slight differences in text; the MemoriaZes text 

appears to be the more reliable (O'Gorman 1971:liii-cxx; 

Le6n-Portilla 1972:24). It is thought that Motolinia also 

wrote an account of the military conquest of New Spain which 

was used by Bernal Diaz, L6pez de G6mara, and Cervantes de 

Salazar (Burrus 1973:144). 

A great deal of debate has centered around the rela

tionship between the Historia, the MemoriaZes, and Motoli

nia's history of the military conquest of Mexico. It has 

been thought that the MemoriaZes was a rough draft of the 

Historia or that the latter was an extract of the former 

(ibid., p. 145). The most parsimonious interpretation is 

that, probably between 1535 and 1543, Motolinia wrote a 

single magnum opus, more extensive than either the Historia 

or the MemoriaZes, and possibly containing the account of 

the military conquest of Mexico. Motolinia's lost book was 

cited by several colonial authors including Cervantes de 

Salazar, Las Casas, Juan Bautista, L6pez de G6mara, Suarez 

de Peralta, Zorita, Gonzaga, Mendieta, and Torquemada 

(O'Gorman 1971:lx-lxxxi; Burrus 1973:145). The book was 

possibly entitled by Motolinia De Moribus Indorum, as that 

is the name by which it was cited by Gonzaga, Mendieta, and 

Torquemada. The contents of the lost book have been par

tially reconstructed in independent studies by Cline (n.d., 

cited by Burrus 1973: 145 and by Gibson and Glass 1975: 349) and 
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by O'Gorman (1971). 

In a further elaboration of the lost-book hypothesis, 

O'Gorman (1969, 1971) maintained that Motolinia was not the 

author of the Historia, but rather that it was compiled from 

his manuscript by someone in Spain after Motolinia's death 

in 1569. O'Gorman also argued that Motolinia did not write 

a history of the military conquest of Mexico and that this 

work was mistakenly attributed to him by Cervantes de Sala

zar (O'Gorman 1971:Apendice I). 

Juan de Torquemada 
(ea. 1564-1624) 

Another secondary source on the Pipil-Nicarao 

migrations from Mexico to Central America is the Monarquia 

Indiana by the Franciscan chronicler and historian Fray Juan 

de Torquemada. Almost nothing is known about Torquemada's 

early life. It is generally assumed that he was born in 

Torquemada, Palencia, Spain, the place from which his name 

within the Franciscan order was taken. He went to New Spain 

as a child at an unknown date, and he took vows in the 

Franciscan order in the convent of San Francisco of Mexico 

in either 1579 or 1583 (Alcina Franch 1973:256-257). From 

this time until his sudden death on 1 January 1624, he was 

an active and energetic ecclesiastic, scholar, educator, 

architect, engineer, and historian (ibid., pp. 257-259: 

Le6n-Portilla 1969a:xiii-xx). 

In 1609, the Franciscan commissary general of the 
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Indies, Fray Bernardo de Salva, appointed Torquemada offi

cial chronicler of the Order of San Francisco of New Spain 

(Alcina Franch 1973:258). Torquemada was charged with 

writing a general history of Franciscan missionary pursuits 

in New Spain and recording important native traditions. 

It seems that as early as 1591 or 1592, Torquemada had 

already begun to collect materials for this work, which 

became known as the Monarquia Indiana ·(Alcina Franch 1973: 

258; Leon-Portilla 1969:xiv). 

The three-volume book was finished about 1613 and 

published for the first time two years later (Torquemada 

1615). The original edition soon became exceedingly rare, 

as most of the copies were lost in a shipwreck (Alcina 

Franch 1973:260). In 1723, the second edition, based on 

the original manuscript, edited and with emendations by its 

printer, Nicolas Rodriguez Franco, was published in Madrid 

(Torquemada 1723). There are differences between the 1615 

and the 1723 editions which have never been studied in 

detail (Alcina Franch 1973:260). Two facsimile editions of 

the 1723 version have appeared in this century (Torquemada 

1943-1944; 1969). I have relied on the 1969 edition for the 

present study. 

Torquemada used both native and Spanish sources, 

more often than not without explicit citation. He also 

relied on verbal testimony of native informants. He was a 

friend and contemporary of the great Texcocan chroni cler, 
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Fernando de Alva Ixtlilx6chitl, who supplied him wi t h native 

documents (Cline 1969). He also owned a number of native 

sources and was proud of his ability to use them. Of the 

Spanish sources, he depended heavily on Sahagun, Mendieta, 

Motolinia, and Olmos (Alcina Franch 1973:267-268a). Except 

for his comments on Honduras (Torquemada 1969:vol. 1, bk. 3, 

eh. 41, pp. 333-336), which are based on his own di r ect 

ethnographic observations and inquiries, he appears to have 

taken most of his material on Central American history and 

ethnology from Motolinia (Cline 1969). 

The question of whether Torquemada's account of the 

Pipil-Nicarao and Chorotega migrations from Soconusco to 

Guatemala, El Salvador, and Nicaragua (Torquemada 1969:vol. 

1, bk. 3, eh. 40, pp. 331-333) was taken from Motol i nia's 

lost book must remain open. Whether the account is from 

Motolinia, as seems probable, or from some other source, we 

are fortunate that it was preserved in Torquemada's work. 

Fernando de Alva Ixtlil
x6chitl (1578?-1650) 

One of the most important sources for central Mexi

can ethnohistory is also a minor but significant source for 

Pipil ethnohistory. The mestizo chronicler Fernando de 

Alva Ixtlilx6chitl was a descendant of the royal family of 

Texcoco and one of the most competent scholars of his time 

in Mexico. He is known for two major works: the Re laciones 

and the Historia Chichimeca (or the Historia General de la 
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Nueva Espana), both collectively known as the Obras Hist6r

icas of Ixtlilx6chitl. Both works were published for the 

first time in 1848 by Lord Kingsborough (Gibson and Glass 

1975:338). A revised and corrected text of the Obras Hi s

t6ricas was published in 1891-1892 by Alfredo Chavera 

(Ixtlilx6chitl 1891-1892). This edition was reprinted in 

1952 and 1965 (Gibson and Glass 1975:338). A very good 

edition for scholarly use of the Obras Hist6ricas was 

recently published by Edmundo O'Gorman (Ixtlilx6chitl 1975). 

This edition is also important for the critical study and 

extensive biographical and bibliographical notes on Ixtlil

x6chitl by O'Gorman (1975). There are slight differences 

in text between the Chavera and the O'Gorman editions, but 

the outstanding difference between them is that O'Gorman 

has rearranged Ixtlilx6chitl's writings according to his 

hypothesis of their order of composition (ibid., pp. 229-

23 3) . 

The thirteenth Relacion, which contains Ixtlilx6-

chitl's account of "the arrival of the Spaniards" and the 

conquest of Mexico and Guatemala, was written between 1598 

and 1621 (ibid., p. 229). In his comments on the conquest 

of Guatemala, Ixtlilx6chitl (1891-1892, vol. 1:393-396; 

1975, vol. 1:488-490) included a certain amount of detail 

on Alvarado's attempts in 1524 to subdue the natives of 

Cuscatlan. The source of much of this information must 

have been Alvarado's fourth letter to Hernan Cortes , 
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written in 1524 (Alvarado 1924:69-90). Ixtlilx6chitl added 

several details, however, that were not contained in Alva

rado's account. While most of Alvarado's native auxiliaries 

on the 1524 expedition remained to settle in Guatemala and 

El Salvador, the few that returned to Mexico may have star

ted and maintained an oral tradition concerning their 

encounters with the Pipil. If such an oral tradition exis

ted, it was probably the source of Ixtlilx6chitl's supple

mentary details on this expedition. 

One further comment on the Relaciones is in order: 

these documents were actually Ixtlilx6chitl's preliminary 

working papers, and they represented his attempts to arrive 

at a feasible interpretation of conflicting evidence. This 

accounts for the claims made by some scholars that the 

Relaciones are full of inconsistencies (see Esteve Barba 

1964:233). D. H. Kelley (1980:personal communication) is 

of the opinion that Ixtlilx6chitl never intended to publish 

the Relaciones. 

Francisco Antonio de Fuentes 
y Guzman (1642-1699) 

A leading secondary source on several aspects of 

Pipil ethnohistory is the Recordaci6n Florida, written in 

the late seventeenth century by Captain don Francisco 

Antonio de Fuentes y Guzman. Born in Santiago de los 

Caballeros (Antigua) , Guatemala on 9 February 1642 (Saenz de 

Santa Maria 1969:xi), he was a descendant of conquistadors, 
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including Bernal D1az del Castillo who was his great-great

grandfather. His family was among the most prominent 

members of colonial Guatemalan gentry. His first direct 

contact with Pipil culture was in 1647-1648 when he lived 

in Escuintla with his father, who was corregidor (governor) 

of that city and province (ibid., p. xiii). 

At the age of 17, Fuentes became captain of militia, 

and in 1661 he was appointed regidor perpetuo (permanent 

alderman) of Santiago de los Caballeros (ibid., pp. xv, 

xvii). Fuentes also served as aZguaciZ mayor (chief of 

police), aZcaZde segundo (second mayor), and alcalde primero 

(first mayor) of his native city. He later became aZcaZde 

mayor (governor) of the province of Totonicapan from 1670 to 

1673, and in 1698 he was appointed to the same post in 

Sonsonate, where he died in 1699 (ibid., pp. xvii-xxi, xxxv). 

From the memoirs of Bernal D1az del Castillo and 

other papers in his family library and the municipal 

archives of Santiago de los Caballeros, Fuentes gathered 

material for the Recordac i on Florida, the first major 

history of Guatemala, which he began to write in 1680. In 

1687, he sent a letter to the king (published by Zaragoza 

1882:1-li) petitioning the title of official chronicler of 

the Kingdom of Guatemala. In the letter, he stated that he 

had already completed the first part of his history and had 

begun the second part. In 1689, the Council of the Indies 

acceded to review the first part which Fuentes sent to Spain 
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in 1690, but he was not granted the title to which he 

aspired. Undeterred, he continued to write and added a 

final book to the first 16 books of the first part, and he 

completed the second part, consisting of 14 books, in 1695. 

The Recordaci6n Florida remained unpublished for 

nearly two centuries after it was completed. In 1882-1883, 

the incomplete first part, which Fuentes had sent to Spain, 

was published in Madrid (Fuentes y Guzman 1882-1883). The 

entire work was not issued until 50 years later when it was 

published in Guatemala (Fuentes y Guzman 1932-1933), based 

on the 1695 manuscript preserved in the archive of the 
~ 

municipality of Guatemala (Saenz de Santa Maria 1969:xl-

xlvii; Warren 1973:105). The full work has 

recently been published in the Biblioteca de Autores 

Espan o les (Fuentes y Guzman 1969-1972). 

Fuentes y Guzman has been criticized for his pon-

derous, pedantic, and disorganized style as well as for his 

obvious bias against Indian culture, but the Recordaci6n 

Florida is an important source of ethnohistoric data on the 

Indians of Guatemala. I fully agree with Carmack (1973: 

184) that Fuentes "was a better student of Indian culture 

than is usually recognized." Fuentes' goal in life was to 

write good history but, ironically, his importance sterns 

from his competence as an ethnologist rather than as an 

historian. Value also accrues to his writings from the 

fact that many of his sources were native documents which 
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are now lost or destroyed. For instance, much of his data 

on the Pipil were taken directly from a native manuscript 

(Fuentes y Guzman 1932:1933:pt. 2, bk. 2, eh. 5, p. 91). 

Fuentes was relatively thorough about citing his 

sources. He relied primarily on native informants, native 

manuscripts, reports from Spanish officials, litigation 

papers, personal observation, tradition, and published and 

unpublished works of other historians (for example, Acosta, 

L6pez de G6mara, and Torquemada). 

His motives are clear. His prime objective was to 

publicize the glories of Guatemala and to praise the accom

plishments of the inhabitants of his homeland, Spanish and 

Indian alike (Esteve Barba 1964:281; Carmack 1973:186). 

For this reason, he was given to exaggeration when he des

cribed the size of native armies or settlements. In his 

efforts to eulogize the cultural achievements of the Indians, 

he placed more emphasis on documents than on personal obser

vation, and the most important facts about the Indians were, 

to him, those that indicated their progress toward civili

zation. To these tendencies of Fuentes we owe his preserva

tion of valuable data on Pipil social and political systems, 

writing, and calendrics. 

Domingo Juarros 
(1752-1821) 

For many years the only published source on the 

history, geography, and demography of Central America was 
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the Compendia de la Historia de la Ciudad de Guatemala by 

the secular ecclesiastic and synodal examiner of the arch

bishopric of Guatemala, Domingo Juarros. This work was 

written between 1805 and 1818 (Carmack 1973:195) and pub

lished for the first time in two volumes issued in 1808 and 

1818 (Juarros 1808-1818). An English translation by J. 

Baily (Juarros 1823) helped make the Compendia . .. rela

tively well known. Various other Spanish editions have 

been published (Palau y Dulcet 1948-1977, vol. 7:226). I 

have consulted the second edition published in Guatemala 

(Juarros 1857). 

Two important sources of information used by Juarres 

were Francisco Antonio de Fuentes y Guzman and Pedro Cortes 

y Larraz. While the Recordaci6n Florida, which Fuentes y 

Guzman completed in 1695, was not published in full until 

1932-1933, Juarros had access to the manuscript and extrac

ted large portions from it for publication in his own work. 

From the 1768-1770 report of Archbishop Cortes y Larraz, 

Juarros (1857, vol. 1:101-104) compiled a table of the 

curacies of Guatemala, listing the major language spoken in 

each parish. The list is incomplete, but until the publi

cation of the Descripci6n Geografico-Moral. (Cortes y 

Larraz 1958), Juarros was the best published source on the 

late eighteenth century linguistic boundaries of Guatemala 

(J.E. S. Thompson made very effective use of the Juarros 

"church list" in his 1948 monograph on Cotzumalhuapa). 
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Juarros relied almost completely on Fuentes y Guz

man for data on native culture and history. The only first-

hand aspect of the Compendi a . consists of Juarros' 

rather good descriptions of geography, flora, and fauna of 

Guatemala and El Salvador. His comments on the method of 

extraction and uses of balsam (Juarros 1857, vol. 2:114-115) 

are especially interesting. 

Another feature of the Compen dia is the inclu-

sion by Juarros (1857, vol. 1:96) of the results of the 

1778 census of the Kingdom of Guatemala (originally pub

lished in the Gazeta de Guatemala on 26 April 1802; see 

Baron Castro 1942:225-233). These figures may be compared 

with those of Cortes y Larraz as well as with Juarros' own 

1807 estimates obtained by adjusting the Cortes y Larraz 

figures according to the census counts of 1778, 1791, and 

1795 (Juarros 1857, vol. 1:96, 101-104; Baron Castro 1942: 

243-245). Carmack (1973:195) has suggested that such a 

comparison could be used to reconstruct a growth curve which 

might conceivably be of some value in extrapolating pre-
~ 

hispanic population figures. Baron Castro (1942:233-240, 

245-259) has discussed and analyzed other population esti

mates of the period from 1778 to 1807, which would also 

be useful in reconstructing the curve that Carmack sugges

ted. 
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A good, general description of the Spanish Indies 

is the Compendia y Descripci6n de las Indias Occidentales 

by the Carmelite friar Antonio Vazquez de Espinosa. From 

1607 or 1608 until 1621, Vazquez de Espinosa traveled exten

sively throughout Mexico, Central America, Ecuador, and Peru 

(Velasco Bay6n 1969:xv-xvi). When he returned to Spain in 

1622 he began to write his description of the Indies (ibid., 

p. xvii). The project was terminated by his death in 1630 

(ibid., pp. xiv, xxi). 

The original V~zquez de Espinosa manuscript was 

discovered in the Vatican Library in 1929 by Charles Upson 

Clark, who published an English translation of the work in 

1942 and the Spanish text in 1948 (Esteve Barba 1964:613; 

Warren 1973:53-54). The Compendia y Descripci6n . .. has 

also been published as volume 231 of the Biblioteca de 

Autores Espanoles (Vazquez de Espinosa 1969). This is the 

edition that I have consulted most frequently. 

The fifth book of the first part of the work deals 

with the territory of the audiencia (circuit court) of 

Guatemala (ibid., pt. 1, bk. 5, chs. 1-33, pp. 140-180). 

Included are general comments on the history of the Con

quest, Spanish affairs, geography, flora, fauna, and natural 

resources of all of Central America. The descriptions of 

flora, fauna, and resources provide a certain amount of 
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useful economic information based mainly on v&zquez' 

personal observations, but is evident that he · also relied 

on an earlier report by Diego Garcia de Palacio. 

Francisco Ximenez 
(1666-1729/1730) 

A minor secondary source on the Pipil is the His t o

ria de la Provincia de San Vicente de Chiapa y Guatemala by 

the Dominican friar Francisco Ximenez. In 1688, Ximenez 

went to Guatemala where be became fluent in the Quiche Mayan 

language (Villacorta 1929:iii). He served as priest in San 

Pedro Las Huertas, Xenacoj, Chimaltenango, Chichicastenango, 

and Rabinal (ibid.; Menees 1931:xxviii). In Chichicasten

ango around 1701, he discovered the original Quiche manu

script of the Popol Vuh and translated the text into Spanish. 

He also wrote a commentary on the text based on his exten

sive knowledge of Quichean culture (Carmack 1973:24-25; 

Gibson and Glass 1975:394-395). 

Ximenez wrote the Historia de la Provincia . .. 

from 1715 to 1722 (Burrus 1973:158; Carmack 1973:190). It 

was not published until this century, and then only parti

ally (Ximenez 1929-1931). The work contains abundant 

ethnographic data on the Quiche (see Carmack 1973:189-192). 

Ximenez (1929-1931, _ vol. l:bk. 1, eh. 26, p. 69) referred 

briefly to the province of Cuscatlan and the late encroach

ment of the Pokoman on Pipil territory. 
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Royal Officials 

The sources included in this sub-category are Diego 
~ 

Garcia de Palacio, Juan L6pez de Velasco, and Juan de 

Pineda. Garcia de Palacio could very properly be considered 

a quasi-ethnographer, but since he served for a time as 

oidor (associate justice) of the audiencia (circuit court) of 

Guatemala, I have included him as a royal official. 

Diego Garc{a de Palacio 
(flp 1572-1587) 

The most important primary sixteenth-century source 

on the Pipil is the letter of relaci6n written to King 
~ 

Philip II by Diego Garcia de Palacio. Almost nothing is 

known of Palacio's early life except that he was born in 

Santander, Spain, and he was educated for a nautical and 
~ 

military career (Garcia Icazbalceta 1896-1899, vol. 6:85-86). 

From 1572 to 1579, he served as oidor (associate justice) 

of the audiencia (circuit court) of Guatemala (Warren 1973: 

103). In 1578, he wrote a letter to the king concerning 

the conquest and pacification of the Philippines (Squier 

1860). In this letter Palacio made clear his aspiration to 

become governor of the Philippines, but he did not obtain 

the post. In 1579, he was transferred to the audiencia of 

Mexico which he also served as oidor and as alcalde de corte 

(high justice) (Garcia Icazbalceta 1896-1899, vol. 6:88; 

Warren 1973:103). On 24 January 1581, he received a 
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doctorate from the Royal and Pontifical University of Mexico 

of which he was rector (Garc1a Icazbalceta 1896-1899, vol. 

6:88). 

While in Mexico he published two monographs on mili

tary and nautical science in 1583 and 1587 (Squier 1860:15). 

In 1583, he served as visitador (inspector general) of the 

Indians of Yucatan, and he conducted a census of the town of 

Pencuyut, Yucatan (Roys, Scholes, and Adams 1959). In Sep

tember 1587, he was commissioned captain general of an 

armada which was to sail in that year from Acapulco to take 

punitive action against the English corsair, Francis Drake. 

Squier (1860:16) observed that "the result of his expedition 

is not known, and with this appointment, Palacio disappears 
,, 

from history." Garcia Icazbalceta (1896-1899, vol. 6:88-89) 

reported that the mission was a failure, as Drake was 

already on his way back to Europe before Palacio's fleet set 

sail. 
,, 

Warren (1973:103) gave the year of Garcia de Pala-

cio's death as 1595. According to Lopez de Escalera (1964, 

vol. 1:399), he died in Mexico in 1596. Nothing is known of 

the last eight or nine years of Palacio's life. 

In 1573, the year after Garcia de Palacio was made 

oidor of the audienaia of Guatemala, Juan L6pez de Velasco, 

the official chronicler-cosmographer of the Council of the 

Indies, sent to royal officials a 135-item questionnaire on 

the geography, resources, population, native customs, and 
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so on, of Spanish overseas possessions (Cline 1972:189). 

This form was a precursor of the SO-item questionnaire of 

the Relaciones Geograficas of 1578-1586 (ibid., pp. 190-191). 

In response to the 1573 questionnaire, Garcia de Palacio 

wrote his famous relaci6n. As Carmack (1973:127) has poin

ted out, a note appended to a sixteenth-century relaci6n 

dealing with the Verapaz region of Guatemala by Francisco 

Montero de Miranda (1954:358), addressed to Garcia de Pala

cio, stated that the original Palacio manuscript bore the 

date 8 March 1574. On the other hand, Joaquin Garcia Icaz

balceta (1896-1899, vol. 6:86), who once owned the Palacio 

manuscript, gave the date of its composition as 8 March 

1576, and all published versions of the relaci6n have 

repeated this date. 

The Palacio relaci6n was first published in a French 

translation by H. Ternaux-Compans in 1840 (Garcia de Palacio 

1840). Twenty years later the first published version in 

Spanish, with an English translation, was issued by E. G. 

Squier (Garcia de Palacio 1860). This was followed by the 

inclusion, in 1866, of the document in Volume 6 of the 

Coleccion de Documentos Ineditos ... de Indias (Garc{a de 

Palacio 1866). In 1873, a German translation appeared with 

notes and a preface by Alexander von Frantzius (Garcia de 

Palacio 1873). A slightly modified version of the 1866 

edition was published in 1881 with a Spanish translation of 

the 1873 supplementary material by von Frantzius and 
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additional notes by Leon Fernandez (Garcia de Palacio 1881). 

More recently, the document has been published twice in El 

Salvador (Garcfa de Palacio 1921, 1952) and once in Guate

mala (Garcia de Palacio 1927). I have compared all of the 

Spanish editions of the relac i on, and in my opinion the 1881 

version is the best for scholarly use. 
~ 

Garcia de Palacio conducted firsthand ethnographic 

research in preparation for the writing of his relacion. 

He began his travels in the Guazacapan region of eastern 

Guatemala, starting at the Michatoya River and continuing 

into western El Salvador as far as the Lempa River (Garc{a 

de Palacio 1881:7-9). He also visited the ruins of Copan, 

Honduras, where he obtained a native manuscript of some 

sort (ibid., p. 50). Palacio was the first European visi

tor to Capan and the first to write a description of the 

ruins (ibid., pp. 47-50). Much of his account, especially 

the descriptions of the regions and towns that he entered, 

was based on personal observation. On historical matters, 

he was conscientious about seeking reliable informants, 

usually elders: 

He procurado, con el cuidado posible, saber por la 
memoria derivada de los antiguos ... que saben e 
oyeron de sus antepasados. [I have tried with the 
greatest care to find out from the memory of elderly 
people ... what they know and heard about their ances
tors.] (ibid., p. 50) 

He also relied, to a lesser degree, on native docu

ments, and there is evidence that he consulted a Pipil 
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manuscript (Carmack 1973:146). It seems that he also soli

cited written reports from secular and clerical officials, 

suchasMontero de Miranda (1954), but he did not cite these 

sources in his relac i 6n . 

A valuable aspect of Palacio's relaci6n is his sum

mary of the late sixteenth-century geographical distribution 

of indigenous linguistic groups in Chiapas, Guatemala, El 

Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua, and Costa Rica (Garc{a de 

Palacio 1881:5-6). A few other highlights of the report 

are: a description of the native method of salt-making on 

the coast of Guazacap~n (ibid., p. 9), a description of 

cacao trees and native rituals associated with their plan

ting in the Izalco region (ibid., pp. 15-17), comments on 

pottery-making in Ahuachapan (ibid., p. 21), and a descrip

tion of the method of extracting balsam on the Balsam Coast 

of El Salvador (ibid., p. 28). The most important part of 

the relaci6n is a very well drawn description of Pipil 

culture around Asunci6n Mita, eastern Guatemala (ibid., pp. 

34-44). This aspect of the relaci6n shows quite clearly 
~ 

the great personal interest that Garcia de Palacio took in 

native culture. Included in the description are details on 

Pipil religion, social and political organization, mili

tarism and warfare, and material culture. The source of 

Palacio's data on the Mita Pipil is unknown; Carmack (1973: 

128) has suggested that the information may have come from 

a Spanish priest in the area. 
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Palacio's major shortcoming as a source was his 

lack of citation. He was not prone to exaggeration, nor 

was he driven by religious zeal to expose the demonic cus

toms of the savages (though he did aver the opinion--with 

which some archaeologists might agree--that the devil is to 

be blamed for the great linguistic diversity of southeastern 

Mesoamerica). His major motivations in writing about native 

culture seem to have been intellectual curiosity and his 

duty to the crown to report the facts as he perceived them. 

Apart from his relaci6n, further evidence of Palacio's know

ledge of native culture is provided by a set of directions 

and ethnographic guidelines that he prepared for royal 

officials assigned to conduct tribute counts (Garc{a de 

Palacio 1940). Compared to his contemporaries, Palacio's 

ethnographic capability was indeed prodigious. Among six

teenth-century students of indigenous Mesoamerican culture, 

he was surpassed in quality of information only by the likes 

of Sahagun, Motolinia, Torquemada, Ixtlilxochitl, and Landa. 

As a postconquest ethnographer of Central American cultures, 

he was a near equal of Oviedo in competence if not in pro

lixity. 

Much of Palacio's information on Pipil culture was 

incorporated by Antonio de Herrera into his Historia General 

de los Hechos . (Herrera y Tordesillas 1934-1957:dec. 4, 

bk. 8, chs. 8-10, pp. 129-148). 
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The first official major chronicler-cosmographer of 

the Council of the Indies was Juan L6pez de Velasco. He 

held the post for 20 years, from 1571 to 1591 (Zaragoza 

1894:vi). During the last year of his life, he served in 

the secretariat of the king (ibid.). It was principally 

through the efforts of L6pez de Velasco that the compila

tion of the ReZaciones Geografices of 1578-1586 was accom

plished (Cline 1972:189-190). 

From 1571 to 1574, L6pez de Velasco compiled his 
~ 

most important work, the Geograf&a y Descripci6n Universal 

de las Indias (ibid., p. 189). It was not published until 

over three centuries later, although L6pez de Velasco's 

successor as major chronicler, Antonio de Herrera y Torde

sillas, took information from the work for his Historia 

General de los Hechos ... (Warren 1973:49). The original 
~ 

manuscript of the Geograf&a y Descripcion . .. was acquired 

by Francisco Antonio de Lorenzana, archbishop of Mexico from 

1766 to 1772, and taken by him to Toledo, Spain (Zaragoza 

1894:v). It eventually became part of the Provincial 

Library of Toledo (Warren 1973:49, 89) from which it was 
~ 

obtained and published by Justo Zaragoza in the Bolet&n de 

la Sociedad Geografica de Madrid, beginning in 1880 (Zara

goza 1894). It was later published by Zaragoza as a 

complete book with indices in 1894 (L6pez de Velasco 1894). 
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appeared in the Biblioteca de Autores Espanoles (Lopez de 

Velasco 1971). 
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The work is, as its title implies, geographically 

oriented with special emphasis placed on the physiography, 

climate, and natural resources of each area of the Spanish 

Indies. It has some minor historical and political infor

mation and also contains a bit of general ethnographic 

information (Lopez de Velasco 1894:25-36) meant to apply to 

all the aboriginal inhabitants of the Americas. L6pez de 

Velasco based the work largely on the responses to a set of 

questionnaires sent to royal officials in 1569 by his mentor 

Juan de Ovando (Cline 1972:189), although earlier sources 

were consulted for some areas. The section on Central 

America (L6pez de Velasco 1894:282-336) is primarily a tri

bute record based mainly on the 1548-1551 Tasacion de los 
~ 

Naturales . .. prepared by Cerrato, Ramirez, and Rogel 

(Carmack 1973:139-140). An extract of the portion of the 
~ 

Geograf~a y Descripcion . dealing with Central America 

has been published in El Salvador (L6pez de Velasco 1952). 

L6pez de Velasco's compendium is an admirable syn

thesis of geographic data on the Indies to 1571. Consider

ing that he never went to America, the work is a good piece 

of scholarship for its time. Its value for ethnohistoric 

studies is, however, extremely limited. 



Juan de Pineda 
(fl. 1558-1594) 
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Toward the end of the sixteenth century, Spanish 

royal officials were apparently disturbed that native tri

bute payments to the encomenderos were greater than those 

paid to the Crown. To investigate this situation, Juan de 

Pineda was appointed juez contador (fiscal inspector) and 

commissioned to travel through the province of Guatemala 

with a scribe and interpreters to make an account of the 

area's agricultural and industrial resources and to assess 

the amount of tribute that each town could pay. 

Pineda's report to the audiencia was written in 1594 

and published in Spain for the first time in 1908 (Pineda 

1908) and in Guatemala 17 years later (Pineda 1925). The 

1925 edition carries the obvious misprint "Ano de 1549" 

next to the author's name. The report has also been 

published in Costa Rica (Pineda 1939) and in El Salvador 

(Pineda 1952) . 

The ethnographic information contained in the Pineda 

report is limited primarily to the agricultural and indus

trial products (for example, pottery, woven goods) of each 

community. Pineda seems to have been particularly interes

ted in cacao, and he included a brief description of its 

cultivation (Pineda 1925:358-360). He did not give specific 

figures for tribute or population, nor did he mention the 

native language spoken in the towns that he investigated. 
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Pineda obviously had no sympathy for the Indians; 

for almost every town he noted that the natives were wealthy 

and well dressed, that they paid little tribute, and they 

could easily pay much more. While it is accepted that the 

increase in demand for cacao after the Conquest caused an 

increase in cacao production, especially in the Izalco area 

(Browning 1971:57), it is doubtful that many of the 

increased profits went to the Indians, and it is unlikely 

that they were as wealthy as Pineda reported. 

The Pineda account contains some useful information 

on the Indians of Guatemala and El Salvador, but because of 

its blatant exaggeration it must be handled with skepticism 

(see Carmack [1973:135-136] for further comments on this 

source). 

Travelers 

Four European travelers are included in this sub

category: Girolamo Benzoni, Alonso Ponce, Thomas Gage, and 

Pedro Cortes y Larraz. Their travels through Mexico and 

Central America spanned the period from the mid-sixteenth 

century to the latter part of the eighteenth century. With 

the exception of Benzoni, all were in the area on clerical 

assignments. Their accounts provide useful information on 

such things as the geography, flora and fauna, and the 

distribution of native languages in the regions that they 

visited. 



Girolamo Benzoni 
(1519-1570) 
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One of the most widely traveled sixteenth-century 

Europeans in the Indies was Girolamo Benzoni. He was born 

in Milan, Italy, and in 1541 he traveled to the New World 

where he remained for 14 years. Returning to Italy in 1556, 

he wrote an account of his travels, including observations 

on the areas he had visited as well as comments on the 

Spaniards and their actions. Benzoni also included in his 

account various historical anecdotes that he had heard 

during his travels. 

In 1565, Benzoni's Historia del Mondo Nuovo was 

first published in Venice (Benzoni 1565) where it was well 

received and republished seven years later (Benzoni 1572; 

facsimile edition 1969). It has gone through a number of 

subsequent editions and has been translated into Latin, 

French, Spanish, English, German, and Flemish (see Palau y 

Dulcet 1948-1977, vol. 2:171-172). The English translation 

by W. H. Smyth was published in 1857 by the Hakluyt Society 

(Benzoni 1857). This is the edition that I have consulted. 

Because of his critical remarks on the Spaniards, Benzoni's 

Historia was received coldly in Spain (Smyth 1857:ii). It 

was not translated into Spanish until very recently (Ben

zoni 1967). 

Benzoni visited Guatemala and Nicaragua, but there 

is little in his quaint and disorganized account of any 
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value to the study of Pipil and Nicarao ethnohistory. He 

has a few general remarks on the Nicaraguan countryside 

(Benzoni 1857:148) and a brief description of cacao trees 

in the area (ibid., pp. 149-150). Not to ignore the 

natives, Benzoni noted that in Nicaragua "they speak four 

languages; the best, however, is the Mexican, which per

vades fifteen hundred miles of country, and is the easiest 

to learn" (ibid., p. 151). He gave a very brief list of a 

few Nahuat words he had learned, one of which was mitote 

(dance ceremony), and he proceeded to describe a (Nicarao?) 

mitote (ibid., pp. 151-152). His comments on Guatemala 

(ibid., pp. 153-169, passim) were limited to Pedro de Alvar

ado, the city of Guatemala, and the behavior of the Spani

ards. He apparently did not enter El Salvador, but he 

included a brief note on the importance of cacao cultivation 

at Izalco (ibid., p. 158). 

Alonso Ponce (fl. 1584-
1589) 

In 1584, Fray Alonso Ponce was appointed commissary 

general of the Franciscan Order in New Spain. Departing 

from San Lucar de Barrameda in June 1584, after an arduous 

voyage, he arrived at the port of San Juan de Ulua, Vera

cruz on 11 September 1584. For the next five years he 

traveled with his personal secretary, Fray Antonio de 

Ciudad Real, and an interpreter, through Mexico and Central 

America. Ciudad Real kept a log of their journeys, carefully 



noting the native language that was spoken in each of the 

towns and villages they visited. He also made brief com

ments and observations on the Indians and their customs. 

The resulting account, the Relacion Breve y Verdedera de 

Algunas Cosas que Sucedieron al Padre Fray Alonso 
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Ponce en Provincias de la Nueva Espana . . . , is one of the 

most interesting sixteenth-century travelogues written on 

Mesoamerica. 

The Relacion was published in 1872 based on a manu

script (probably a copy of the original) owned by Mariano de 

Zabalburu (Ciudad Real 1872), and it was published again 

one year later (Ciudad Real 1873). I have relied on the 

1873 edition for the present study. 

Ponce's journey to Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, 

and Nicaragua began at the Franciscan convent in Tehuacan, 

Puebla, Mexico on 24 March 1586 (Ciudad Real 1873, vol. 1: 

263). His route took him through Oaxaca, Tehuantepec, and 

Soconusco, and on 14 April 1586 he crossed the Tlilapa 

River and entered the ancient province of Zapotitlan in 

southwestern Guatemala (ibid., p. 304). Ponce and company 

then traversed the Suchitepequez region, where his secretary 

noted an "infinite" number of cacao orchards (ibid., p. 307) 

and they climbed the volcanic slope to Santiago Atitlan. 

They then followed a route around the southern rim of Lake 

AtitlAn through San Lucas Tolim&n and PatzGn, continuing 

to the southeast through Patzicia and San Andres Itzapa to 
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the city of Guatemala (Antigua). On 5 May 1586, Ponce 

departed from Antigua for Nicaragua (ibid., pp. 315-316). 

Passing through Petapa, their first encounter with the 

Pipil was at Los Esclavos, a village one-fourth league east 

of the Rio de los Esclavos. Ponce now wanted to make good 

time since the rainy season was upon them, and they hur

riedly continued their journey into El Salvador. They 

passed through Ahuachapan, Atiquizaya, Chalchuapa, Santa 

Ana, and Coatepeque, skirting the north slope of San Sal

vador Volcano and entering Quezaltepeque, Nejapa, and 

Apopa on their way to San Salvador. Ponce arrived in 

San Salvador on 11 May 1586, and on the same day he and his 

companions continued their journey. Passing through Santi

ago Texacuangos, Olocuilta, and Tapalhuaca, they came to 

the Nonualco region from which they followed a route similar 

to the modern coastal highway. Four leagues to the east of 

Zacatecoluca they crossed the Lempa River and entered the 

territory of the Lenca. 

They crossed eastern El Salvador passing through 

Jiquilisco, Usulutan, and Ereguayquln, and traveled on 

through the Choluteca region of Honduras and the Chinan

dega region of Nicaragua. In Nicaragua they followed a 

route through El Viejo, Chinandega, Nagarote, Nindiri, and 

Masaya to arrive in Granada, on the shore of Lake Nicaragua, 

on 31 May 1586. 

On the return trip they traveled in dugout canoes 



662 

across the Gulf of Fonseca (ibid., pp. 375-376). Arriving 

in Amapal, near the present-day port of La Union, Ponce and 

his staff journeyed westward across El Salvador through San 

Miguel, Tecoluca, San Cayetano Istepeque, Cojutepeque, San 

Martin, Ilopango, and Soyapango, arriving once again in San 

Salvador on 29 June 1586. Returning to Guatemala from San 

Salvador, they passed through Cuscatlan (!), Ateos, Saca

coyo, Guaymoco (Armenia), Izalco, and Sonsonate. From 

Sonsonate they traveled the highland route through Nahui

zalco, Salcoatitan, Apaneca, and Concepci6n de Ataco to 

Ahuachapan. From Ahuachap~n they returned to Antigua, 

taking the same route by which they had come about two 

months earlier. 

From this brief outline of Ponce's route, it can be 

seen that he entered some of the most important centers of 

population of the sixteenth-century Pipil; while his secre

tary did not include a greal deal of ethnographic detail in 

the account of their travels, he left us some very important 

information regarding these towns and their inhabitants. 

As Carmack (1973:133) has noted, the primary significance 

of the Ponce relaci8n is the data it provide~ on the lin

guistic, economic, and physical geography of the sixteenth

century Pipil and their neighbors. 

Thomas Gage (1602/ 
1603-1656 

The first extensive, eyewitness account by a northern 



European of life in the Spanish colonies of the New World 

was The English-American His Travail by Sea and Land: or 
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A New Survey of the West India's . . . by the icono-

clastic Dominican friar, Thomas Gage. He was born in 

England, probably in 1603, to a prominent, recusant Roman 

Catholic family (Newton 1929:xii-xv; Thompson 1958:xx-xxiv). 

He was educated abroad at the Jesuit college of St. Omer, 

in French Flanders, and the Dominican college of San Gre

gorio, in Valladolid, Spain (Newton 1929:xv-xvi; Thompson 

1958:xxv-xxvi). In 1625, through the persuasion of Father 

Antonio Melendez, an old friend and former schoolmate from 

San Gregorio College, Gage volunteered for service in the 

Dominican mission to the Philippines (Thompson 1958:xxvi

xxviii; Gage 1958:7-14). 

Hiding himself in an empty biscuit barrel to elude 

port authorities attempting to enforce the ban against 

travel by foreigners to Spain's colonies, Gage sailed from 

Cadiz on 2 July 1625 (ibid., pp. 15-17). He and his 26 

fellow Dominican friars were to sail first to Mexico and 

then from Acapulco to the Philippines. After a pleasant 

voyage of 49 days, they sighted the island of Guadaloupe 

where they went ashore, ''no ways fearful of the naked bar

barians of that and the other islands" (ibid., p. 21), but 

they were presently attacked by the island's Carib inhabi

tants who dispatched several would-be missionaries (ibid., 

pp. 24-26). On 22 August they sailed from Guadaloupe, and 
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on 12 September 1625, they arrived at the port of San Juan 

de Ulua, Veracruz (ibid., pp. 27, 32). 

Two days later, Gage and his companions departed on 

muleback from Veracruz to Mexico (ibid., pp. 43-52). He 

remained in Mexico from October 1625 until February 1626, 

and he wrote a memorable description of the city, its geo

graphy, history, resources, inhabitants, and intrigues 

(ibid., pp. 58-87). Having received information of infeli

citous conditions in the Philippines, Gage decided to 

abandon the mission for which he was bound, and, with his 

friend Melendez and two other errant friars, he fled to 

Chiapas (ibid., pp. 103, 107-125). Gage remained in Chiapas 

from April through September of 1626 and then departed for 

Santiago de los Caballeros (Antigua, Guatemala) where he 

became reader of arts in the Dominican college of St. Thomas 

Aquinas (ibid., pp. 137, 178). He held this post for three 

years and on 4 December 1629 was ordained a priest (ibid., 

pp. 179-180). In 1630, he left Santiago and went to visit 

Friar Francisco Moran in Cohan, Alta Verapaz, in the north

ern Guatemalan highlands where he began to learn the Pokoman 

Mayan language (ibid., pp. 249-250,256). During the next 

seven years he lived and preached in the Pokoman towns of 

Petapa, Mixco, Pinula, and Amatitl~n, and he perfected his 

knowledge of the language (ibid., pp. 256-259). According 

to his own candid disclosure, Gage (1958:258-260) 

amassed a great deal of personal wealth during these years. 
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As early as 1635 Gage had firmly resolved to return 

to England. Unable to obtain leave from his superiors, on 

the night of 7 January 1637 he clandestinely departed from 

Petapa with his acquired riches (ibid., pp. 296-300). 

Tracing the same route that Father Alonso Ponce had taken 

51 years earlier, Gage · (1958:300-304) traveled 

through Los Esclavos, Ahuachapan, and Chalchuapa. The 

Pokoman Indians of Chalchuapa were very pleased with Gage 

(1958:304) because of his fluency in their language. 

The route that he took from Chalchuapa to San Salvador is 

not known as he made no mention of towns or villages along 

the way (ibid., p. 304). To avoid recognition by his 

Dominican confreres in San Salvador, he passed through the 

city under the cover of darkness (ibid., p. 305). He 

ferried across the Lempa River and hastily continued his 

journey through San Miguel and on to the Gulf of Fonseca 

which he crossed to Nicaragua and then proceeded to the 

port of Realejo (ibid., p. 306). 

After several adventures and misfortunes, including 

an encounter with Dutch pirates who relieved him of his 

ill-gotten gains (ibid., pp. 314-317), he eventually made 

his way to Portobello, Panama, where he found passage on a 

Spanish merchant ship to San Lucar de Barrameda, Spain 

(ibid., pp. 331, 338). In late December 1637, Gage (1958: 

340) finally landed at Dover, England. 

After a visit to Flanders, Germany, and Italy, and 
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an extended stay in Rome in 1639-1640 (Thompson 1958:xxxiv), 

he returned to England where, to the horror of his family 

and friends, he renounced his - Catholic faith in a public 

sermon in St. Paul's Cathedral on 28 August 1642 (Newton 

1929:xxiii-xxiv; Thompson 1958:xxxvi). Gage now became a 

fanatic Protestant, and he gave testimony that sent several 

of his former friends to the gallows (Thompson 1958:xxxvii

xxxix, xlv). He became a ''Preacher of the Word of God," as 

the title page of the first edition of The English-American 

. states, and he was appointed rector of the small 

parish of Acrise in the county of Kent. There he began to 

write the story of his travels in Mexico and Central Amer

ica. He was later transferred to the more important parish 

of Deal, Kent (ibid., p. xxxviii). 

Were it not for his apostasy, Gage might never have 

written The English-American ., for, apart from setting 

down the tale of his travels and descriptions of life in 

Spanish America, the book was intended as a damning expose 

of the avaricious and reproachable behavior of his former 

brethren, and it is a censorious diatribe against Catholi

cism. Gage wrote the book from the copious journals that 

he kept during his travels (ibid., p. xliv), and it was 

first published 23 years after his arrival in Mexico (Gage 

1648). It was received with great acclaim by his Puritan 

audience, and was reprinted in 1655, the same year that 

Oliver Cromwell dispatched an expeditionary force to seize 
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the West Indies from the Spaniards (Gage's book and his 

advice to Cromwell were instrumental in this aggression). 

The English assault on Espanola was an utter failure, but 

they succeeded in taking Jamaica. Gage, who had joined the 

mission as chaplain, remained in Jamaica where he died in 

1656 (Thompson 1958:xlii-xliii). 

The English-American . .. has gone through no 

less than 10 English editions, and it has been translated 

into French, Dutch, German, and Spanish (ibid., p. xix-xx; 

Palau y Dulcet 1948-1977, vol. 6:14). The first Spanish 

edition was published in Paris in 1838, and this has been 

recently reissued by the Sociedad de Geograf{a e Historia 

of Guatemala (Gage 1946). The two modern English versions 

(Gage 1929, 1958) are somewhat abridged with much of the 

anti-Catholic invective deleted. Both contain excellent 

biographical notes on Gage by the editors, A. P. Newton 

(1929) and J.E. S. Thompson (1958). 

The ethnohistoric value of Gage's work rests mainly 

on his summary of Pokoman language, customs, behavior, 

social organization, and religious beliefs (Gage 1958:214-

247; see Carmack 1973:180-182). These data are significant 

in view of the geographic proximity of the Pokoman and the 

Pipil and the possibility, suggested by Miles (1955, 1957), 

that the middle Motagua Valley of Guatemala may have been 

inhabited during the Postclassic period by a mixed-ethnic, 

bilingual Pokoman-Pipil population. 
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Concerning Gage's reliability as a source on indi

genous matters, it is interesting that while he was often 

a flagrant liar about the Spaniards and their affairs, he 

appears to have maintained a scrupulous accuracy in his 

reporting on the Indians (Thompson 1958:xliv). 

Pedro Cortes y Larraz 
(1712-1786) 

Many valuable observations on the late eighteenth

century Pipil can be found in the Descripcion Geografico

Moral de la Di6cesis de Goathemala by Archbishop Pedro 

Cortes y Larraz. He was born in Belchite, Zaragoza, Spain, 

and he attended the University of Zaragoza where he obtained 

a doctorate in theology in 1741 (Warren 1973:105). After 

serving as a priest in various parishes of Zaragoza, he was 

nominated by the king in 1766 for the office of archbishop 

of Guatemala. On 24 August 1767, he was consecrated a 

bishop in Puebla, Mexico, and he took possession of his 

archdiocese, which comprised the modern republics of Gua

temala and El Salvador, in February 1768 (ibid., p . . 105). 

Cortes y Larraz made a complete tour of the terri

tory under his jurisdiction in three trips: 3 November 

1768 to 1 July 1769; 22 November 1769 to 9 February 1770; 

6 June 1770 to 29 August 1770. The Descripci6n Geografico

Moral . .. , which was published for the first time only 

recently (Cortes y Larraz 1958), was based on observations 

that Cortes y Larraz made during these trips, as well as 
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the written answers to a questionnaire that he sent to the 

priests under his jurisdiction (Carmack 1973:199-200). 

In this account, Cortes y Larraz reported population 

figures for most of the towns and parishes of his archdio

cese, and he specified which native languages were spoken in 

each town or parish. The population figures must be viewed 

only as order-of-magnitude estimates, but they are indica

tive of the drastic reduction of the indigenous population 

that occurred during the colonial era (Daugherty 1969:128-

132; Browning 1971:41-44). The linguistic data are the 

most important aspect of the archbishop's report. This 

information can be used in reconstructing the prehistoric 

linguistic boundaries of the Pipil and their neighbors. 

Cortes y Larraz provided further data on other 

indigenous groups of Guatemala and El Salvador: the Chorti, 

the Cakchiquel, the Tzutujil, the Quiche, the Marn, the Ixil, 

the Pokoman, the Pokomchi, the Kekchi, and the Xinca. An 

indication of the ethnographic value of the Descripcion 

Geografico-Moral ... is the extensive use to which it was 

put by Solano (1970, 1974). 



Chapter 4 

ETHNOGRAPHIC SYNTHESIS OF 
THE PIPIL-NICARAO 

In this chapter my objective is to correlate 

relevant archaeological, linguistic, and ethnohistoric 

evidence on the Pipil-Nicarao to provide an understanding 

of their culture history, adaptations, and cultural 

patterns. The archaeological data discussed here are 

primarily those from Cihuatan and Santa Maria, presented 

in Chapter 1. Data from other southeastern Mesoamerican 

sites, particularly Chalchuapa (Sharer 1978; Sheets 1978a) 

and Quelepa (Andrews V 1976) in El Salvador and sites of 

the Isthmus of Rivas in Nicaragua (Healy 1974, 1980), are 

also summoned. Several papers published by Boggs (1944b, 

1949, 1972, 1976a, 1976b, 1977) and the noteworthy 

synthesis of highland Guatemalan prehistory by Borhegyi 

(1965a) also supply important archaeological data which can 

be correlated with the linguistic and ethnohistoric 

evidence. The historical linguistic evidence relating to 

the Pipil-Nicarao and their _neighbors is summarized in 

Chapter 2. The historical reconstructions by Kaufman (1973, 

1974, 1976), Campbell (1976), and Luckenbach and Levy (1980) 

are especially important. Etymological interpretations 
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presented here rely heavily on Alonso de Molina's Nahuatl

Spanish dictionary (1944), first published in 1571, and the 

work of Lehmann (1920) and Geoffroy Rivas (1975). The 

ethnohistoric evidence discussed here is that provided by 

the sources analyzed in the preceding chapter. The contri

butions and relative importance and reliability of the 

pertinent sources are reviewed for each topic under discus

sion in the present chapter. 

The first ethnographic topic to be examined here is 

the cultural ecology of the Pipil-Nicarao. The natural 

setting of Pipil-Nicarao settlements is described, and the 

natural vegetation, cultivated crops, and faunal resources 

of the regions occupied by the Pipil-Nicarao are discussed. 

Mineral resources, salt and obsidian, are also briefly 

touched upon. Next, several lines of evidence 

bearing on Nahuat migrations from Mexico to Central America 

are examined. The third topic discussed here is Pipil

Nicarao social organization, including marriage, social 

segmentation, economics, and politics. This is followed 

by the closely related topic of law and justice. A 

discussion of Pipil-Nicarao warfare and militarism 

continues the ethnographic reconstruction as does a corre

lation of the linguistic, archaeological, and ethnohistoric 

evidence on Pipil-Nicarao religion and world view. The 

final topic discussed here is Pipil-Nicarao clothing and 



672 

personal adornment. As with any cultural group (or culture 

in general), these topics form a tightly woven nexus, so 

much so that it is often difficult to compartmentalize 

them. Separating them, albeit artificially, is, of course, 

necessary in order to facilitate discussion. The order in 

which the topics are discussed here 

does not reflect any implicit theoretical position 

regarding their relative importance. 

CULTURAL ECOLOGY OF THE PIPIL-NICARAO 

The purpose of this discussion is to describe the 

habitat of the Pipil-Nicarao and the associated biotic 

communities with special reference to the genera and species 

that would have been most important to the prehistoric 

human inhabitants. "Habitat" may be defined as "an area 

of surface with its minerals and climate" (Shelford 1963:1). 

The essential features of a habitat are soils, sunshine, 

rainfall, and temperature (ibid.). To avoid repetition and 

monotony, the term "Pipil-Nicarao area" is used here more 

or less synonymously with "Pipil-Nicarao habitat," not 

meaning to imply that the area is composed of contiguous 

regions. "Biotic communities" refers to "all plants and 

animals that occupy an area" (ibid., p. 2). The term 

"community" has dynamic rather than purely taxonomic impli

cations meaning that "the combined plant and animal 

assemblages are socially interacting" (ibid.). Another 
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term which will be used here is "ecosystem" which refers 

to "habitat and community as an interacting unit" (ibid., 

p. 3). As Flannery (1972:400) has pointed out, the study 

of dynamic ecosystems must "take into consideration that 

all populations exchange matter, energy, and information 

with their environments" (emphasis in the original). The 

study of cultural ecology focuses on the relationships 

between human groups and the ecosystems that they occupy 

or exploit (Steward 1955). 

The data base of this discussion is somewhat 

broader than that of other topics in this chapter. In 

addition to the archaeological, ethnohistoric, and 

linguistic data on Pipil-Nicarao environments, subsistence, 

economy, and resource utilization, we may also marshal data 

on these topics from modern geologic, geographic, environ

mental, botanical, and zoological studies. This discussion 

also relies partially on personal observations made in 

eastern and southeastern Guatemala and western and central 

El Salvador during the course of four field seasons from 

1975 to 1979. 

The most important documentary sources for the 

study of Pipil-Nicarao cultural ecology are, in chronolo

gical order: Oviedo, Lopez de Velasco, Garcia de Palacio, 

Ponce (Ciudad Real), Vazquez de Espinosa, Fuentes y Guzman, 

and Juarros. These authors provide a great deal of useful 

and interesting information on the ecosystems inhabited and 
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exploited by the Pipil-Nicarao. Andagoya, Gonzalez Davila, 

Cereceda, Martyr, Las Casas, Benzoni, Pineda, Gage, and 

Cortes y Larraz also contribute useful supplementary infor

mation. 

Oviedo devoted almost 200 pages of the first part 

of the Historia General to detailed descriptions of the 

cultivated and semi-cultivated food plants, medicinal 

plants, fruit trees and other useful trees, terrestrial 

animals, marine and riverine animals, birds, and insects 

of Espanola and Tierra Firme (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855: 

pt. 1, bks. 7-15, pp. 263-461). Many of the genera and 

species included by Oviedo in these descriptions were (and 

some still are) common to all of Central America. In 

addition, he gave a brief, general description of the 

environment and climate of the province of Guatemala 

(ibid., pt. 3, bk. 41, eh. 3, pp. 33-34), and he provided 

specific descriptions of the geography, climate, flora, 

fauna, and natural resources of Nicaragua (for example, 

ibid. , bk. 4 2 , eh. 1, p. 3 6 ; eh. 11, p. 9 6; eh. 12 , pp. 10 4 , 

106) • 

L6pez de Velasco based the portion of his work 

dealing with Central America (1894:282-336) primarily on 

the 1548-1551 Tasaci6n de los Naturales .• Preceding 

the tributary counts for the towns and villages of the 

district of the audencia (circuit court) of Guatemala 

(which included modern Chiapas, Guatemala, El Salvador, 
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Honduras, Nicaragua, and Costa Rica) are brief descriptions 

of the environmental setting, climate, principal cultivated 

plants, and natural resources of each province and the 

regions surrounding the major cities. The hydrography of 

each region is also described in detail. Particularly 

important to the present study are the descriptions of the 

regions surrounding San Salvador (ibid., pp. 292-293), 

Sonsonate (ibid., pp. 296-297), Leon (ibid., pp. 317-318), 

and Granada (ibid., pp. 321-323). 

Throughout Garcia de Palacio's relacion (1881) are 

comments on the physiography, hydrography, vulcanology, 

climate, flora, fauna, and natural resources of eastern 

Guatemala and western and central El Salvador. These com·

ments were based on Palacio's firsthand observations made 

when he traveled through the region, probably in 1573-1574. 

The account of Alonso Ponce's travels in Mexico and 

Central America is in many ways a sort of cultural 

geography. His secretary's comments on the physiography, 

flora, and fauna of the regions occupied by the Pipil and 

the Nicarao (Ciudad Real 1873, vol. 1:304-415) are, for 

present purposes, the most interesting aspects of the 

account. 

Vazquez de Espinosa (1942:pt. 1, bk. 5, chs. 1-33, 

pp. 203-267; 1969:pt. 1, bk. 5, chs. 1-33, pp. 140-180) 

also described the physical geography, flora, fauna, and 
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natural resources of the territory of the audencia (circuit 

court) of Guatemala. His descriptions profited greatly 

from his personal experience in Central America. 

Much of the Recordacion Florida by Fuentes y 

Guzm~n (1932-1933) is devoted to physical descriptions, 

including some maps, of the towns and regions of colonial 

Guatemala. Fuentes was very interested in native subsis

tence patterns, economy, and resource utilization, and 

references to these topics may be found throughout the work. 

Juarros was concerned primarily with the history 

and early nineteenth-century demography of Central America. 

While most of his data were derived from Fuentes y Guzman 

and Cortes y Larraz, many of his observations on Central 

American geography, biology, and economy appear to be 

original (for example, Juarros 1857, vol. 2:94-95, 112-116) 

and are quite useful. 

The seeds of modern, scientific inquiry into the 

natural environment and biotic communities of the regions 

occupied and exploited by the Pipil and the Nicarao were 

sown by nineteenth-century scholars and travelers such as 

Stephens (1841), Dunlop (1847), Squier (1852, 1853, 1855, 

1858), Belt (1874), Brigham (1887), and Boucard (1894). 

Several important works by Central American scholars, such 

as the great naturalist David J. Guzman (1883) and the 

economic geographer Pablo Levy (1873), were also published 

during this period. A noteworthy monograph on the geology 
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of the area was published in 1868 by Dollfuss and 

Montserrat, and the famous BioZogia CentraZi-Americana was 

compiled by Godman and Salvin from 1879 to 1888. In the 

latter year the prolific Karl Sapper began his investiga

tions of Central American geology, geography, climate, and 

vegetation which were to culminate with his seminal 

MitteZamerika (1937; cf. Daugherty 1969:4). 

While advances in the knowledge of Central American 

geology and geography were being made by Sapper and others 

in the early twentieth century (cf. West 1964a:34), 

specialists in the life sciences of the area were also 

becoming increasingly more active and their contributions 

more rigorous. By 1916 Guzman had published his two-volume 

work on the ethnobotany of El Salvador (Guzman 1975-1976), 

and in the same year Choussy (1926-1932) began to publish 

his five-volume series on Salvadoran flora. The botanical 

work of P. c. Standley (1920~1926~ 1924, 1944) and his 

collaborators (Standley and Calderon 1941; Standley and 

Steyermark 1946-1962) in Mexico and Central America also 

began at about this time. Important contributions to 

knowledge of the fauna of the area were made by Meek (1907), 

Hildebrand (1925), and Dickey and Van Rossem (1938). 

More extensive summaries and bibliographies of 

early geologic, geographic, environmental, and biological 

research conducted in or pertaining to the regions occupied 

by the Pipil-Nicarao may be found in Gierloff-Emden (1957, 
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1976), Maldonado-Koerdell (1958, 1964), Weyl (1961), West 

(1964a, 1964b), Tamayo (1964), Vivo Escoto (1964), Wagner 

(1964), Stevens (1964), Stuart (1964), Daugherty (1969), 

Radell (1969), and Graham (1973). Recent studies in these 

fields bearing on the cultural ecology of the Pipil-Nicarao 

will be referred to below. 

Physiography, Surface Geology, 
and Geomorphology 

Geologically, Central America is one of the most 

complex areas of the world. Its physiography, surface 

geology, and geomorphology are reasonably well known, 

although there are some zones, for example, the northern 

mountains of El Salvador, in which relatively little 

research has been accomplished. It is considered possible 

that the earliest geological formations of Central America 

may date to Precambrian times, but the earliest securely 

dated rocks in the area are assigned to the Paleozoic 

(Maldonado-Koerdell 1964:7). The pre-Quaternary geologic 

history of Central America is poorly known. It is 

generally believed, however, that the most ancient orogenic 

belts stretched across the area in great arcs from north

west to southeast (ibid., p. 8; Gierloff-Emden 1976:30). 

The present outline of geological Middle America 

(including Central America; cf. Maldonado-Koerdell 1964: 

Figure 1) had been roughly delineated by the end of the 
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Pliocene. This is an important fact in considering the 

modern composition of Middle American biota (ibid., p. 22; 

Daugherty 1969:6). 

According to Weyl (1961:1) Central America belongs 

to the zone of circumpacific orogens, and its land mass 

consists of the following geological provinces which are 

of different origin and structure: 

1. the peninsula of Yucatan as northern foreland, 

2. the mountainous region of northern Central 

America, 

3. the Central American volcanic region, 

4. the moutainous region of southern Central 

America, and 

5. the coastal plain and lowlands. 

The area occupied by the Pipil and the Nicarao 

included portions of Weyl's regions 2, 3, and 5: the 

mountainous region of northern Central America, the 

Central American volcanic region, and the coastal plain and 

lowlands. Their highest densities of population were in 

interrnontane basins and lowland river valleys of eastern 

Guatemala, parts of the Pacific piedmont and coastal plain 

of southern Guatemala and western El Salvador, the coastal 

mountains of El Salvador, interior basins and valleys of 

western and central El Salvador and western Nicaragua 

within and bordering on the volcanic axis of Central 
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America, and the Pacific coastal plain and rolling hills of 

southwest Nicaragua and northwest Costa Rica (see Chapter 

2) • 

For specific details on the geologic history and 

s t ructure of these and neighboring regions of Central 

America, the reader is referred to the following works: 

Sapper (1902, 1913, 1937); Mullerried (1939, 1942); Stirton 

and Gealey (1949); Williams (1952a, 1952b, 1960); Meyer

Abich (1953); Williams and Meyer-Abich (1955); McBryde 

(1955); Weyl (1956, 1961); Williams, McBirney, and Dengo 

(1 964); West (1964a); Maldonado-Koerdell (1964); Teran and 

Incer (1964); McBirney and Williams (1965); West and 

Augelli (1966); Dengo (1966); Banis (1969); Daugherty (1969 

(1969); Radell (1969); Lange (1971); Healy (1974, 1980); 

Gierloff-Ernden (1976); and Nagle, Rosenfeld, and Stipp 

(1977). 

The Volcanic Axis and 
Coastal Regions 

In general the topography of the area occupied by 

the Pipil-Nicarao is dominated by the volcanic axis of 

Central America (Figure 75). This is a continuous line of 

Pleistocene and Recent volcanoes bordering the Pacific edge 

of Central America from the Mexico-Guatemala border into 

Costa Rica, a distance of almost 1500 km. It is composed 

of over 100 major and 150 minor volcanoes, some of which, 

such as Fuego in Guatemala, Izalco in El Salvador, and 
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Concepcion in Nicaragua remain active or were active until 

very recently. The volcanic peaks of the axis rise to 

. elevations of from about 1200 m to over 4000 m above sea 

level. West (1964a:74) has called the range, ". the 

longest and most spectacular of Middle America." The 

origin of the axis is closely associated with the general 

northwest-southeast trending structural features along the 

eastern margin of the Pacific basin (ibid.). The lands 

within and adjacent to the volcanic axis are some of the 

most fertile in the Americas, an important factor in their 

dense settlement by prehistoric and modern populations. 

To the south of and running parallel to the 

volcanic axis is the Pacific piedmont and coastal plain 

which are composed primarily of Quaternary volcanic 

alluvium (ibid., Figure 4). In Guatemala the plain slopes 

gently to the sea, and it attains a maximum of width of 

about 55 km. Continuing into El Salvador, it gradually 

narrows until it is interrupted by the Balsam Range of the 

coastal mountains which fronts upon the sea forming a low, 

cliffed coastline about 30 km in length. The coastal 

mountains are composed of block-faulted Pliocene volcanic 

rocks, originally deposited as lahars (Daugherty 1969:9; 

Williams and Meyer-Abich 1955). The northern fringe of the 

Balsam Range stretches along the edge of the volcanic axis 

for a distance of about 75 km from west to east between the 

Santa Ana (Lamatepec) volcanic complex and San Vicente 
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(Chichontepec) Volcano. It has an average elevation of 

about 1250 m above sea level. To the northwest of the 

Balsam Range, the Tacuba Range in western El Salvador, 

which has a general elevation of about 500 m to 1000 m, is 

separated from the Pacific by a narrow coastal plain about 

15 km to 25 km in width. Both the Balsam and the Tacuba 

ranges were important centers of prehistoric Pipil popula

tions. Just east of the port of La Libertad the coastal 

plain begins to widen, and it attains its maximum width in 

El Salvador, about 25 km, at the lower Lempa River. In 

eastern El Salvador it is once again intercepted by the 

Jucuaran Hills. Across the Gulf of Fonseca, the plain 

continues into Nicaragua with a width of 20 km to 30 km. 

It extends along the Nicaraguan coast for about 120 km 

until it is intersected by the "Southern Upland" of 

Nicaragua. 

The Southern Upland trends north-south for a length 

of about 40 km with a width of 11 km to 16 km, attaining 

a maximum elevation of almost 1000 m (Radell 1969:23). It 

is a block-faulted anticline of Cretaceous and Eocene rocks 

mantled by unconsolidated volcanic depostis (ibid., p. 24). 

The upland is bounded on the north by the Managua Lowland, 

on the east by the Mateare fault scarp, on the west by the 

Pacific Ocean, and on the south by the Rivas Anticline 

(ibid., p. 23). It was occupied prehistorically mainly by 
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the Chorotega. 

At the Carazo Plateau the Southern Upland descends 

to the Rivas Anticline which forms a narrow isthmus between 

Lake Nicaragua and the Pacific Ocean. At its northwest 

and southeast extremes the isthmus reaches a maximum eleva

tion of 300 m to 400 m. It is about 50 m above sea level 

at its narrowest point which is only 15 km wide (Radell 

1969:24). Healy (1980:10-11) has summarized the geological 

structure of the isthmus. It is composed primarily of 

Cretaceous and Eocene marine sediments which have been 

raised, folded, and doubled to form an anticline. Topo

graphically, it consists of flatlands and rolling hills 

(ibid., p. 9). Its relatively flat disposition and its 

highly fertile volcanic soils helped make the Isthmus of 

Rivas an attractive region for aboriginal occupation. Its 

earliest known settlement was around 350 B.C. by people 

whose ethnic affiliation is unknown but who shared a common 

material culture with the contemporary inhabitants of the 

nearby Guanacaste region of Costa Rica (Healy 1974:512-513). 

Stone (1966:213) has suggested that the earliest occupants 

of Rivas may have been Chibchan Corobici speakers. Whoever 

the earliest inhabitants were, they were displaced around 

A.D. 800 by the Chorotega who were in turn driven out of 

the region by the Nicarao at about A.D. 1200 (Healy 1974: 

521-527). The constant competition over the lands of 

Rivas by diverse ethnic groups is sound testimony to the 
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desirability of the region for human habitation. 

The Guanacaste and Nicoya region of Costa Rica are 

similar in physiography and geologic history and structure 

to the Isthmus of Rivas (Radell 1969:25; Healy 1980:10). A 

good summary of the surface geology of these regions is 

provided by Lange (1971:20-21). 

The Central American 
Depression 

A fundamental structural feature of the geology of 

the area occupied by the Pipil and the Nicarao is the 

Central American depression or graben (Figure 75). This 

is a long structural trough formed toward the end of the 

Tertiary by downflexing and downfaulting of a Pliocene 

volcanic surface (Williams 1952a:22). The collapsed and 

eroded Pliocene volcanic materials are now partially over

l ain by Quaternary alluvium and pumice deposits forming an 

irregular plain (Daugherty 1969:11; cf. Weyl 1961:Figure 

42; Williams, McBirney, and Dengo 1964:Figure 4). The 

Pleistocene and Recent volcanoes of the volcanic axis have 

formed above fissures along its margins. For the most part, 

the margins of the graben are well defined by conspicuous 

fault lines (Daugherty 1969:11-12; Radell 1969:25-27). 

The trough is tilted downward from northwest to 

southeast from near Lake Guija in western El Salvador to 

the mouth of the R10 San Juan in Nicaragua. Lakes Managua 
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and Nicaragua are contained within the graben. It extends 

for a distance of approximately 650 km and varies in width 

from about 30 km across El Salvador and the Gulf of Fonseca 

to about 150 km at the widest part of Lake Nicaragua. Near 

Lake GGija it has a general elevation of about 500 m. 

Dropping below sea level in the Gulf of Fonseca, it emerges 

and reaches its maximum southern elevation of about 200 m 

at the continental divide just to the northwest of Lake 

Managua. The shores of the great lakes are about 30 m to 

40 m above sea level. 

Surrounding the lakes and extending to the north

west are rich lowlands with fertile soils derived from 

weathered basic volcanic ash. At the time of Spanish 

contact, the western shore of Lake Nicaragua was occupied 

by the Niearao. The Chorotega probably held most of the 

lowlands to the northwest of the lakes. Most prehistoric 

Pipil settlements of western and central El Salvador were 

located in the fertile basins within the graben. 

Eastern Guatemala 

To the northwest of the graben in eastern Guatemala 

is another important region of prehistoric Pipil occupation. 

Higbee (1947:188) referred to the region as the "South

eastern Valleys, Plains, and Mountains," a designation which 

connotes its physiographic diversity. It is bounded by the 

Sierra de las Minas on the north, the Central Highlands of 
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Guatemala on the west, the Pacific piedmont and coastal 

plain on the south, and the Sierra Madre of Central 

America and the Central American depression on the east. 

"' Its maximum general elevation is about 1500 m, and in the 

Motagua fault zone it grades downward from about 500 m to 

100 m above sea level. 

The geologic structure of the region consists 

primarily of Tertiary volcanic rocks and Quaternary tuffs, 

lavas, and volcanic sediments with several pockets of rich 

Quaternary alluvium. On the north is a belt of Paleozoic 

metamorphic rocks. Several Quaternary composite volcanoes 

and cinder and lava cones dominate the topography of the 

region, and it contains some of the largest flows of 

rhyolitic obsidian on the continent (Williams, McBirney, 

and Dengo 1964). Archaeologically, the best known obsidian 

source in eastern Guatemala is Ixtepeque Volcano (Graham 

and Heizer 1968). 

The availability of obsidian obviously made the 

region economically attractive for prehistoric occupation 

and was probably one of the main reasons that the Pipil 

took over a part of it. Some of our best ethnohistoric 

data on the preconquest Pipil come from this region, 

particularly in Garcia de Palacio's account of the Pipil 

of Asuncion Mita, and the Manuscrito Pipil cited by Fuentes 

y Guzman (1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 2, eh. 5, p. 91; bk. 3, eh. 

8, .p. 143; bk. 4, eh. 1, p. 172; bk. 4, eh. 10, p. 204) 
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may have its origin in this region (see comments on the 

Manuscrito Pi pil, Fuentes y Guzman, and Garcia de Palacio, 

Chapter 3). 

Hydrography 

Rivers are, next to mountains, the most important 
factors in the physical aspect of the land; and in 
Central America they are abundant, though, from the 
broken nature of the country, not of great size. 
(Brigham 1887:7) 

The hydrographic features of the area occupied by 

the Pipil-Nicarao (and Central America in general) are 

nearly all characterized by external drainage, and, with 

the notable exceptions of the Motagua and San Juan river 

systems, all belong to the Pacific watershed (Figure 75). 

The Motagua heads in the Guatemalan highlands near 

Chichicastenango and flows to the northeast through a 

structural depression for about 300 km to empty into the 

Gulf of Honduras (Tamayo 1964:96). The San Juan (formerly 

the Desaguadero) drains Lakes Managua (Xolotlan) and 

Nicaragua (Cocibolca) and flows to the Caribbean. The two 

lakes are connected by the Tipitapa River. The earliest 

description of the "freshwater seas," as the lakes were 

called by the first Spaniards to enter Nicaragua, was 

written in 1524 by the explorer Gil Gonzalez Davila (1883: 

17-18; cf. Martyr D'Anghera 1912:dec. 6. bk. 8, p. 255). 

Gonzalez was greatly impressed by the size of the lakes 

2 
(Lake Nicaragua has a total surface area of about 7600 km), 
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and his goal, which he never realized, was to find their 

outlet (Gonzalez Davila 1883:21). The lakes and the outlet 

were also described by Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, 

eh. 4, pp. 60-64). The San Juan drainage was not 

discovered until 1539 (Calero 1883; cf. Radell 1969:129-

136). Some three centuries later this river course was 

promoted by E. G. Squier (1852, vol. 2:217-302) as the best 

location for the interoceanic canal. The lakes were an 

important source of aquatic protein resources for the 

prehistoric inhabitants of their shores. 

On the western side of the Pacific region of 

Nicaragua short, turbulent streams, most of which are 

intermittent, dissect the Isthmus of Rivas, the Southern 

Upland, and the coastal plain west of the Maribios volcanic 

range (Figure 75). The only major river of the Pacific 

watershed of Nicaragua is the Estero Real which drains the 

northern end of the Nicaraguan depression and flows to the 

Gulf of Fonseca (Tamayo 1964:107). 

The situation is similar in eastern coastal El 

Salvador where the only important rivers east of the Lempa 

are the Goascoran which drains into the Gulf of Fonseca and 

the Grande de San Miguel which drains into the Lodasal 

Estuary. A number of small, seasonal streams rise on the 

Pacific slope of the San Miguel (Chaparrastique) volcanic 

complex and drain into the Jiquilisco Estuary or into the 
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Lempa. 

The Lempa is the largest river system in Central 

America (Figure 75). It heads in eastern Guatemala near 

Esquipulas and flows across the southwest corner of 

Honduras entering El Salvador near Citala where it has an 

altitude of 660 m above sea level. From there it takes a 

sinuous course to the south-southwest for about 45 km and 

then turns eastward to flow through the interior structural 

trough of El Salvador. Its west-to-east course is now 

dammed at two points forming the Cerr6n Grande and 5 de 

Noviembre hydroelectric reservoirs. At the Honduras border 

the river turns once again to flow southward to the Pacific 

and form the traditional boundary between Salvadoran Pipil 

and Lenca populations. At approximately the middle of this 

southward course the San Lorenzo hydroelectric dam is 

presently under construction. 

The total length of the Lempa is about 350 km. The 

area of its drainage basin is estimated at 18,243 km2 , of 

which 10,000 km2 (58%) lie within the territory of El 

Salvador (Gierloff-Emden 1976:125). It is wide and 

turbulent, and its volume is dependent on the seasonality 

of rainfall in the region (ibid., pp~ 127-129). Its major 

tributaries are the Torola, Titihuapa, Acelhuate, Sumpul, 

Sucio, and Desagiie rivers. The latter is the outlet of 

Lake Giiija. The R10 Grande de Mita or Ostua, which is the 

principal river of the Pipil region of eastern Guatemala, 
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flows into Lake Giiija, and is, therefore, also a part of 

the Lempa system. All of these rivers, especially the 

Lempa itself, are navigable by canoe, particularly during 

the rainy season, and may have formed important routes of 

prehistoric transportation and communication. 

The earliest description of the Lempa is found in 

the reZacion of Diego Garcia de Palacio (1881:8, 32, 34) 

who mentioned the importance of fishing in the river. He 

was followed by the secretary of Friar Alonso Ponce who 

made some amusing and interesting comments on their 

crossing of the river (Ciudad Real 1873, vol. 1:329, 394-

39 5) . 

Through the sheer cliffs of the Balsam Range of the 

coastal mountains of El Salvador several short, seasonal 

rivers drain to the Pacific, among which are the Sunzal, 

the Jicalapa, and the Mizata. The coastal plain of 

western El Salvador is crossed by a number of small rivers 

which rise in the Tacuba Range of the coastal mountains. 

Beginning with the Paz, which forms the border between El 

Salvador and Guatemala, the rivers of the Guatemalan 

coastal plain, because of their longer courses and steeper 

gradients, are of considerably larger volume. Several 

important rivers of the eastern Guatemalan coastal plain 

are the Los Esclavos, the Michatoya (or Maria Linda), and 

the Coyolate. 
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In summary, the rivers and streams of the regions 

occupied by the Pipil and the Nicarao are characterized by 

a high degree of seasonality of flow in response to 

seasonal variations in precipitation. Only the largest 

rivers, such as the Lempa and its major tributaries, flow 

constantly, and their volume is greatly decreased during 

the dry season. The rivers are generally very turbid, 

especially during the rainy season, due to the large 

sediment loads. 

Several important natural lakes are located in the 

Pipil regions of western and central El Salvador (Figure 

75). The Zapotitan Basin, in west-central El Salvador, 

once held a large lake. Lake Guija, mentioned above, was 

formed in the last few thousand years by damming by a 

basaltic lava flow from the nearby San Diego Volcano 

(Daugherty 1969:16). Lake Coatepeque in western El 

Salvador, which has no outlet, occupies a collapse basin 

(Williams and Meyer Abich 1955). Gliija and Coatepeque were 

held sacred by the Pipil (Garcia de Palacio 1881:27, 33-34). 

Just to the east of San Salvador is Lake Ilopango which is 

drained by the Jiboa River and also occupies a collapse 

basin. It was noted by Garcia de Palacio (1881:32), 

Ciudad Real (1873, vol. 1:397-398), and Vazquez de Espinosa 

(1969:pt. 1, bk. 5, eh. 15, p. 159) for its plentiful 

supply of perch-like mojarras (CichZasoma spp.). As Tamayo 
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are found in all the lakes of the area. 

Climate 
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The climatic pattern of the Pipil-Nicarao area is 

the result of its latitude, its isthmian position between 

the Pacific and Atlantic Oceans, its topography, and 

variations in altitude. In general, there is little 

variation in climate from one Pipil-Nicarao region to 

another, resulting in a relatively uniform distribution of 

natural vegetation and animal life. Since the area lies to 

the south of the Tropic of Cancer, temperature varies 

little throughout the year, and precipitation is by far the 

most important meterological element. In fact, local 

residents recognize only two seasons (based on the season

ality of rainfall): verano (summer, the dry season) and 

invierno (winter, the wet season). The seasonality of 

rainfall is a decisive influence on human activity in the 

area. 

According to the Climatological Atlas of the 

Instituto Panamericano de Geografia e Historia (1976), the 

mean annual temperature of the area occupied by the Pipil

Nicarao varies between 20° to 30° C. To list but a few 

specific examples, Escuintla, Guatemala, an important pre

conquest Pipil town on the upper Pacific coastal plain, has 
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a mean annual temperature of 22.5° to 25° c. That of 

Jalapa, in eastern Guatemala, ranges between 20° and 22.5° 

c. (ibid.). Lake Guija, in western El Salvador, another 

important center of prehistoric Pipil populations, has an 

annual mean of 25.1° c., while San Salvador is slightly 

cooler with an annual mean of 22.5° C. (Servicio Meteoro-

16gico 1976:81). Mean annual temperatures of the Rivas 

region of Nicaragua range between 24° and 30° C. (Healy 

1980:11). Minimum absolute temperatures in the area may 

drop to as low as 4° c. on the upper slopes of the 

volcanoes, and maximum absolutes may rise to over 40° c. 

at lower elevations of the coastal plain. The diurnal 

range of temperature is greater than the average annual 

range, a common phenomenon in the tropics. In general, the 

coolest month of the year is January, while the warmest 

month is April (the end of the dry season). The maximum 

monthly temperature is, therefore, reached before the 

summer solstice. 

The minimum absolute relative humidity of certain 

places within the area may drop to as low as 10%, but in 

general the average relative humidity is almost always 

above 50%, and it rises to over 80% during periods of high 

precipitation in June, August, September, and October. 

The most outstanding characteristic of precipita

tion in the Pipil-Nicarao area (and almost all of Pacific 

Central America) is its seasonality. All regions 
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experience sharply defined wet and dry seasons, each of 

approximately 150 days in duration with an average 30-day 

transitional period marking the change of seasons. The 

rainy season begins in May or June and lasts urttil mid

November when the dry season begins. The seasonality of 

precipitation is a result of the latitudinal shifting of 

the subtropical high pressure cell in response to the 

annual migration of the sun's vertical rays (Daugherty 

1969:32). During the dry season, the northern hemisphere 

subtropical high pressure cell occupies its southernmost 

position, and high pressure dominates the weather pattern 

of the Pacific versant of Mexico and Central America (ibid). 

The Northeast Trade Winds represent the predominant surface 

air movement of Central America from November until May 

during which time northern Pacific Central America is in 

a leeward rain shadow (Vivo Escoto 1964:192). 

When the winds shift to the southwest, bringing 

moist air inland from the Pacific, and the high pressure 

cell shifts northward, the area is dominated by low 

pressure associated with the trans-isthmian position of the 

intertropical convergence zone, and the rainy season begins 

(Daugherty 1969:32). Fully 90% to 95% of the total annual 

precipitation, which is characteristically convectional and 

orographic, falls during this period. The rain usually 

comes as scattered showers in the late afternoon or early 

evening which last for only a couple of hours leaving the 
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air fresh and cool. Toward the end of the rainy season, in 

September and October, low pressure frontal storms 

(temporaZes) occasionally produce light, steady rainfall 

which lasts for several consecutive days. In addition, 

rainfall associated with the outer margins of tropical 

cyclones, or hurricanes, accounts for a large portion of 

the precipitation received in the area during September 

and October (Vivo Escoto 1964:194-195;Daugherty 1969:32). 

The mean annual precipitation of most regions 

occupied prehistorically by the Pipil and the Ni carao is 

1500 mm to 2000 mm. A few regions, such as Lake Guija, 

which receives about 1200 mm of rainfall annually (Servicio 

Meteorol6gico 1976:48), are considerably drier because of 

their rainshadow locations. Most of this precipitation 

falls during two peak periods. The first rainfall 

maximum for the entire area is in June; the second is in 

September for El Salvador and most of Guatemala and in 

October for the Pacific region of Nicaragua and most of the 

Guatemala Pacific coastal plain (Portig 1965:Figure 4; 

cf. Daugherty 1969:33; Radell 1969:12). The seond maximum 

is correlated with temporales and rainfall associated with 

hurricanes. Between the two maxima is a period of lesser 

rainfall in July or August, known locally as the canicuZa 

(dog days) or the veraniZZo (little summer). The 

slackening of rainfall during this period is generally 

attributed to an increase of atmospheric pressure (Viv6 
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Escoto 1964:203; Portig 1965:79, 82, Daugherty 1969:33). 

More detailed summaries, analyses, and discussions 

of rainfall data for northern Central America may be found 

i n Denevan (1961:263-268), Viv6 Escoto (1964:200-205), 

Portig (1965), Daugherty (1969:19-36), Radell (1 969:5-12), 

Lange (1971:23-29), Gierloff-Emden (1976:37-46) , and 

sources cited therein. 

The regional climates of almost all the Pipil

Nicarao area are classified within the K6ppen (1931) system 

as "tropical wet and dry" (Aw') with a small portion of the 

area at upper elevations designated as "temperate wet and 

dry" (Cw). This means that most of the area (the Aw' 

portion) is characterized by mean monthly temperatures that 

never fall below 18° C. and a definite and fairly long dry 

season in the winter and spring with maximum rainfall in 

the months of September and October (Vivo Escoto 1964:212). 

The remainder of the area (The Cw portion), because of its 

higher altitude, is somewhat cooler with mean monthly temp

eratures higher than 0° C. in the coldest month and greater 

than 18° C. in the warmest month; it is also characterized 

by a distinct winter-spring dry season (ibid., pp. 205, 

210). The boundary between the tropical and wet and dry 

and temperate wet and dry climatic zones may be drawn at 

about 600 m in Nicaragua and at about 800-1000 m in 

Guatemala and El Salvador. The tierra caliente (warm 

lowlands) altitudinal zone gives way to the tierra templada 
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(temperate uplands) zone at about the same elevation (Lauer 

1955:30; Servicio Meteorologico 1976:47). Thus , the 

climatic zones correspond roughly to the altitudinal zones. 

Moreover, since the K6ppen macroclimates are based on 

temperatures and precipitation, the two main factors 

affecting vegetation, they are correlated with major 

vegetational classes. Tropical wet 

and dry climates are correlated with lowland seasonal 

vegetation formations, and temperate wet and dry climates 

are correlated with upland montane vegetation formations 

(Wagner 1964:220-222; Porter 1973:171-172). 

Soils 

An important asset of the Pipil-Nicarao habitat is 

its fertile soils. The majority of the area is blanketed 

by soils which are primarily derived from recent volcanic 

materials (Stevens 1964:Figure 8). These soils are 

extremely fertile and subject to intermittent leaching. 

Most of the Pacific coastal plain and the Estero Real 

drainage consists of soils of the alluvial great soil 

group, while a small, estuarine portion of the coastal 

region has hydromorphic soils (ibid.). The wate~r-retentive 

lacustrine clays around Lake Managua and Nicaragua have 

been conducive to agriculture from precolurnbian times to 

the present (ibid., p. 309). Further details on the soils 

of the area are provided by Taylor (1963:31-32), Stevens 



(1964:307-309), Guerra Borges (1969:85-113), and Rico 

(1974). 

Natural Vegetation 
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The first factor that must be taken into account in 

attempting to understand or "reconstruct" the natural 

vegetation of the Pipil-Nicarao area is the extent to which 

it has been affected by human interference. Nowhere in the 

area are the effects of human alteration of the original 

vegetation more obvious than in El Salvador, the most 

densely populated country on the American mainland. 

Sedentary human occupation in El Salvador is dated, on 

present evidence, to 1200-900 B.C. (Sharer 1978:208), 

roughly two millenia prior to the arrival of the Pipil. 

Thus, the impact of cultural activities on the natural 

vegetation of the region has a history about 3000 years 

long. Daugherty (1969:42-43) has summarized the effects: 

The original vegetation of El Salvador has been 
almost totally destroyed as a consequence of a long 
period of human occupance and activity. Agricultural 
pursuits, the use of fire, the demands for fuel and 
construction timbers, and the need for pasture lands 
have taken a heavy toll on the original forests. The 
only remaining natural formations are the remnants of 
cloud forests in the northwest and mangrove forests 
along portions of the coast. But even these forests 
are steadily being attacked by agriculturalists and 
firewood gatherers and, in the case of the mangroves, 
by salt makers. It is only a matter of years (not 
decades) before the entire landscape of El Salvador 
will be a culturally-induced phenomenon. 

The vegetation of El Salvador had been greatly 
altered through human agency before 1800 and nearly 
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destroyed before 1900--before any major botanical 
research had been undertaken. Thus, the precise nature 
and distribution of the undisturbed formations are 
unknown. 

Following Beard (1944, 1955), P. L. Wagner (1964), 

and Daugherty (1969:43-53), the hypothetical climax vegeta

tion of the Pipil-Nicarao area may be grouped within three 

broadly defined "formation series" (Wagner 1964:218; 

Daugherty (1969] does not use the term "formation series," 

but his "formations" are easily adapted to the concept). 

These are the "seasonal formation series," and nswamp and 

seasonal swamp formation series," and the "montane 

formation series." These broad categories may be divided 

into their constituent formations which may be grouped 

according to their occurrence in either lowland or upland 

habitats: 

Lowland Formations 

Seasonal Formation Series 

1. Pioneer beach vegetation 

2. Evergreen forest 

3. Semi-evergreen forest 

4. Deciduous forest 

Swamp and Seasonal Swamp Formation Series 

1. Mangrove forest 

2. Savanna woodland 

Upland Formations 

Montane Formation Series 
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1. Oak-pine forest 

2. Cloud Forest 

3. Rocky wind scrub 

The lowland formations extend from sea l evel to 

approximately 600 m in Nicaragua and 800-1000 m in 

Guatemala and El Salvador (the dividing line between tierra 

caliente and tierra temp Zada), while the upland formations 

are found above this elevation (Daugherty 1969:44; Radell 

1969:8). The correlation between climatic zones and 

vegetation formations has been noted above. 

The following discussion is a description of the 

characteristics of the natural vegetation of the Pipil

Nicarao area with special emphasis placed on those species 

which had high economic or ritual importance to the area's 

prehistoric inhabitants. The discussion relies upon data 

from modern botanical, ethnobotanical, ethnographic, and 

geographic studies as well as upon information from the 

ethnohistoric sources. Many of the characteristic tree and 

plant species of the area were mentioned and/or described 

by Oviedo y Valdes (1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 9, chs. 1-34, pp. 

329-360), Lopez de Velasco (1894:285-286, 293, 297), Garcia 

de Palacio (1881:11, 15, 26, 28, 29, 33, 34), Ciudad Real 

(1873, vol. 1:396, 399, 404-405, and passim), Vazquez de 

Espinosa (1969:pt. 1, bk. 5, chs. 13-15, pp. 156-159; eh. 

19, pp. 163-164; eh. 27, p. 172), Fuentes y Guzman (1932-

1933:pt. 2, bk. 2, eh. 4, pp. 85-89; eh. 7, pp. 98-99; 



eh. 8, pp. 99-102; bk. 3, eh. 15, pp. 162-165; eh. 16, 

pp. 165-168; bk. 5, eh. 7, pp. 260-262; and passim), and 

Juarros (1857, vol. 2:91, 94, 112-116). 

Lowland Formations 
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The predominant forms of natural vegetation of the 

Pipil-Nicarao area may be classified within the "seasonal 

formation series" defined by Beard (1944, 1955) and 

discussed for Middle America by Wagner (1964:222, 245-253). 

The least extensive formation of this series is the pioneer 

beach vegetation consisting primarily of grasses and other 

herbs found along a narrow, sandy coastal strip up to a 

few meters in width (Lauer 1955:30; Daugherty 1969:44). 

Tropical deciduous, evergreen, and semi-evergreen forests 

are characteristics of the seasonal formation series 

(Wagner 1964:245). Rzedowski (1978:159-203) has provided 

excellent descriptions and summaries of the specific 

composition of these formations in Mexico which are very 

similar to those of northern Central America. For 

Guatemala, the summaries by McBryde (1947:4-7, 132, 

Appendix 3) and by Holdridge et al. (1969) are useful. 

Seasonal formations of El Salvador have been described 

by Lauer (1954, 1955), Lotschert (1955), and Daugherty 

(1969:46-51) and, with specific reference to the Central 

Basin, by Goodland (1973), Miksicek (1979), Harlan et al. 

(1980), and Van Asdall et al. (1980). Taylor (1963) has 



summarized the constituent species of seasonal formations 

of Nicaragua. Wagner (1964:246-248) has described 

seasonal formations of the Nicoya Peninsula of Costa Rica 

(cf. Lange 1971:Appendix 2) which are virtually identical 

to those of the regions inhabited by the Pipil and the 

Nicarao, particularly the nearby Isthmus of Rivas in 

Nicaragua (Healy 1980:12, Table 1). 
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Table 17 is a list of some of the characteristic 

tree species of the seasonal formation series found in the 

regions occuped by the Pipil-Nicarao. Tropical deciduous 

forests once covered most of the area. In El Salvador, for 

example, it is estimated that deciduous forests once 

accounted for as much as 90% of the climax vegetation 

(Daugherty 1969:49). Semi-evergreen and evergreen 

seasonal forests were originally distributed in a narrow 

strip along the coastal plain, where they are now reduced 

to isolated remnant stands, and along the banks of 

permanent streams as gallery forests (Daugherty 1969:46, 

49). In the few regions where they have not been cut down, 

the latter grade almost imperceptibly into the deciduous 

forests, making it difficult to draw a precise boundary 

between them. Important stands of evergreen forest were 

once found in portions of the Zapotitan and Guija lake 

basins (ibid., p. 46). Most of western Nicaragua was once 

covered with semi-evergreen seasonal forest (Taylor 1963: 

37, Figure 4). 
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Table 17. Characteristic Tree Species of Seasonal 
Formations in the Pipil-Nicarao Area 

Botanical Name 

Cecr opia mexicana 

Morus celtidifolia 

Castilla elastica 

Myroxylon balsamum 

Ceiba pentandra 

Ficus spp. 

Enterolobium cyclocarpum 

Swietenia 

Cedrela spp. 

Pithecollobium saman 

Poeppigia procera 

Gliricidia sepium 

Cordia alliodora 

Cordia alba 

Bursera simaruba 

Calycophyllum candidissimum 

Cochlospermum vitifolium 

Anacardium occidentale 

Psidium guajava 

Spondias spp. 

Sideroxylon tempisque 

Tabebuia pentaphylla 

Luehea candida 

Vernacular 

guarumo 

mora colorada 

hule (rubber) 

balsamo (balsam) 

~eiba~ pochote (kapok) 

amate, chilarnate, etc. 

conacaste, guanacaste 

caoba (mahogany) 

cedro (cedar) 

carreto 

memble 

madre cacao, madera 
negra 

laurel 

tigiiilote 

jiote, ginicuite 

salamo, madrono 

tecomasuche 

maranon (cashew) 

guayabo (guava) 

jocote, jobo (hog plum) 

tempisque (mastic tree) 

maquilishuat 

cabo de hacha, bonete 

Based on Standley and Calderon (1941), Standley and 
Steyermark (1946-1962), Lauer (1955), Taylor (1963), 
Daugherty (1969:Tables 11, 12), Goodland (1973:29-30), 
Guzman (1975-1976), Harlan .et al. _(1980:11-12), and personal 
observation (1975-1979). 



Lumber. The economic importance of many plant species of 

the seasonal formation series to both modern and pre

historic populations of the Pipil-Nicarao area was 
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detailed by Guzman (1975-1976). Several species listed in 

Table 17, such as conacaste (Enterolobium cyclocarpum), 

carreto (Pithecollobium saman), and madre cacao (Gliricidia 

sepium), and many others provide excellent construction 

materials. Conacaste is especially suited for the manu

facture of canoes (Guzman 1975-1976, vol. 2:27). Madre 

cacao, or madera negra, has fine, dense, compact wood which 

is especially prized for architectural posts and beams 

(ibid., p. 34) and was often used for the same purpose in 

preconquest times (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 8, 

eh. 30, p. 317). In cacao-growing regions, its rich 

foliage provided shade for cacao trees (ibid.; Benzoni 

1857:149; Garcia de Palacio 1881:15; Ciudad Real 1873, vol. 

1:295; Pineda 1925:358; v&zquez de Espinosa 1969:pt. 1, bk. 

5, eh. 12, p. 156; Fuentes y Guzman 1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 

2, eh. 7, p. 96). The economic importance of cacao to the 

Pipil-Nicarao will be treated in detail below. 

Rubber and copal. The important rubber tree (Castilla 

elastica) provided the Pipil-Nicarao as well as most other 

native Mesoamerican groups with rubber or hule (from Nahuat 

oZZin [cf. Molina 1944:76, obverse]) for ceremonial uses. 

Rubber balls were used in the ballgame, and rubber was 



commonly offered to the gods on ritual occasions (Garcia 

de Palacio 1881:37). 
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Copal incense, important to all native Mesoamericans 

in both prehistoric and modern times, is provided by the 

copinol or guapinol (Hymenaea courbaril), jiote (Bursera 

simaruba), and copal (Protium copal) trees (Guzman 1975-

1976, vol. 1:252-2 5 4; Standley and Steyermark 1946-1962, 

pt. 5:141-143, 439-442). Garcia de Palacio (1881:37) 

reported that the Mita Pipil burned copal and rubber in 

their censers on religious occasions. Fuentes y Guzman 

(1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 3, eh. 16, p. 168) mentioned the 

importance of the copinol for its production of copal. 

Fruit trees. Many seasonal formation tree species such 

as the cashew or maranon (Anacardium occidentale), hog 

plum or jocote (Spondias spp.), guava or guayabo (Psidium 

guajava), mamon (Meliccoca bijuga), wild papaya (Garica 

papaya), mamey or zapote grande (Calocarpum mammosum), 

green zapote or ingerto (Calocarpum viride), white zapote 

or matasano (Casimiroa edulis), sapodilla or nispero 

(Zapota zapotilla), star apple or caimito (Chrisophyllum 

cainito), and custard apple or anona (Annona spp.) provide 

nutritious fruits, most of which are high in glucose 

content, and may of them have other uses as well. These 

fruit trees and others such as the important and nutritious 

avocado or aguacate (Persea spp.) were probably planted and 
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tended in and around Pipil-Nicarao settlements just as they 

are today by modern inhabitants of the area. Most of these 

species were described in detail by Oviedo y Valdes (1851-

1855:pt. 1, bk. 8, eh. 2, pp. 293-294; eh. 3, p. 295; chs. 

17-22, pp. 303-308; eh. 33, pp. 323-324; eh. 43, pp. 327-

328; bk. 9, eh. 20, p. 350). Many of them were also 

mentioned by Garcia de Palacio (1881:11, 15), Vazquez de 

Espinosa (1969:pt. 1, bk. 5, eh. 13, pp. 156-157; eh. 19, 

p. 163; eh. 26, p. 170), and Fuentes y Guzman (1932-1933: 

pt. 2, bk. 2, eh. 4, pp. 86-89; bk. 3, eh. 16, p. 166). 

Indigo and dye plants. As West (1964b:378) has suggested, 

probably in response to the excessive length of the dry 

season, the deciduous forests of Pacific Central America 

have a high concentration of gum- and tannin-yielding 

plants and dyewoods. Guzman (1975-1976, vol. 2:348-349) 

listed 40 dye-yielding plants of the area, some of which 

are specified by Miksicek (1979:6) as native to the Central 

Basin of El Salvador. These include several of the fruit 

trees mentioned above such as the mamon and secondary 

elements of the deciduous forest such as the nance 

(Byrsonima crassifolia) and the night-blooming cereus or 

pitahaya (Hylocereus undatus or Acanthocereus pentagonus) 

(Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 8, eh. 26, p. 311; 

eh. 43, pp. 327-328; bk. 9, eh. 20, p. 350; Guzman 1975-

1976, vol. 1:77-78, 307-308, 413-414; McBryde 1947:141, 
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146) . 

One of the most important, and certainly the best 

known today, dye plants to the Pipil-Nicarao was indigo, 

anil, jiquilite, or xiquilite (Indigofera suffruticosa). 

Although there has been a certain amount of uninformed 

opinion that indigo was brought to the New World from Asia 

by the Spaniards (see, for example, von Frantzius' note 43 

to Garcia de Palacio [1881:26]), there is no doubt that 

I. suffruticosa is a native Central American plant (Guzman 

1975-1976, vol. 1:477; McBryde 1947:143; Rubio Sanchez 1976, 

vol. 1:15-20; Browning 1971:66). Perhaps confusion has 

arisen from the fact that another species of indigo (I. 

tinctoria) was indeed introduced in the sixteenth century 

(McBryde 1947:143). The common name xiquilite or jiquilite 

is a corruption of the Nahuat xiuhquiZit or the Nahuatl 

xiuhquiZitl. Molina (1944:159, reverse) translated the 

latter as pastel para te~ir ("dye cake"). Molina's transla

tion was derived from the indigenous practice of putting up 

the dye extracted from the plant in small "cakes" for sale 

in the markets as described by Ponce's secretary in 1586 

(Ciudad Real 1873, vol. 1:399). This ancient practice is 

still maintained by modern indigo producers in El Salvador 

(Administraci6n del Patrimonio Cultural 1976:49-50). 

A good description of the indigo plant, its 

cultivation, and the methods of extraction of indigo dye 

was provided in the early seventeenth century by Vazquez 
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de Espinosa (1969:pt. 1, bk. 5, eh. 18, pp. 162-163). He 

was followed by Mozino (1976) who in 1797 wrote the first 

extensive monograph on Central American indigo cultivation 

and indigo dye production. The best modern treatment of 

the history of indigo in Central America is by Rubio 

Sanchez (1976). 

Important centers of preconquest and postconquest 

indigo production in Central America included the Pipil

Nicarao regions of eastern Guatemala, central El Salvador, 

and western Nicaragua. The postconquest regions of 

greatest indigo exploitation probably reflect a parallel, 

if not precisely equal, preconquest importance of the plant. 

Apparently, judging from the documentary sources, central 

El Salvador surpassed all other regions in the production 

of indigo dye. Ponce's companion, who was generally quite 

meticulous about noting the major plants of economic 

importance of the regions through which he and the friar 

passed, mentioned indigo only for the province of San 

Salvador (Ciudad Real 1873, vol. 1:399). In the early 

seventeenth century Vazquez de Espinosa (1969:pt. 1, bk. 5, 

eh. 12, p. 155) reported a number of obrajes de an i l 

(indigo laboratories) in the Guatemalan Pacific Coast 

districts of Escuintla and Guazacapan and that a certain 

amount of indigo was raised in the district of Sonsonate, 

in western El Salvador (ibid., eh. 13, p. 156). He was 
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careful to note, however, that the greatest number of 

indigo laboratories (over 200) was found in the province of 

San Salvador, and he specifically cited the towns of 

Tecoluca, Zacatecoluca, (San Cayetano) Istepeque, and 

Apastepeque for exceptional production of high-quality 

indigo (ibid., eh. 15, pp. 158-159). Indigo production was 

also reported by Vazquez de Espinosa (ibid., eh. 16, p. 159) 

i n the vicinity of the Lenca town of Ereguayquin, in 

eastern El Salvador, and he listed indigo as a major item 

of export in western Nicaragua (ibid., eh. 25, p. 170). 

Radell (1969:171) has noted that the distribution of early 

indigo estates in Nicaragua is poorly known but that the 

Rivas region was the most important in Nicaragua for 

indigo production. 

Juarros, writing in the early nineteenth century, 

concurred with Vazquez de Espinosa on the most important 

regions of indigo cultivation, and he also stated that the 

province of San Salvador outproduced all other regions. 

It is true that the plant from which it is made, 
which is called jiquilite, grows in almost all of the 
k i ngdom [in Guatemala], and it is also true that there 
are many indigo laboratories on many haciendas of the 
coast of the South Sea [Pacific Ocean]; but the indigo 
produced by them amounts to little compared to that 
which is produced in the province of San Salvador. 
(Juarros 1857, vol. 2:115-116) 

In fact, until about 1860, when the cultivation of indigo 

in El Salvador was largely abandoned in favor of that of 

coffee, the export of indigo dye, most of which was 
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produced in central El Salvador, was the mainstay of 

Salvadoran economy (Browning 1971:155-157, Map 17, Appendix 

II) . 

Today, Indigofera suffructicosa grows wild on the 

ruins of Cihuatan and throughout the Central Basin region 

(Miksicek 1979:5). One of the Late Classic period sites of 

the Central Basin, El Tanque (Fowler 1976b), has a tank or 

pila similar to those used in the elaboration of indigo 

dye (Adrninistracion del Patrimonio Cultural 1976:34) and 

was probably a Colonial period indigo laboratory. In a 

field experiment at Cihuatan in 1979, Charles Miksicek 

successfully produced blue indigo dye from the wild indigo 

at the site (Mario Aliphat 1980:personal communication). A 

total of 14 heart-shaped legume seeds retrieved through 

flotation from J. H. Kelley's excavations of a structure in 

the San Dieguito barrio of Cihuatan have been identified by 

Miksicek (1979:5) as possible indigo seeds. Miksicek (1979; 

Miksicek et al. 1980) favors the possibility of a dye and 

textile industry as one of the principal economic bases of 

the prehistoric inhabitants of Cihuatan. The ethno

botanical data are in full support of this hypothesis. 

Other important species mentioned by Guzman (1975-

1976, vol. 2:348-349) in his list of dye plants include 

annatto or achiote (Bixa orellana), genipap or jagua 

(Genipa americana), logwood or campeche (Hematoxlyon 
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aampe chianum), and nacascolo (Cesalpinia coriaria or 

Libidibia coriaria). These, as well as many other dye 

plants too numerous to mention, were probably important to 

the Pipil-Nicarao for dying textiles as well as for body 

painting (see discussion of tattooing and body painting, 

below). Achiote was described and discussed in detail by 

Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 8, eh. 6, pp. 297-298), 

Vazquez de Espinosa (1969:pt. 1, bk. 5, eh. 19, p. 163), 

and Fuentes y Guzman (1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 2, eh. 8, pp. 

100-101; bk. 5, eh. 7, p. 260). In addition to its use as 

a dye, the seeds of achiote were (and still are) ground and 

used as a condiment and as food coloring, especially in 

chocolate (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 8, eh. 30, 

p. 319; Guzman 1975-1976, vol. 1:416-417; McBryde 1947:148). 

Jagua, also called irayol, caruto, or yigualti, was also 

described by Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 8, eh. 5, pp. 296-

297; cf. Guzman 1975-1976, vol. 1:44-45; Standley and 

Calderon 1941:265-266), and nacascolo was briefly mentioned 

by Fuentes y Guzman (1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 4, eh. 13, p. 220; 

cf. Guzman 1975-1976, vol. 2:117-118; Standley and Calderon 

1941:131-132). I am not aware of any specific ethnohistoric 

mention of campeche, but Garcia de Palacio (1881:26) made 

note of two important dyewoods in the vicinity of Santa Ana, 

El Salvador, one of which produced a yellow dye and the 

other a dark blue dye. Palacio was probably referring to 

the mora colorada or fustete (Morus celtidifolia) and 
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campeche which yield yellow and dark blue or black dyes, 

respectively (Guzman 1975-1976, vol. 1:196-197, 360; vol. 

2:141). According to McBryde (1947:65), campeche may be 

mixed with indigo to produce a very dark blue dye of 

lasting quality. Achiote yields a red dye, while jagua and 

nacascolo produce black dyes. Jagua and achiote were 

particularly noted by Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 8, eh. 

5, p. 297) for their use in aboriginal body painting. 

Balsam, amate, and ceiba. Three tree species of the 

seasonal formation series of Pacific Central America merit 

special treatment in this discussion because of their high 

economic and ritual importance to the Pipil-Nicarao. These 

are balsam or balsamo (Myroxilon balsamum), the wild fig 

or amate (Ficus spp.), and kapok, ceiba, or pochote (Ceiba 

pentandra). The latter two, and possibly the first as well, 

were highly regarded not only by the Pipil-Nicarao but also 

by virtually every other indigenous group of Mesoamerica. 

While these species are native to the habitat occupied by 

the Pipil-Nicarao, their distribution, from preconquest up 

to modern times, has been greatly affected by cultural 

factors. 

One of the most famous natural resources of El 

Salvador is the balsam tree. Ironically, after it was 

discovered by the Spaniards, and balsam extract, to which 

extravagant properties were ascribed, was introduced into 
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Europe, it became known as "balsam of Peru." This 

erroneous term owes its origin to the fact that during the 

Colonial period balsam extract was usually exported from 

El Salvador to Spain by way of Peruvian ports (Guzman 1975-

1976, vol. 2:215; Standley 1924:323; Wellman 1945; Browning 

1971: 61). 

The first detailed description of the balsam tree 

was probably that of Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 10, eh. 3, 

pp. 366-368; bk. 11, eh. 4, pp. 376-377) who, incidentally, 

was quite skeptical about many of the medicinal properties 

ascribed to the extract. Garcia de Palacio (1881:28-29) 

briefly described the balsam tree and the native methods 

for extracting its oil, as did Ponce's secretary (Ciudad 

Real 1873, vol. 1:399). In the early seventeenth century 

Vazquez de Espinosa offered the following description: 

. on the Tonala coast, in the district of the town 
of Guayamoco [present-day Armenia], there is a great 
number of balsam trees, which are large, with bark and 
leaves something like white poplar, but handsomer and 
more pleasing to the sight. They bear a fruit or seed 
like an almond which has inside it a liquid blond as 
gold. The wood of the balsam is very hard and heavy. 
All that land where these trees grow has a hot climate, 
and it is very fragrant with the strong scent of 
balsam. (Vazquez de Espinosa 1969:pt. 1, bk. 5, eh. 14, 
pp. 157-158, partially following Clark's translation of 
the same passage in Vazquez de Espinosa 1942:pt. 1, 
bk. 5, eh. 14 , p. 2 2 8) 

More recently, Standley (1924:322) described the 

balsam tree as follows: 

The tree is a handsome one, with a very tall but 
slender, straight, pale, smooth trunk and a small open 
crown. It is of slow growth, and the wood is fine and 
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hard~ The leaves are furnished with innumerable small 
oil glands that are easily visible when a leaf is held 
to the light, and the curious winged fruit is filled 
with large glands from which oil oozes when the fruit 
is crushed. 

Guzman (1975-1976, vol. 2:17-18), who gave a description 

similar to Standley'.s, emphasized in 1926 that balsam wood 

is hard, dense, compact, and insect-resistant. 

Balsam extract does indeed have important medical, 

aromatic, and cosmetic properties which were probably well 

known to the Pipil-Nicarao and, after the Conquest, were 

immediately recognized by Europeans. Oviedo (1851-1855: 

pt. 1, bk. 10, eh. 3, pp. 366-367) stated that, although 

he could not verify the claim from personal experience, 

balsam extract was reputed to encourage the healing of open 

wounds. Tincture of balsam is, in fact, used today for that 

very purpose (Falconer et al. 1978:245). Garcia de Palacio 

(1881:28-29) was told by informants that it is a "marvelous 

liquid" and that from the oil of the frtiit an excellent 

facial astringent could be prepared. Its use as a base 

for perfumes became very common in Europe during the 

Colonial period, and in 1562 and 1571 papal bulls were 

issued authorizing the clergy to use balsam oil in the 

preparation of the chrism, and the injury or destruction of 

the trees was declared a sacrilege (Standley 1924:323; 

Browning 1971:61). The prohibition against damaging the 

trees must have seemed ironic to those who knew the methods 

of extracting balsam oil, described below. Juarros (1857, 
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vol.2:115) stated that balsam oil is an excellent anodyne 

and that tincture of balsam could be used for everything 

from improving the circulation of the blood, curing 

indigestion, colic, or flatulence, and expelling kidney 

stones to promoting the healing of wounds and removing 

wrinkles or subcutaneous spots from the face. In modern 

medicine, balsam is used as an inhalant in the treatment of 

respiratory ailments (Standley 1924:323; Brian J. Murphy, 

M.D. 1981:personal communication). It is also an important 

ingredient in a wide variety of medications employed in the 

treatment of wounds or lesions, skin rashes, and hemor

rhoids (Falconer et al. 1978:245; Huff et al. 1980), and it 

is contained in many shampoos and hair conditioners. 

The methods of extracting balsam oil have changed 

little from the time of their earliest known written 

description until the present, and there is little doubt 

that they are of considerable antiquity. Since the 

Spaniards did not get involved in the production of balsam, 

but rather relied on the Pipil to extract and process it 

according to their traditional techniques (Browning 1971: 

61), one may securely infer that the methods are of pre

conquest origin and date. These methods have been described 

by a number of authorities including Garcia de Palacio 

(1881:28) and Ciudad Real (1873, vol. 1:399-400) in the 

sixteenth century, Vazquez de Espinosa (1969:pt. 1, bk. 5, 
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eh. 14, p. 158) in the seventeenth century, Squier (1855: 

310-311) in the nineteenth century, and Standley (1924: 

322-323) and Guzman(l975-1976, vol. 2:18-19) in the present 

century. The techniques that they described are identical 

to those that were illustrated and demonstrated at an 

exhibit on modern balsam extraction which I observed in 

1977 at the national agricultural and livestock fair in 

San Salvador. 

As Standley's statement, quoted above, indicates, 

balsam oil can be obtained by simply crushing the fruits of 

the tree, but it is usually obtained by tapping the trunk. 

As Garcia de Palacio (1881:28) observed, this method 

involves "a certain amount of violence." Deep incisions 

are made in the trunk of the tree, and wads of cotton or 

rags are tied beneath the incisions. A fire is built at the 

base of the tree causing it to exude its oil and the rags 

or cotton to become saturated. These are then collected, 

boiled, and expressed to obtain the balsam extract. 

Browning (1971:61-62) has suggested that these techniques 

might indicate that the properties of balsam oil were 

originally discovered as a fortuitous by-product of slash

and-burn agriculture. Needless to say, extraction by fire 

is a highly destructive practice. The deleterious method 

of extraction and the excessive postconquest demand for 

balsam oil resulted in a severe decrease in the number of 



717 

balsam trees in the Balsam Range of the coastal mountains 

of El Salvador by the end of the Colonial period (Cortes y 

Larraz 1958, vol. 1:92). 

Although MyroxiZon baZsamum may be found from 

southern Mexico to northern South America, its greatest 

abundance, until its near depletion, was in the Balsam 

Range, and this is pratically the only region in the world 

from which commercially produced balsam is or has ever been 

obtained (Standley 1924:322; Standley and Calderon 1941:152; 

Guzman 1975-1976, vol. 2:16). The Balsam Range, or the 

Balsam Coast, the geological and physiographic features of 

which are described above, extends along the Pacific 

between La Libertad and Acajutla. In this region in 1853, 

Squier (1855:331-335, 351-352; 1858:319-323, 339-340) 

collected some very significant ethnographic and linguistic 

data on the Pipil. It was his impression that the Pipil of 

the Balsam Coast were "but little changed from what they 

were at the period of the Conquest" (Squier 1855:331), and 

he noted that their principal economic pursuit was the 

extraction of balsam oil (ibid., pp. 310, 332). Guayrnoco 

· (now called Armenia), a Pipil town of the Balsam Range, was 

frequently mentioned in the ethnohistoric sources (for 

example, Garcia de Palacio 1881:28; Pineda 1925:352-353; 

Vazquez de Espinosa 1969:pt. 1, bk. 5, eh. 14, p. 157; 

Cortes y Larraz 1958, vol. 1:92) as the most important 

center of balsam production in the region. 



The wild fig or am a t e , chilamate, amatiZZo, or 

capulamate (Ficus spp.), of which there are approximately 
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50 species in Mexico and Central America (Standley 1944:94), 

was a most important tree to the Pipil-Nicarao as well as 

to almost all preconquest Mesoamericans. Its importance, 

both ritual and economic, stemmed from the elaboration of 

its bast fibers into bark cloth and bark paper which were 

used in the manufacture of clothing, bags, banners, books, 

maps, and a wide variety of other articles (Von Hagen 1944). 

It is curious, however, that, as far as I have been able to 

determine, there is no specific mention in '.the ethno

historic sources of the importance of the amate to the 

Pipil-Nicarao nor their use of its fibers to make cloth and 

paper. There is certainly no lack of evidence for Pipil

Nicarao manuscripts (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 

42, eh. 1, p. 36; Lopez de G6mara 1946:284; Fuentes y 

Guzman 1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 2, eh. 5, p. 91; eh. 11, p. 

108-110; bk. 3, eh. 8, p. 143; bk. 4, eh. 1, p. 172; eh. 

10, p. 204), many of which were probably written on bark 

paper, and, .as mentioned below in the discussion of the 

Pipil-Nicarao priesthood, the Pipil of Asunci6n Mita had a 

special priest who was charged with keeping their sacred 

books (Garcia de Palacio 1881:35). According to the 

etymological interpretation presented below, the title 

given to this official, tehuamatlini (ibid.), 
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incorporates the word amat, the 

Pipil variant of the Aztec amatZ, translated by Molina 

(1944:4, reverse) as "paper." The common vernacular name 

for the tree, amate, is, of course, derived from the Nahua 

words for paper. 

Although none of the authors cited above who 

reported on Pipil-Nicarao manuscripts specifically 

mentioned the use of bark paper, Lopez de Gomara (1946:284) 

used the term "Zibros de papeZ" ("books of paper"). 

Fuentes y Guzman apparently made no mention of Pipil 

manuscripts of bark paper, but he described and illustrated 

the amate tree (1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 2, eh. 2, pp. 86-87), 

and he noted that amat was the Pipil word for paper. For 

the first early ethnohistoric account of the making of bark 

paper from Ficus fiber, one must turn to Peter Martyr who, 

with reference to several Aztec manuscripts that he had 

examined, wrote the following description: 

The pages on which the natives write are made of 
the thin bark of trees, of the quality found in the 
first, outer layer. It may be compared to those scales, 
found, not precisely in the willow or the elm, but 
rather in the edible palm-leaves, in which tough 
filaments cross one another in the upper layer, just 
as in nets the openings and narrow meshes alternate. 
These membranes are smeared with a tough bitumen, after 
which they are limbered and given the desired form; 
they are stretched out at will arid when they are 
hardened, a kind of plaster or analogous substance is 
apread over them .... One may write thereon what
ever comes into one's mind .... The natives also 
used fig leaves for making small books .... The 
natives are also very clever in manufacturing wooden 
covers for the leaves of these books. When these books 
are closed, they seem to differ in no respect from our 
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own. _It is supposed that the natives preserve :in these 
books their laws, the ritual of their sacrifice and 
ceremonies, astronomical observations, and the precepts 
of agriculture. (Martyr D'Anghera 1912:dec. 4, bk. 8, 
pp. 40-41). 

Approximately 50 years after Martyr had written 

these remarks, Francisco Hernandez, the premier naturalist 

of sixteenth-century Mexico, wrote the following descrip

tion of the amate and the process of manufacturing bark 

paper, based on his own observations made in Tepoztlan, 

central Mexico: 

It is a large tree with leaves like a citron, with 
white flowers and fruits arranged in racemes, of almost 
no odor or taste and of a cold, dry nature. It grows 
in the mountains of Tepoztlan where one frequently sees 
a multitude of workers swarming about who make from 
this tree a paper which is not well suited for writing 
or drawing lines, although the ink does not run on it, 
but it is good for bags and very adequate and useful 
among these West Indiands to celebrate the festivals of 
the gods, to make sacred vestments, and for funerary 
trappings. They cut only the thick branches from the 
trees, leaving the younger ones. They are softened 
with water and left to soak overnight in the streams or 
rivers. The following day the bark is pulled off, and, 
after removing the epidermis, it is extended by blows 
with a flat stone ridged with sever.al striations, and 
which is held with an unpolished willow branch doubled 
in a circle like a handle. The wood is rendered 
flexible; later it is cut into pieces which, beaten 
again with another, flatter stone, are easily joined 
together and smoothed. Finally, they are divided into 
sheets two palms long and approximately a palm and a 
half wide that resemble our thickest and most common 
paper, but they are more compact and whiter, although 
very inferior to our smoothest paper. (Hernandez 1959: 
bk. 2, eh. 113, pp. 83-84). 

More recently, the manufacture of bark paper from 

Ficus fiber was observed in the Otomi village of San 

Pablito, in the Sierra Norte of Puebla, Mexico, in 1900 by 
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Starr (1908:259) and in 1931 by Von Hagen (1944:55-60), 

both of whom wrote excellent descriptions of the manu

facturing process. Christensen (1952-1953:264-267) has 

also described the San Pablito bark paper industry and the 

ritual uses of bark paper. Their observations have assumed 

great ethnographic importance, for San Pablito is the only 

place in Mexico today where the traditional bark paper 

industry survives. The modern Otomi techniques for 

manufacturing bark paper, which, through the courtesy of 

Tim Knab, I observed in San Pablito in 1972, are identical 

to those described by Hernandez in Tepoztlan in the 

sixteenth century. The same manufacturing process was 

probably practised by the prehistoric Pipil-Nicarao. 

Several Caribbean Lowland groups of Central America, 

notably the Paya, the Jicaque, the Misquito, the Sumo, and 

the Matagalpa, are reported as making bark cloth from Ficus 

fiber in the ethnographic present (Von Hagen 1944:50-54; 

Kirchhoff 1948:223; Chapman 1958:80-81, 113, 133; Helm 1971: 

119-120, 137). The Caribbean Lowland bark cloth industry, 

however, shares more traits with that of South America than 

with that of Mesoarnerica, and it is impossible to 

demonstrate any historical connection or development trends 

linking the Mesoamerican and Caribbean Lowland bark cloth 

industries (Tolstoy 1963:654, Figure 3). The Pipil-Nicarao 

bark cloth or bark paper industry, which is posited on 
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several lines of evidence outlined below, is most likely 

to have shared the typical Mesoamerican traits enumerated 

by Tolstoy (1963:Figure 3; 1966:Tables 1-4). 

On the basis of the very high occurrence of traits 

held in common between Mesoamerican and Southeast Asian 

bark cloth industries, especially traits which lack any 

evident functional advantage over their alternatives, and 

the corresponding relatively low number of parallels in 

bark cloth manufacturing between Mesoamerica and any other 

area of the world except Southeast Asia, Tolstoy (1963, 

1966) has argued that the development of the Mesoamerican 

bark cloth industry was the result of diffusion from 

eastern Southeast Asia or, more specifically, the Celebes 

Islands. 

The archaeological occurrence of bark cloth 

industries may be inferred from archaeological finds of 

stone bark beaters such as those described by Hernandez, 

above. In Mesoamerica, the earliest documented bark 

beaters found in archaeological contexts are dated to 

approximately 1000 B.C. (Tolstoy 1963:660), and the 

occurrence of a bark beater in a Middle Preclassic context 

at Chalchuapa, El Salvador (Sheets 1978a:75) is among the 

earliest reported in the Mesoamerican culture area. Also 

from Chalchuapa, the actual remains of bark cloth 

(identified by Frederick Johnson [1979:personal communica-

tion]) have been reported in association with a number of 
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human burials dated to the Late Preclassic (Fowler 1979). 

Bark beaters continue into the Early Postclassic period 

(the time of Pipil occupation) at Chalchuapa as an 

important element of the groundstone artifact complex 

(Sheets 1978a:75). From the Zapotitan Basin of El 

Salvador, Zier (1978:95, Table 1) has reported two bark 

beaters from sites probably dating to the Late Classic 

and/or Early Postclassic (Beaudry 1978:Tables 2 and 3). 

Another important find of an Early Postclassic barkbeater 

is represented by the example from Cihuatan, described in 

Chapter 1. This artifact may be taken as a reliable 

indicator that bark cloth, probably from Ficus fiber, was 

manufactured at the site. 

In spite of the obvious importance of the 

Mesoamerican bark cloth industry, archaeologically 

documented finds of bark beaters in Mesoamerica are 

relatively rare (see summaries by Tolstoy [1963:660] and 

Sheets [1978a:40]). For this reason, one cannot reasonably 

expect the postulation of a bark cloth industry in a 

particular region to be predicated upon a great number of 

archaeologically reported examples of this artifact, and 

the discovery of even a single bark beater at a site 

assumes great importance. Bark beaters are not reported by 

Healy (1974, 1980) from the Rivas region of Nicaragua. 

Nevertheless, one cannot conclude from this negative 

evidence that the prehistoric inhabitants of Rivas, 



including the Nicarao, did not manufacture bark cloth 

(Healy 1981:personal communication). 

Lopez de G6mara's (1946:284) statement that the 

Nicarao had "Zibros de papeZ" has been referred to 

previously. The description of a Nicarao autosacrifice 

ceremony reported by Cereceda to Peter Martyr (1912: 
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dee. 6, bk. 7, pp. 231-232), quoted in the discussion of 

human sacrifice, above, is suggestive that bark cloth may 

have been used in these rituals. The "draperies" that were 

spread on the ground "so that the idol shall not touch the 

earth" (ibid.) may have been made of bark cloth. And when 

the Nicarao made blood offerings such as Cereceda described 

(ibid.), if they followed the common Mesoamerican procedure, 

they probably caught the blood from their self-inflicted 

wounds on a piece of bark paper before proferring it to 

the deities. The same bbservation would apply to Garcia de 

Palacio's (1881:36, 39, 40, 41) descriptions of Pipil auto

sacrifice rituals. Sahagun (1956:bk. 1, eh. 18, p. 66; eh. 

2 0 , p . 7 0 ; bk . 2 , eh . 13 , p . 12 5 ; eh. 15 , p. 12 7 ; eh. 16 , 

p. 129; eh. 19, p. 136; eh. 23, p. 150; eh. 24, p. 156; and 

passim) described a multitude of ritual uses to which Ficus 

bark paper was put by the Aztec, many of which were 

probably also a part of Pipil-Nicarao ritual practices. 

Even today, the amate is a highly revered tree in 

Central America. Its broad, spreading crown makes it a 
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very good shade tree, and for this reason amates are 

rarely cut down. As Standley (1924:323) remarked, in El 

Salvador "there is hardly a country dwelling that does not 

boast of its special [amate] tree, which is frequently 

quite as much a center of domestic activities as the 

dwelling itself." 

The most majestic tree of the Pipil-Nicarao area is, 

I believe, the kapok, silk-cotton tree, ceiba, or pochote 

(Ceiba pentandra). A mature ceiba may reach a height of 

50 m or more, and its trunk has an enormous girth which 

often exceeds 2 m (Standley and Steyermark 1946-1962, pt. 

6:391). The crown is very broad with an ample spread, and 

during the rainy season, when it is "dressed" in its 

deciduous foliage, the ceiba, like the amate, provides 

abundant shade. The most noteworthy ethnohistoric 

description of the ceiba is that of Oviedo who emphasized 

its value as a shade tree: 

The Indians of Nicaragua are accustomed to have 
places designated for the tianguez, which means market, 
where they gather for their transactions, fairs, and 
exchanges, and they have there two, three, or four of 
these ceiba trees to provide shade; and in many plazas 
or tianguez two, three, or four ceibas are sufficient 
to give shade to a thousand or two thousand people. 
And thus they plant the ceibas according to whether the 
amount of traffic in the plaza or tianguez is great or 
small. This great tree which on this island [Espanola] 
is called ceiba, as I have said, in the province of 
Nicaragua is called poxot [from which pochote is 
derived], and in other parts it has other names. 
(Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 9, eh. 11, p. 345) 

The ancient Maya, to whom the ceiba was known as 
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the yaxche, regarded it as the most sacred of trees. They 

held that its roots penetrate the underworld, and that its 

trunk and branches rise to the various layers of heaven. 

Many believed that by its roots their ancestors came into 

the world, and by its trunk and branches they ascended to 

the afterlife (Thompson 1970:195). There is no evidence of 

which I am aware that the Pipil-Nicarao placed as much 

mythological importance on the ceiba as did the Maya. 

There can be little doubt, however, that, because of its 

imposing appearance, they held it in high esteem. 

The ceiba may have had some economic importance to 

the Pipil-Nicarao as well. The fruit is a capsule the 

seeds of which are surrounded by a lustrous, silklike fiber 

that is useful for stuffing pillows and life preservers 

(Standley 1924:324; Standley and Calderon 1941:189-190). 

It is estimated that a well developed ceiba may yield over 

50 km of fiber in its lifetime (Guzman 1975-1976, vol. 2: 

111). Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 9, eh. 11, p. 345) 

noted that ceiba fiber was often used to make beds for 

high-ranking members of society (but he did not specify 

which society), and he stated that for this purpose it 

was unsurpassed by any feather, wool, or cotton. Miksicek 

(1979:6) has suggested that ceiba fiber may have been used 

in the hypothetical textile industry of Cihuatan. Its wood 

is soft and easily worked and suitable for various purposes 

(Standley and Steyermark 1946-1962, pt. 6:392-393). 
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The Savanna formation. Partly due to natural edaphic and 

drainage conditions, and largely due to man-made fires in 

both pre- and postconquest times, large tracts of the 

seasonal formation vegetation series of the Pipil-Nicarao 

area have been converted to a scrubby woodland savanna 

formation, especially in the dryer regions (West 1964b:379; 

Daugherty 1969:123, 195; Radell 1969:28). This formation 

"belongs" theoretically to Wagner's (1964:245, 263) 

"seasonal swamp formation series." The growth of this 

grassland formation has encouraged the expansion of a 

number of pyrophytic taxa such as the "calabash" or 

cannonball tree, morro (Crescentia alata), or jicaro 

(Crescentia cujete); the sandpaper tree or chaparro 

(CurateZZa americana); and the nanae (Byrsonima 

crassifolia). The latter, mentioned above in connection 

with dye-yielding plants, bears a yellow, plumlike, edible 

fruit. Guzman (1975-1976, vol. 2:94) noted that the wood 

of the chaparro makes good handles for knives and agri

cultural tools. Crescentia, probably ever since the time 

of permanent human occupation in Central America, has 

always been and is still a very important tree. From its 

seeds a very refreshing beverage can be prepared, its pulp 

yields a blue dye similar to indigo, and the dried shells 

of the fruit make excellent containers and culinary utensil 

utensils (ibid., vol. 1:240-241; Standley and Calderon 
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1941:253-254). 

Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 8, eh. 4, pp. 295-296) 

referred to Crescentia as the higuero tree, noting that it 

was found in great abundance in Nicaragua. He described 

fine drinking vessels of higu'eras used in Darien (imported 

from Nicaragua) that had supports and handles of gold 

"which one could offer to any powerful king to drink out of 

without reproach" (ibid., pt. 1, bk. 8, eh. 4, p. 296). He 

reported that the Nicarao cacique Agateyte was served 

tamales and water in higueras (ibid., pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 13, 

p. 111). He also noted that in Nicaragua the tree was 

called guacal (ibid.). It is called by the same name by 

the Pipil of Izalco (Schultze-Jena 1935:26). The 

usefulness of the huacal, as the word is spelled today, 

has resulted in a logical extension of the name. 

In modern Central American Spanish, the word 

huacal is used to refer to any bowl- or basin-shaped vessel 

used for water, whether it is made of the dried rind of the 

Crescentia fruit, plastic, or any other material. The word 

xicalli (shicali), from which jicaro and jicara are derived, 

was translated by Molina (1944:158, reverse) as "calabash 

vessel." In Chalchuapa in 1586, the secretary of Friar 

Alonso Ponce noted: 

... many trees of xicaras which are medium-size, with 
small leaves that poorly cover the branches. The fruit 
that they bear is like medium-size calabashes, very 
round and attached by the stem of the trunk itself and 
thick about the branches, like cacao pods. These are 



729 

cured and sawed in half, as one would ordinarily cut an 
orange. They make from each half [vessels] that serve 
as bowls, pots, and cups, and from others vessels from 
which they drink chocolate and other beverages made 
from cacao. This is the common table service of the 
Indians, the Negros, and even poor Spaniards. They 
[the vessels] are called xicalli in the Mexican 
language, and when the word is corrupted it becomes 
xicara. Some of these are made in a very curious 
manner, etched and painted .... (Ciudad Real 1873, 
vol. 1: 323) 

The friar's companion went on to describe another 

type of gourd vessel which was prepared by simply cutting 

a small, round hole in one end of the dried rind to make a 

flask or canteen which served for "water, wine, vinegar, 

and other liquids" (ibid.). This may be a reference to the 

bottle gourd or tecomate (Lagenaria siceraria) which is 

still very much in use in rural areas of Central America. 

Fuentes y Guzman (1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 2, eh. 8, p. 102) 

described what he called the "wild j{caro, known to others 

by the name morro," and he ascribed some rather fantastic 

medicinal properties to its fruit. He also mentioned 

decorated j{caras of various colors (ibid., bk. 4, eh. 13, 

p. 222). 

Based on fieldwork conducted in southwest Guatemala 

over the course of a number of years, McBryde (1947:57) 

reported that the e _laboration of Crescentia vessels "is a 

specialty of Rabinal, which is probably the only place 

where they are made in Guatemala. Izalco ... , in El 

Salvador, is the center of manufacture in that country." 
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The importance of _th~ huacal tree to the Pipil is 

emphasized by the Pipil myth relating the origin of the 

tree recorded independentlf by Hartmann (1907) in 

Ahuachapan and by Schultze-Jena (1935:22-27) in Izalco. A 

similar myth is also preserved in the Papal Vuh (Recinos 

19 4 7 : 13 2-13 5 ; Edmonson 19 71,.: 7 4 - 7 7 ) . 

, ,. 
Mangroves, salt, and shellfish. The intertidal mangrove 

forest, classified by Wagner (1964:260-262) as part of the 

"swamp formation series" oT Middle America, is an important 

vegetation formation of the coastal regions of the Pipil

Nicarao area. The dominan'i: · species of this formation is 

the red mangrove or mangze · raja (Rhizaphara mangle) which 

produces a red dye (Guzm~~: i975-1976, vol. 1:260-261). Its 
.. 

wood may be used in construction (ibid., pp. 261-262) and 
• ' 

may be processed into high-grade charcoal (Daugherty 1969: 

203) . 

Mangrove forests obcur in discontinuous zones, 

interrupted by marine terraces and headlands such as the 

Balsam Range in El Salvador, along the Pacific coast of 

Central America from Panama northward to the Isthmus of 

Tehuantepec (West 1964b:37~). The most extensive mangrove 

forest in El Salvador is found in the Jiquilisco Lagoon 
~ I 

region (Gierloff-Emden 19761 135-151). The Gulf of Fonseca 

is another zone of dense stands of mangrove (ibid., pp. 

175-176). These extend into Nicaragua where they are 
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found along the Pacific coast as far south as the Southern 

Upland. Mangroves are also found in western Nicaragua 

along the channels of the Estero Real and the Estero Negro 

(Taylor 1963:42-43). 

Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 9, eh. 6, pp. 338-339) 

gave an excellent description of a mangrove forest, and he 

noted that mangrove wood was in great demand for house 

posts, window frames, doorjambs, and similar uses. The 

demand for mangrove wood in construction and as firewood 

has resulted in a serious reduction in area of the mangrove 

forests in Central America (Daugherty 1969:203). Salt 

making has also taken a heavy toll on the mangrove forests 

(ibid.), and salt will be discussed here since it is a 

resource procured from mangrove forest regions. 

There are two techniques for salt making, both of 

which may be preconquest in origin, and both of which are 

very deleterious to the mangroves. The simpler method 

involves clearing large tracts of mangrove forest and 

forming the land into shallow basins which are filled with 

sea water at high tide. The water evaporates during low 

tide and the remaining salt is collected (ibid.). This 

method was described by Fuentes y Guzman (1932-1933:pt. 2, 

bk. 2, eh. 9, pp. 102-103) who had observed it in practice 

on the Guatemalan coast south of Escuintla. Fuentes (ibid.) 

noted that the salt produced by the natural evaporation 

method was of very low quality. He stated that in order to 
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get good salt it was necessary to collect the evaporated 

salt and boil it in sea water in pottery jars which were 

placed over a large, rectangular fire pit ("oven"). As 

many as 70 or 80 jars of boiling brine were often placed 

above a single "oven" (ibid.). The fuel for the fire pits 

was, of course, provided by mangroves. 

Approximately a century before Fuentes described 

the boiling method, it was observed on the eastern 

Guatemalan coast and described by Garcia de Palacio (1881: 

9). Palacio reported that this method was "very costly" in 

terms of labor, firewood, and pottery jars (ibid.). 

Neither Garcia de Palacio nor Fuentes y Guzman gave any 

indication that the boiling method was introduced by the 

Spaniards. It is important to note, however, that by the 

time Palacio recorded his description of salt making, the 

indigenous groups of northern Central America had already 

undergone about 50 years of postconquest acculturation. 

Nevertheless, this does not mean that the destruction of 

mangrove forests due to salt making could be an entirely 

postconquest phenomenon, for the evaporation method, which 

must certainly be aboriginal even if the boiling method 

might not be, requires extensive clearing of the mangroves. 

In addition to salt, another resource of the 

mangrove forests is marine mollusks. Crushed shells of 

Anadara tuberculosa, a mollusk that occurs exclusively in 

the shallow, brackish water of the estuarian associated 



with mangroves (Keen 1958:32), were a principal component 

of the mortar used to face public buildings and elite 

residential structures at Cihuatan (see Chapter 1). The 

possible importance of mollusks in the diet of the Pipil

Nicarao will be discussed below. 
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A further comment is in order regarding the rela

tionship between the Pipil-Nicarao and mangrove forests. 

Mangroves are not generally suited to human habitation, and 

the populations that inhabit the mangrove regions of 

Central America are, even today, small in comparison to 

other regions, such as the basins and valleys within and 

surrounding the volcanic axis, which are better suited for 

agricultural pursuits. The fact that resources of the 

mangrove forest were procured, either directly or through 

trade, by inland Pipil-Nicarao populations is attested both 

archaeologically and ethnohistorically. 

The Pipil of Escuintla and the Pacific coastal 

plain of Guatemala probably extracted mangrove resources 

directly. Inland populations, such as those of the Central 

Basin of El Salvador, are more likely to have obtained 

these resources indirectly through trade. Cihuatan lies at 

a distance, measured in a straight line, of about 70 km 

from the nearest mangrove forest. If this distance is 

measured along the Lempa River, a likely route of communi

cation between the Central Basin and the Pacific coast, it 

becomes approximately 200 km. The Pipil of the Nonualco 
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region of El Salvador, given their proximity to the 

Jaltepeque and Jiquilisco Estuaries, may have monopolized 

the trade of mangrove resources to other interior Pipil 

populations. 

Upland Formations 

At upper elevations (above 600 m in Nicaragua, 

above 800-1000 m in Guatemala and El Salvador) of the 

Pipil-Nicarao area, the lowland vegetation formations 

described above give way to the upland formations of the 

"montane formation series" (Wagner 1964:232-245). As 

mentioned previously, the upland formations correspond 

generally to the Cw climatic zone and primarily to the 

tierra templada altitudinal zone. Upland vegetation forma

tions also occur in the restricted zone of tierra fria which 

has an altitude of more than 1800-2000 m (Lauer 1955:30; 

Servicio Meteorol6gico 1976:47). 

Rzedowski (1978:263-326) has summarized the 

constituent species of montane formations in Mexico which 

are similar in composition to, but more extensive than, 

those of northern Central America. Upland formations in 

Guatemala have been described by Holdridge et al. (1969), 

while those of El Salvador have been treated by Standley 

(1924), Standley and Calderon (1941), Lauer (1954, 1955), 

Lotschert (1955), and Daugherty (1969:51-53). Denevan 

(1961:271-274) and Taylor (1963) have described upland 
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formations in Nicaragua. The characteristic species of the 

montane formation series of the Pipil-Nicarao area are 

listed in Table 18. 

This formation series may be divided into three 

upland formations: the oak-pine forest, the cloud forest, 

and a rocky wind scrub which appears in a limited distri

bution at very high elevations above the cloud forest 

(Lauer 1955:30; Daugherty 1969:51). The latter is of 

little or no cultural importance, and only the oak-pine 

forest and the cloud forest formation will be described 

here. 

The oak-pine forest. The oak-pine forest is dominated by 

a number of species of oak (Quercus spp.) and the ocote 

pine (Pinus oocarpa) (Denevan 1961:273-274; Daugherty 1969: 

51). The liquidarnbar (Liquidambar styracifZua), which may 

rise to a height of over 30 m, is also common in zones that 

have richer soils than those usually characteristic of 

oak-pine lands (Denevan 1961:273; Daugherty 1969:51). A 

number of epiphytes, especially bromeliads and orchids, are 

also present (Lauer 1955:30). 

This formation was once found extensively at upper 

elevations of the Pipil region of eastern Guatemala and in 

El Salvador on the upper slopes of volcanoes. The non

Pipil region of the Sierra Madre of Central America was 

also once covered with dense stands of oak-pine forest. 
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Table 18. Characteristic Tree Species of Montane 
Formations in the Pipil-Nicarao Area 

Botanical Name 

Pinus spp. 

Quercus spp. 

CedreZa mexicana 

Perymenium spp. 

CZethra vuZcanicoZa 

Nectandra spp. 

Liquidambar styracifZua 

Inga spp. 

Ficus gZabrata 

AZnus acuminata 

BuddZeia cordata 

Juniperus standZeyii 

Abies guatemaZensis 

JugZans spp. 

Prunus guatemaZensis 

Salix spp. 

Vernacular 

pino (pine) 

encino, roble (oak) 

cedro (cedar) 

tizate 

zapotillo 

aguacate montes 

liquidambar (sweet gum) 

cuijinicuil, cuje, 
guava 

matapalo (strangler 
fig) 

aliso (alder) 

salvia (sage) 

junipero (juniper) 

abeto, pinabeto (fir) 

nogal (walnut) 

cerezo silvestre (wild 
cherry) 

sauce (willow) 

Based on Standley and Calderon (1941), Lauer (1955), 
Denevan (1961:273), Taylor (1963), Daugherty (1969:51), 
Holdridge et al. (1969:138-141), Guzman (1975-1976), and 
personal observation (1975-1979). 
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The forests of these regions have been seriously depleted 

by lumbering and land clearing for agriculture (Daugherty 

1969:51). The demand for fuel and charcoal has also taken 

a heavy toll on the oak-pine forests, especially in central 

and western El Salvador (ibid., p. 206). Selective clear 

clearing of oaks due to their superior burning quality 

(Lauer 1955:30) has resulted in almost pure stands of pine 

(Daugherty 1969:207). The situation is similar in 

Nicaragua where oak-pine forest once covered most of the 

Segovias uplands of the Central Highlands of the country 

with small, scattered stands elsewhere (Denevan 1961:273-

274; Taylor 1963:45). On the basis of considerable 

documentary and ecological evidence, Denevan (1961:300) 

has concluded: 

... that the upland pine forests of Nicaragua are a 
deflected climax, a man-made formation resulting from 
clearing of broadleaf forest and repeated burning, and 
it is unlikely that extensive and pure stands of pine 
existed before the appearance of man .... Because 
man is the main disturbing element in the environment, 
the presence of pines on a given site can in part be 
related to the extent and nature of man's activities on 
the site. 

Denevan (1961:283, 291) attributed the origin of 

this "deflected climax" in Nicaragua to preconquest hunters 

and agriculturalists. In El Salvador and Guatemala, 

however, where oak-pine forests do not occur at elevations 

quite as low as in Nicaragua, it is unlikely that much 

disturbance of this formation took place prior to the 



Conquest. Citing statements by Alvarado, Ponce (Ciudad 

Real), and Vazquez de Espinosa, Daugherty (1969:124-125) 

has noted that for preconquest El Salvador: 
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... the distinct impression emerges that the lower 
elevations were densely settled and cultivated and thus 
greatly altered by man, while most of the upper slopes 
remained heavily forested and largely unaffected by 
man. The greatest degree of vegetation modification 
probably occurred below the 1,000-meter contour. 

The sources cited by Daugherty in support of this 

conclusion mentioned "the great thickness of the woods" in 

the mountains above Cuscatlan (Alvarado 1924:86); "very 

high trees that seem to reach the sky" on the slopes 

surrounding the basin of San Salvador (Ciudad Real 1873, 

vol. 1:400); the Tacuba Range of the coastal mountains and 

the upper slopes of the Santa Ana volcanic complex "covered 

with woods and groves" with "thick and beautiful cedars, 

ebony, red ebony, and other aromatic and highly prized 

trees" (Vazquez de Espinosa 1969:pt. 1, bk. 5, eh. 13, p. 

157); and forests with "many valuable, aromatic trees, 

cedars, ebony, guaiacurn, and others highly prized" on the 

slopes of San Vicente Volcano (ibid., eh. 15, p. 159). 

Daugherty could also have cited Garcia de Palacio (1881:29) 

who noted "large cedars, pines, and many other genera of 

trees" on the slopes of San Salvador Volcano. The trees and 

forests mentioned in these statements no longer exist. 

According to Daugherty (1969:153-158), their wholesale 

removal began in the nineteenth century and can be linked 
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to the expansion of shifting cultivators into the oak-pine 

forests, the clearance of forests for coffee plantations 

beginning in 1840, and the demand for fuel for mining 

operations and lime manufacture, the latter particularly 

in the northwest (Lauer 1955:30). 

The oak-pine forest offered several important 

resources to the Pipil-Nicarao and other indigenous groups 

of northern Central America. While few Pipil-Nicarao 

populations inhabited oak-pine forest regions, they 

certainly were aware of and utilized the resources of this 

formation. Perhaps the most important product obtained 

from the oak-pine forest was ocote, resin-soaked splinters 

of pine wood from Pinus oocarpa, used as kindling and for 

torches (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 9, eh. 2, p. 

331; pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 3, p. 50). Pine was probably also 

in demand for construction. 

Pines were available in abundance -to the Pipil of 

eastern Guatemala. The Pipil of central and western El 

Salvador must have obtained pines from the volcanic slopes 

above their settlements. The southern limit of Pinus 

oocarpa in Nicaragua occurs on the upper slopes of San 

Cristobal and Casita Volcanoes (Denevan 1961:295-296), just 

to the east of El Viejo (Tecoatega). Pines do not grow on 

any of the other volcanoes of western Nicaragua (ibid., p. 

296), and _thus the Nicarao probably obtained much pine wood 

and ocote from the slopes of San Cristobal and Casita. It 
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is remarkable that 56 out of 69 (81%) specimens of wood 

charcoal recovered through flotation from J. H. Kelley's 

excavations of a Cihuatan domestic structure are of pine 

(Miksicek 1979:4, Table 1). 

Of course, the lowland environment of Cihuatan is 

not suitable for pine, but the ancient inhabitants of the 

site may have obtained pine from the slopes of Guazapa 

Volcano on which dense stands of oak-pine forest once 

occurred (Termer 1961:13, 17). Guazapa itself was probably 

settled by a sizeable Pipil population during the 

Postclassic (ibid., pp. 22-25), and these mountain dwellers 

may have gathered ocote and pine wood for trade to lowland 

Pipil populations such as those of the Central Basin. As 

Miksicek (1979:4) has pointed out, pines could have been 

cut on Guazapa and floated down the Acelhuate River to 

Cihuatan. Incidentally, the thickly wooded mountain to 

which the Pipil of Cuscatlan fled from Alvarado (1924:83-86) 

could very well have been Guazapa Volcano. 

Other important products of the oak-pine forest 

utilized by the Pipil included liquidambar or sweet gum 

(from Liquidambar styraciflua), mentioned by Fuentes y 

Guzman (1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 3, eh. 9, p. 147) as an 

ingredient in cosmetics used by Pipil women, walnuts (from 

Juglans spp.), and acorns (from Quercus spp.) (Oviedo y 

Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 9, eh. 3, pp. 331-332; eh. 25, 
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pp. 354-355). Due to the difficulty of working the wood of 

the latter two genera with stone tools, they were probably 

not very significant as construction materials to the 

Pipil-Nicarao. Vazquez de Espinosa (1969:pt. 1, bk. 5, eh. 

13, p. 157) reported in the early seventeenth century that 

the oaks on the slopes of the Santa Ana volcanic complex 

bore acorns as large as inkwells, and indeed, that inkwells 

were made from them. 

The cloud forest. The second major upland vegetation 

formation, the cloud forest, occurs in a restricted distri

bution above 1800-2000 m (tierra fria). The dominant 

components of this formation are Quercus spp. and several 

Lauracea (for example, Nectandra and ChaetopteZea) upon 

which a rich epiphytic flora, brorneliads, orchids, and 

aroids, grows. Mosses, lichens, ferns, and mushrooms are 

also prevalent (Lauer 1955:30; Daugherty 1969:52). 

Like the oak-pine forest, the cloud forest has been 

greatly reduced in area due to relatively recent human 

activity (Wagner 1964b:374; Daugherty 1969:208). In El 

Salvador, for example, cloud forest was once found at the 

upper elevations of the Santa Ana volcanic complex, San 

Salvador Volcano, and San Vicente Volcano, and it was 

particularly well developed in the northwest on the _peaks 

of Montecristo and El Pital (Daugherty 1969:52). The only 

remaining cloud forest in the country is on Montecristo 
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(ibid.). The small tract of cloud forest on Montecristo, 

covering approximately 20 km2 , is the only remaining area 

of virgin forest in El Salvador (ibid., p. 208). 

Palms 

There are a number of palms which occur throughout 

the formations described above. They offer food, drink, 

fiber, and oil, and their economic value has resulted in 

their being actively tended and encouraged by man (West 

1964b:379). The most important species of palm native to 

the Pipil-Nicarao area include the corozo or cohune 

(Orbygnia spp.), the coconut or coco (Cocos nucifera), the 

coyol (Acrocomia mexicana), and the pacaya (Chamaedorea 

sp.).. 

The corozo, with its multitude of uses, has been 

especially protected and encouraged by man (Johannessen 

1957). The uses to which the various portions of the tree 

may be put have been described by Oviedo y Valdes (1851-

1855:pt. 1, bk. 9, eh. 4, pp. 332-333), Fuentes y Guzman 

(1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 5, eh. 7, p. 261), Brigham (1887:328-

331), Guzman (1975-1976, vol. 1:345-347), and McBryde (1947 

(1947:145), among others. The very large, pinnate leaves, 

which may attain a length of up to 12 m and a breadth of 

about 2 m, are employed for roof thatch, and segments of 

the leaves make good fire fans. The young bud or heart 
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(palmito) of the corozo, may be eaten raw or cooked. 

Commercially packaged palmitos may be found for sale today 

in virtually every supermarket in Central America, and they 

are often served in salads or as hors d'oeuvres. The 

fibrous flesh of the fruit may also be eaten. The seed is 

rich in fat which may be used in making oil or soap. The 

spathe, or sheath of the staminate inflorescence, is sold in 

native markets as a decorative item. The woody trunk 

provides firewood and may also be used in construction. 

The coconut palm and its uses are so well known 

that they need no description. In El Salvador, the regions 

of Sonsonate and San Vicente have particularly abundant 

stands of coconuts. The coco was described in detail by 

Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 9, eh. 4, pp. 335-337) and by 

Fuentes y Guzman (1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 3, eh. 15, pp. 163-

164), both of whom lauded the nutritious value and fine 

flavor of its fruit and milk. Coconut milk is not only 

high in alimentary value but is also an excellent diuretic 

(Guzman 1975-1976, vol. 1:351). The coconut was among the 

trees named by one of Bobadilla's informants which he said 

were offered as a dowry on the occasion of a Nicarao 

wedding (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 3, p. 

50; see below). 

The coyoZ bears edible fruits, but its major 

importance lies in the fact that from its sap a mild 

fermented drink (palm wine) can be made. As McBryde 
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(1947:145) has pointed out, the former botanical name for 

the coyol (Acrocomia vinifera) connotes this use of the 

tree. There are two techniques for making palm wine in 

Central America, one of which is probably indigenous in 

origin. Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 9, eh. 4, p. 334) 

described a method which he stated had been introduced by 

Negro slaves and was not known to the Indians. This 

technique involved mashing and grinding the fruit of the 

palm and mixing the resulting liquid with water (ibid.). 

Fuentes y Guzman (1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 3, eh. 15, p. 164) 

described a completely different method of making palm 

wine in Guatemala, and this technique is probably 

aboriginal. A coyol was felled and a hole was carved into 

its trunk in which the sap was allowed to accumulate and 

remain for a few days to undergo natural fermentation 

(ibid.). Belt (1874:232) described exactly the same method 

in Nicaragua. He reported that a large grove of coyol 

palms near Granada had been cut down by the Nicaraguan 

government "on account of the excesses of the Indians, who 

used to assemble there on their festivals, and get drunk on 

the palm wine" (ibid., pp. 232-233). 

The pacaya, known in Mexico as tepejilote, is a 

dwarf palm which bears an edible flower. The inflorescence 

has a slightly bitter taste which some find pleasant. In 

modern Central American kitchens, it is usually dipped in 

egg and fried. The way(s) in which it might have been 
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prepared by the Pipil-Nicarao is unknown. The inflor

escence is surrounded by a green spathe in such a way that 

it closely resembles a small ear of corn (Standley 1924: 

325). The pacaya grows wild throughout the Pipil-Nicarao 

area up to elevations of about 1500 m, and it is 

particularly abundant in the mountainous regions (McBryde 

1947:146). 

Cultivated Plants and Agriculture 

Ethnohistoric, linguistic, and archaeological 

evidence indicates that the cultivated plants of the Pipil

Nicarao were essentially the same as those of all sedentary, 

prehistoric Mesoamericans (see Bukasov 1930; Vavilov 1931; 

c. o. Sauer 1950; Dressler 1953; MacNeish 1964, 1967; 

Mangelsdorf et al. 1964; C. E. Smith 1967; Flannery 1973: 

287-301; Linares 1975). Maize, beans, and squash were the 

most important subsistence crops grown, and chili peppers 

added spice to the diet. Root crops, such as sweet 

potatoes and sweet manioc, were pobably also very 

important, and the latter crop was without doubt more 

significant to Mesoamerican populations of northern Central 

America than to those of Mesoamerica at large (cf. Green 

and Lowe 1967:58-60). Crops grown as stimulants included 

tobacco and cacao. The latter was an important cash crop 

to the Pipil-Nicarao. Cotton was probably another cash 

crop of great importance. 
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As C. E. Smith (1967:223) has cautioned, the term 

"cultivation" is a relative one. Many plants of the Pipil

Nicarao area are both wild and cultivated today. "Whenever 

an Indian farmer cleared a small plot but saved the useful 

species and encouraged them for his own use along with the 

species which he planted, he was cultivating the plants" 

(ibid.). Several plant species discussed above, such as 

the cashew, zapote, avocado, madre cacao, indigo, ceiba, 

morro, jicaro, corozo, and coconut, have undergone this 

type of cultivation. The wild plants of the area which 

were cultivated through active tending and encouragement 

will not be dealt with in detail in the present discussion, 

but it should be borne in mind that in many cases the 

borderline between "natural vegetation" and "cultivated 

plants" is often very thin. Here I will focus primarily 

·on species which were agricultural crops in the Pipil

Nicarao area and those which were domesticated, that is, 

dependent upon man for their propagation. 

The Mesoamerican Trinity: 
Maize, Beans, and Squash 

Maize (Zea mays), beans (PhaseoZus spp.), and squash 

(Cucurbita spp.) have been the mainstay of the Mesoamerican 

diet for over 5,000 years (Flannery 1973:294, 300-301). A 

large number of the modern inhabitants of the Pipil-Nicarao 

area are subsistence farmers who place great emphasis on 
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these three crops, and there is no reason to think that the 

situation was any different in the Postclassic. Archaeo

logical remains of maize, beans, and squash have been 

recovered through flotation at Cihuatan (Miksicek 1979: 

Table 1). 

Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 7, eh. 1, pp. 264-268) 

provided a detailed description of maize, its methods of 

cultivation and preparation, and the ways in which it was 

consumed by the aboriginal inhabitants of Espanola and 

Tierra Firme. He described the manos and metates with 

which lime-soaked maize kernels were ground into dough for 

making tamales and tortillas (ibid., p. 266-267). More 

recently, an excellent description of this process was 

given by Belt (1874:56). Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 7, 

eh. 1, p. 267) placed special emphasis on the tortillas 

(which he called by the Nahuat tascalpachon [cf. Molina 

1944:145, reverse]) eaten by the indigenous groups of 

Nicaragua who had migrated from Mexico. 

Borhegyi (1965a:55) asserted that tortillas (flat 

corn cakes) and comals (shallow, round ceramic griddles on 

which tortillas · are cooked) were introduced into southern 

Mesoamerica by Nahuat-speaking immigrants and that these 

two traits were presumably unknown among the Highland and 

Lowland Maya until the Protohistoric or Colonial period. 

This observation was somewhat overstated, for Wauchope 
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(1975:86, 92) found two comal sherds in Late Protoclassic 

Balam ld phase contexts at Zacualpa in the northern high

lands of Guatemala. In the succeeding Early Classic Balam 

2 phase at Zacualpa, the number of comal fragments (26) 

reported by Wauchope (1975:Chart 1) actually exceed their 

frequency (22) in the Early Postclassic Tohil phase (ibid.). 

Furthermore, comals are mentioned in the Pop ol Vuh 

(Recinos 1947:100, 102; Edmonson 1971:27, 29). Edmonson 

(1971:27) has noted that this reference "settles the 

question of whether these traits are aboriginal in the 

Guatemalan highlands It must be admitted, however, 

that tortillas •.• are not mentioned in the Popol Vuh." 

Wauchope's Zacualpa comals are described by him as "a 

rather large traylike vessel with flat base curving up to 

straight, faintly flaring sides" (1975:87; cf. ibid., 

Figure 61). One could conjecture that this was the form of 

the comals mentioned in the Popol Vuh. It is not, however, 

the characteristic form of the comal found throughout the 

Guatemalan highlands in the Late Postclassic (Wauchope 

1970). In contrast to the earlier form, this comal form, 

which probably is a Mexican introduction, is relatively 

shallow with widely flaring, straight to slightly rounded 

sides (ibid., p. 142 and passim). Several Early Postclassic 

specimens of thts form from Cihuatan are illustrated in 

Figure 34 (Chapter 1). This was probably the typical form 



of the carnal used by the Pipil-Nicarao for cooking 

tortillas and is the form in use in the area today. 
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The Pipil-Nicarao and other Mexican and Mexican

influenced groups who moved into northern Central America 

probably not only introduced a "new" carnal form but also 

a distinctive form of the t ortilla. In most regions of 

Mesoamerica, the tortilla is quite thin (2-3 mm) and broad 

(14-17 cm). In some parts of northern Central America, 

particularly El Salvador, the tortilla is made much 

thicker (up to 5 mm) and not nearly as broad (approximately 

10 cm in diameter). The only region of Mexico where the 

latter form of tortilla is popular today is southern 

Veracruz, a region from which many Nahuat-speaking popula

tions probably moved into Central America (see discussion 

of migrations, below). The ever-popular pupusa (from 

Nahuat pupusahua, "swelling, inflation" [Geoffroy Rivas 

1975:101-102]) of El Salvador, the "fat" tortilla filled 

with cheese, beans, or crisp pieces of fried pork skin, is 

most certainly a Pipil introduction. Of course, the pre

conquest Pipil pupusa was probably filled only with beans, 

and the use of cheese and pork skin are postconquest 

innovations. 

These comments on the carnal and the tortilla are 

not without historical implications. The point is that the 

Pipil-Nicarao and other Nahuat invaders of Central America 

not only introduced a new material culture and new 



ideological beliefs to the area but new food preferences 

and ideas about food preparation as well. 

Maize was (and is) consumed in many other ways 

besides the tortilla. The tamal (a steamed "cake" of 

young maize or slaked maize dough wrapped in a leaf or 
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corn husk) has been mentioned previously. Other forms of 

consumption consist primarily of beverages. Chicha, or 

fermented maize beer, was a popular drink consumed by the 

Pipil-Nicarao especially on festive occasions (Andagoya 

1945:406; Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 11, 

p. 96; Fuentes y Guzman 1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 3, eh. 9, p. 

147; see discussion of religious festivals and ceremonies, 

below). The manufacturing process of chicha has been 

described by Guzman (1975-1976, vol. 1:442-443) and by 

Cutler and Gardenas (1947). This beverage is a trait more 

characteristic of the Circurn-Caribbean area than 

Mesoamerica (see Steward 1948:6). Pulque, made from the 

fermented sap of the maguey cactus, was a much more 

characteristic intoxicant of ancient Mesoamerica, and 

chicha probably diffused to the Pipil-Nicarao and other 

indigenous groups of Central America from the Circurn

Caribbean groups to the east and south of them. Ma zamorra, 

a mixture of honey and ground maize (Lothrop 1926, vol. 1: 

34), is another intoxicant made from maize reported to have 

been made and consumed by the Nicarao (Oviedo y Valdes 
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18 51-18 5 5 : pt. 3 , bk. 4 2 , c h. 3 , p. 5 2) . 

Non-intoxicating beverages made from maize, today 

and in the past, include pozoZe, a thin gruel made with 

slaked maize dough and water, pinoZe, a mixture of ground, 

roasted maize and water (cf. Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 

1, bk. 7, eh. 1, p. 267), and atoZe, a thick gruel, served 

hot, made with ground, fresh maize or slaked maize dough 

mixed with water and various spices. The names of these 

three beverages are all of Nahuat origin (Geoffroy Rivas 

1975:50, 100, 101). 

Probably second in importance to maize as a basic 

item in the Pipil-Nicarao diet were beans. Oviedo (1851-

1855:pt. 1, bk. 7, eh. 18, p. 285) noted that beans were 

grown in great abundance in New Spain and Nicaragua, and he 

stated that in Guatemala "beans of many kinds" were 

produced (ibid., pt. 3, bk. 41, eh. 4, p. 33). He 

reported that in Nagrando (Nicaragua) he had seen hundreds 

of fanegas (a measure of grain roughly equivalent to a 

bushel) of beans harvested (ibid., pt. 1, bk. 7, eh. 18, p. 

285). Oviedo mentioned (ibid.), in addition to the common 

bean (PhaseoZus vulgaris), several beans, some of which 

were yellow and others speckled, and another which 

resembled the haba or broadbean (possibly a large lima 

[P. Zunatus]; cf. McBryde 1947:135). 

The close relationship between maize and beans in 
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the indigenous diet of Mesoamerica is not simply a 

fortuitous combination (Kaplan 1967:202). The amino acid 

of lysine, supplied by beans, complements that of zein, 

found in corn, to produce a dietary protein of high 

biological value (ibid.). Corn alone, with its lysine 

deficiency, does not yield sufficient protein for human 

needs. Kaplan (1967:203) has discussed the evolutionary 

development of this important dietary combination. 

Several species of cucurbits (squash and pumpkins), 

especially pipian or ayote (Cucurbita pepo, C. moschata), 

which are among the oldest Mesoamerican plants whose use 

can be documented (Flannery 1973:301), were probably also 

cultivated by the Pipil-Nicarao on a large scale. Yet 

cucurbits are not, to my knowledge, mentioned in any of the 

ethnohistoric sources on the Pipil-Nicarao. Oviedo (1851-

1855:pt. 1, bk. 7, eh. 8, p. 276) included a brief note on 

calabazas (calabashes, the common, general Spanish term for 

cucurbits); he was referring, however, not to squashes and 

pumpkins but to tree calabashes (Crescentia sp., La genari a 

siceraria). In view of the demonstrated antiquity of 

cucurbits in Mesoamerica, the propensity of the plant for 

disturbed soils (C. O. Sauer 1950:505; Flannery 1973:301), 

and the prevalence and diversity of squashes in northern 

Central America today (McBryde 1947:136-137), it would be 

difficult to believe that they were not of great importance 
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to the Pipil-Nicarao (and even to the earliest inhabitants 

of the area). Cucurbits were (and are) of importance not 

only for their edible flesh--a product of domestication-

but also for their seeds (pepitoria), which may be eaten 

either raw or roasted, and for their leaves and flowers 

which are boiled as greens. 

Other cucurbits not in the genus Cucurbita which 

were of importance include the vegetable pear or guisquil 

(Sechium edule), known in Mexico as chayote, and the bottle 

gourd or tecomate (Lagenaria siceraria). The Bignoniaceae 

morro (Crescentia alata) and jicaro (C. cujete) should also 

be mentioned here since they serve a function similar to 

that of the bottle gourd. All parts of the guisquil may be 

eaten: the vine is consumed as greens, the fruit has a 

delicate, buttery taste, and the root is rich in starch, 

cellulose, and mineral salts (Guzman 1975-1976, vol. 1:305-

307). The fruit and the root are both normally boiled. 

Lagenaria and Crescentia have been discussed previously. 

The former was probably introduced to the Pipil-Nicarao 

area at a very early date, and the latter is both native 

and cultivated. The dried rinds of their fruits were (and 

are) of great importance as containers and cooking 

implements from Peru to Michoacan, and they were signifi

cant items of Prehispanic trade (C. O. Sauer 1950:506). 

Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 7, eh. 8, p. 276) noted that 
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the Indians planted and cared for tree calabashes with 

"special attention" and that in Nicaragua there was hardly 

an Indian to be seen on a path who did not carry his water 

gourd. He stated that the trees were cultivated in yards 

and in orchards and that each year a certain number of 

them were planted (ibid.). In addition to the cultivated 

trees, he reported that a great number of Crescentia trees 

grew wild. Oviedo also pointed out the importance of 

calabash vessels as articles of indigenous trade (ibid.). 

Maize, beans, and squash are the major components 

of the typical Mesoamerican multicrop milpa (maize field). 

Beans twine around the maize stalks, while squashes or 

pumpkins occupy the "understory." This is the manner in 

which the crops were probably grown by the Pipil-Nicarao. 

Other Seed Crops 

While maize, beans, and squash presumably formed 

the basis of the Pipil-Nicarao diet, diversity and nutri

tion were probably added by chilies, tomatoes, peanuts, and 

avocados. Certain plants that provide greens and/or 

edible seeds, such as epazote, amaranth, and chipilin, were 

probably also important. 

The chili, chile, chiltepe, or aji (Capsicum spp.) 

is probably the most outstanding element in the popular 

image of Mesoamerican cuisine. The name aj{, by which it 

was called by Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 7, eh. 7, p. 275) 
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is of Arawak origin (C. 0. Sauer 1950:521). All other 

common names for the plant are derived from Nahuat or 

Nahuatl (cf. Molina 1944:21, obverse). Oviedo (1851-1855: 

pt. 1, bk. 7, eh. 7, p~ 275) noted that chilies were 

widely cultivated throughout the islands and the mainland 

of the Indies. He emphasized their hot, spicy flavor and 

their "healthful" qualities, noting that they had rapidly 

acquired great favor in Europe (ibid.). The introduction 

of grater bowls or molcajetes, which were probably used 

largely for grinding chilies, tomatoes, and herbs into 

sauces, into southeastern Mesoamerica during the Terminal 

Classic and Postclassic, can, like the shallow, widely 

flaring comal, be attributed to Nahuat or Nahuat-influenced 

groups in the region (Borhegyi 1965a:55~ cf. Andrews V 1976: 

13 7) . 

The tomato or tomate (Lycopersicon spp.) and the 

groundcherry, husk tomato, or miltomate (Physalis spp.) may 

have been only incipiently domesticated at the time of the 

Conquest. As any backyard farmer knows, tomatoes, planted 

in the proper climatic conditions, require little care. As 

McBryde (1947:140) has pointed out, tomatoes are not 

mentioned by Oviedo, nor, to my knowledge, are they 

mentioned by any source on the Pipil-Nicarao. C. O. Sauer 

(1950:520-521), following Bukasov (1930:273-291), suggested 

that tomatoes and groundcherries may have come under 
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cultivation as volunteers in milpas. Both genera are 

native to Central America as well as to Mexico and Peru 

(McBryde 1947:140; C. 0. Sauer 1950:520-521), and it would 

seem unlikely that they were not utilized by the Pipil

Nicarao. The name "tomato" and related forms are of 

Nahua origin. 

The peanut, cacahua te, cacahuete, or mani (Arachis 

hypogaea) was described by Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 7, 

eh. 5, p. 274) under the latter vernacular name which is of 

Arawak origin (McBryde 1947:141; C. O. Sauer 1950:499). 

Cacahuate and cacahuete are of Nahua origin, derived from 

talcacahuat or tlalcacahuatl ("ground cacao" [ibid.]). In 

El Salvador the peanut is sometimes called cacao de la 

tierra (Guzman 1975-1976, vol. 1:331; Standley and Calderon 

1941:107), a literal translation of its original, full 

Nahua name. The naming of the peanut after cacao has often 

been cited as evidence of a recent (postconquest?) intro

duction to Mesoamerica of the former (McBryde 1947:141; 

c. O. Sauer 1950:499). McBryde (1947:141) noted that 

Bukasov (1930) pointed out that the peanut is not listed in 

Hernandez' botanical compendium of Mexico whereas it was 

later mentioned by Sahagun. Indeed, tlalcacahuatl does not 

appear in Molina's 1571 Nahuatl-Spanish dictionary. C. E. 

Smith (1967:252), however, has reported that peanuts 

appeared in the Tehuacan Valley of Mexico in a context 

tentatively dated to about 100 B.C. "The size of the 
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fragments," he notes, "leaves no doubt that these were 

remains of fully cultivated plants" (ibid., p. 241). Since 

the extent of the cultivation of this crop in ancient 

Mesoamerica remains in doubt, one can only conjecture that 

the peanut may have been a secondary, supplementary food 

source for the Pipil-Nicarao. 

The avocado or aguacate (Persea sp.) has been 

mentioned previously as a native plant of the seasonal 

formation of the Pipil-Nicarao area. The Spanish vernac

ular is from Nahua aguacat or aguacatZ (Molina 1944:9, 

obverse) which means literally "testicle." The avocado 

is one of the most ancient cultivated plants of Mesoamerica 

(C. E. Smith 1967:251). As in most of ancient and modern 

Mesoamerica, cultivation of the avocado by the Pipil

Nicarao was probably on a casual basis, carried out through 

active tending and encouragement of avocado trees native 

to the habitat. 

Other important seed crops probably cultivated by 

the Pipil-Nicarao include the herbs amaranth or bZedo 

(Amaranthus sp.), chipiZin (CrotaZaria Zongirostrata), and 

epazote (Chenopodium nuttaZZiae). The first was mentioned 

but not described by Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 11, eh. 2, 

p. 374). Its leaves may be eaten as greens, and it 

produces small, edible seeds. Amaranth seeds had important 

ceremonial as well as nutritional uses among the preconquest 
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populations of central and southern Mexico (J. D. Sauer 

1950), suggesting similar utilization of the plant by the 

Pipil-Nicarao. Chipilin is an important herb used in 

cooking in Guatemala and El Salvador (Guzman 1975-1976, 

vol. 1:222-223; Standley and Calderon 1941:109; McBryde 

1947:142, 147). It was probably equally important prior to 

the Conquest. Epazote, sometimes known as "Mexican tea," 

like amaranth, produces edible leaves as well as grain. 

All three of these plants are native to the Pipil-Nicarao 

habitat and were probably casually cultivated as well as 

gathered in the wild. 

Root Crops 

While Pipil-Nicarao agriculture was probably based 

primarily on seed crops, root crops, especially manioc or 

yuca (Manihot esculenta), were probably extensively 

cultivated. The importance of yuca to the indigenous 

groups of the Caribbean islands and "certain parts" of the 

Central American mainland was described by Oviedo (1851-

1855:pt. 1, bk. 7, eh. 2, pp. 268-272). Manihot phytoliths 

are reported to have been identified in an excavated soil 

sample from Cihuatan (Bruhns 1980a:74). This evidence, 

while not entirely conclusive, strengthens the case for 

manioc consumption and/or cultivation by the prehistoric 

inhabitants of Cihuatan and other Pipil-Nicarao sites. I 

would speculate that yuca probably held a place in the 
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Pipil-Nicarao diet similar to that which it holds for the 

modern inhabitants of northern Central America. It was 

probably not an essential element of Pipil-Nicarao 

subsistence, as were maize, beans, and squash, but rather 

an important and pleasing starchy supplement. 

The sweet potato or camote (Ipomoea batatas) was 

probably cultivated and consumed by the Pipil-Nicarao in a 

pattern similar to that proposed for yuca. The sweet 

potato was described by Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 7, 

chs. 3-4, pp. 272-274) under the Arawak names aje and 

batata. Other root crops which may have been important in 

the Pipil-Nicarao diet include the 

yam bean or jicama (Pachyrrhizus erosus), and 

the arum quequexque (Xanthosoma spp.) (see Oviedo y Valdes 

[1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 7, eh, 6, pp. 274-275, eh. 19, p. 

286]; Guzman [1975-1976, vol. 1:89-90, 313-317, 319-320]; 

McBryde [1947:140]; and C. O. Sauer [1950:510-513] for 

comments on these genera). 

Cacao 

The word cacao is of immediate Nahua 

origin, derived from cacahuat or cacahuatl, translated by 

Molina (1944:10, reverse) as "cacao bean." With the wealth 

of data from the ethnohistoric sources on Pipil-Nicarao 

cacao production, trade, and consumption, it would be 

possible to go into great detail on these matters. 



Fortunately, however, much detail is not necessary since 

two excellent studies on cacao in ancient Mesoamerica 

(Millon 1955; Bergmann 1969), treating the regions with 

which we are concerned, are available. 
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I will, therefore, offer a brief summary of the 

botanical characteristics and classification of cacao, the 

ecological requirements for its successful cultivation, and 

the relevant ethnohistoric data. Where pertinent, the 

interpretations and conclusions drawn by Millon and 

Bergmann will be incorporated. 

The cultivated cacao tree grows to a height of 

about 4 to 8 m, although in its natural environment it may 

grow much taller (Millon 1955:10). A mature tree ramifies 

at 1 to 1.5 m above the ground, forming a system of three, 

four, or five main branches and numerous secondary branches, 

developing a crown 6 to 8 m in diameter (ibid.). The seed 

pods, which develop on the main branches and the trunk, 

reach a mature size of 12 to 35 cm in length and 5 to 13 cm 

in diameter, containing from 20 to 50 seeds ("beans") in 

longitudinal rows about a center stalk (ibid.). 

The kernel of the cacao bean contains fat, starch, 

sugar, protein, water, and theobromine (Guzman 1975-1976, 

vol. 1:429). The latter substance is an alkaloid which is 

chemically related to and similar in stimulating properties 

to caffeine (Millon 1955:11). In fact, trace amounts of 

caffeine are also found in cacao (ibid.). 
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The genus Theobroma, to which cacao is assigned, 

is divided into 15 or 20 closely related species (ibid.). 

The three major Mesoamerican species are Theobrom a c acao 

(cacao), T. bicolor (pataxte), and T. angustifolia (cus hta ) 

(ibid.). All three are found in the Pipil-Nicarao area 

(Guzman 1975-1976, vol. 1:429-432, 606-607; Standley and 

Calderon 1941:192; McBryde 1947:148), but only T. cacao has 

ever had any commercial importance (Millon 1955:11-14). 

There are three principal cultivated varieties of T. cacao: 

criollo, forastero, and lagarto (ibid., pp. 11-13). The 

latter is sometimes considered a separate species, T. 

pentagona (ibid., p. 12). 

For its successful growth and propagation, cacao 

requires shade and shelter, a warm damp climate, and 

fertile soils (ibid., pp. 14-22). Shade and shelter are 

often provided by the madre aacao (Gliricidia sepium), 

planted beside young cacao trees. Many of the ethnohistoric 

sources on the Pipil-Nicarao commented on the relationship 

between the cacao tree and its "mother" (see the sources 

cited above in the discussion of Gliricidia sepium). 

Another tree often planted as a shade tree for cacao is 

Theobroma bicolor (ibid., p. 20; McBryde 1947:148). As 

Millon (1955:19-20) has pointed out, it is not actually the 

cacao tree itself that requires shade and shelter from 

the sun, but the soil in which the tree is planted. 
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Cacao thrives best in deep, fertile, alluvial soils 

of tropical river valleys which have a mean annual temper

ature of at least 21°C. and a minimum of 1000 mm of annual 

rainfall distributed optimally throughout the year (ibid., 

pp. 14-19). Except in regions with extremely favorable 

subsoil water conditions, cacao cannot naturally tolerate 

a dry season of more than four months in duration, regard

less of the total amount of annual rainfall (ibid., p. 16). 

With the aid of irrigation, cacao can be grown in regions 

that have extended dry seasons (ibid., p. 15; C. O. Sauer 

1950: 539). 

The rainfall patterns of the Pipil-Nicarao area, 

discussed above, would disqualify the area as optimal for 

the production of cacao. Nevertheless, many Pipil-Nicarao 

regions were important in the preconquest production of 

cacao, and cacao was, as in most of Postclassic Mesoamerica, 

probably the most important economic crop in the Pipil

Nicarao area. This is because the cacao bean, by at least 

the beginning of the Postclassic (A.D. 600-900, depending 

on regional differences), and probably even as early as 

the Middle Classic (A.D. 400 [L. Parsons 1967-1969, vol. 2: 

160]), was money to the ancient Mesomericans (Millon 1955: 

159-162, 204-210). It was paid in tribute to powerful 

rulers, and it served as currency for the purchase of 

other commodities. Some authors have even suggested that 
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as early as the terminal Early Preclassic (1200-1000 B.C.), 

cacao had attained high ritual and economic importance in 

Mesoamerica (Shook 1952:99; Thompson 1956:109; Parsons and 

Price 1971:183). While the pan-Mesoamerican economic 

importance of cacao would have made cultivation of the crop 

an attractive pursuit for the Pipil-Nicarao, the lengthy 

dry season of the Pipil-Nicarao area would have necessitated 

irrigation in the region in which it was grown. 

Based on evidence from Juan de Pineda (1925), who 

made a fiscal inspection of Guatemala in 1594 (see comments 

on Pineda in Chapter 3), Millon (1955:Table V) has 

concluded that the Pipil towns of Escuintla (Pineda 1925: 

333-334), Iztapa (ibid., p. 334), and Arnayuca (ibid.), in 

southeastern Guatemala, were possible preconquest centers 

of cacao production (in this and the following paragraphs, 

the citations to documentary sources are at times to 

editions other that those cited by Millon or Bergmann). 

Millon (1955:116) also noted that Pineda (1925:333) reported 

that cacao in the Escuintla region was irrigated in the 

dry season and that Fuentes y Guzman (1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 

2, eh. 3, p. 82) mentioned a canal near Escuintla that drew 

water from the R10 Michatoya to irrigate cacao orchards. 

Bergmann (1969) has studied the distribution of 

aboriginal cacao cultivation in Guatemala and El Salvador 

primarily with data from the 1548-1551 Tasacion de los 
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NaturaZes .•• (see comments on this document under Lopez 

de Velasco in Chapter 3). There is good reason to believe 

that the data on cacao in the Tasacion are a fairly 

accurate reflection of the preconquest distribution of the 

crop (ibid., p. 91). The Pipil region of southeastern 

Guatemala paid relatively little tribute in cacao in the 

mid-sixteenth century, suggesting that it probably was not 

a major center of preconquest cacao production (ibid.). 

There were, however, three significant exceptions, the 

towns of Otasingo, Iztapa, and Amayuca which, in terms of 

a per capita ratio, paid enormously high cacao tributes 

(ibid., pp. 91-92). Bergmann (1969:92) noted Pineda's 

statement (1925:334), written almost half a century after 

the Tasaci6n, that due to population decline in the Iztapa

Amayuca region there were many cacao orchards without 

owners. 

In El Salvador, Millon (1955:Table 6) views the 

Pipil town of Izalco (Benzoni 1857:158; L6pez de Velasco 

1894:296; Garcia de Palacio 1881:15-17; Ciudad Real 1873, 

vol. 1:402-203; Pineda 1925:352; Vazquez de Espinosa 1969: 

pt. 1, bk. 5, eh. 12, p. 155) as a probable center of 

preconquest cacao production. Millon (1955:117) cited the 

figures on cacao production in the Izalco region in the 

late sixteenth century given by Garcia de Palacio (1881:17), 

observing that an increase in total production had been 

brought about by the Spaniards. The possibility that the 

J 
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Spaniards introduced cacao into the Izalco region is 

considered and rejected by Millon (1955:72) on the basis of 

a description by Garcia de Palacio (1881:16) of religious 

ceremonies connected with cacao planting performed by the 

Izalco Pipil. Millon (1955:72) concluded that "if cacao 

cultivation had penetrated so deeply into the culture of 

these Indians that religious ceremonies were connected with 

it, it seems highly probable that it was cultivated in 

pre-Conquest times." Since the ceremonies in question may, 

however, have been general agricultural rituals that were 

extended to cacao after its possible postconquest intro

duction, Millon (ibid.) hesitated to regard Izalco as a 

known center of preconquest cacao production. 

While Millon is to be adMired for his caution on 

this issue, a document that he did not consider helps to 

establish the Izalco region as a certain preconquest region 

of cacao production. This is one of the two Pipil tribute 

lists described and illustrated by Fuentes y Guzman (1932-

1933:pt. 2, bk. 2, eh. 11, p. 109). As discussed in 

Chapter 3, this document probably dates to a preconquest 

time, and it details in glyphic form the tributes paid to 

one of the Pipil towns in the Sonsonate region (Izalco is 

located 1.5 km from Sonsonate). Among the items enumerated 

is cacao. 

According to the 1548-1551 Tasacion de Zos 
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Naturales ..• , Izalco and several other Pipil towns in 

the Izalco region were assessed very high tribut es in cacao 

in the mid-sixteenth century (Bergmann 1969:92). The most 

heavily assessed towns in western El Salvador were Izalco, 

Nahulingo, Tacuzcalco, Ciguateocan (Santa Ana), (Santa 

Catarina) Masahuat, Ahuachapan, and Guaymango (ibid., Table 

1). If cacao had not been produced in these towns prior to 

the Conquest, it seems unlikely that the Spaniards would 

have been able to collect such substantial amounts of cacao 

in tribute only 25 years after the Conquest and less than 

20 years after their pacification of the region (ibid., pp. 

92-93). 

In the opinion of Millon - (1955:Table 6), the 

following towns of western El Salvador may be regarded as 

possible centers of preconquest cacao production: Nahulingo 

(Pineda 1925:336), Caluco (ibid.), Gueymoco (Armenia) 

(Garcia de Palacio 1881:15; Pineda 1925:352-353), 

Ahuachapan (Pineda 1925:352), and a town near Santa Ana 

(Ciudad Real 1873, vol. 1:324). In the latter town Ciudad 

Real (ibid.) reported that the cacao orchards were irrigated 

from a nearby arroyo. 

There are no ethnohistoric data that would indicate 

that central El Salvador produced cacao in preconquest 

times. This region probably specialized in the production 

of other commodities which could have been traded for 
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cacao. As discussed previously, this region was probably 

strong in the preconquest production of indigo dye, and a 

prehistoric dye-textile industry is a very good possibility 

as one of the principal economic bases of the Pipil towns 

of this region. Garcia de Palacio (1881:33), Ciudad Real 

(1873, vol. 1:328), Pineda (1925:353), and Vazquez de 

Espinosa (1969:pt. 1, bk. 5, eh. 12, p. 156) reported 

cacao cultivation in the Nonualcos region of central El 

Salvador in· the late sixteenth and early seventeenth 

centuries. Garcia de Palacio (1881:33), whose tour of the 

Pipil region was probably made in 1573-1574, stated quite 

explicitly that cacao had been recently intr0duced to the 

Nonualcos region. 

In Nicaragua, preconquest cacao production appears 

to have been limited to the Nicarao regions of the Pacific 

side of the country. Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 

4, pp. 60-61) stated iri no uncertain terms that the Nicarao 

had introduced cacao into Nicaragua and that the Chorotega 

did not cultivate cacao. Lopez de Gomara (1946:283), a 

secondary source on the Nicarao, was surely confused when 

he stated the opposite. Herrera y Tordesillas (1934-1957: 

dee. 3, bk. 4, eh. 7, p. 395), following Gomara, made the 

same mistake. 

Millon (1955:Table 7) considers the Rivas region of 

southwest Nicaragua (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, 
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bk. 42, eh. 4, p. 61) and the town of Tecoatega (ibid., 

eh. 11, pp. 93-94) to be known centers of Precol umbian 

cacao cultivation. However, Millon (1955:Table 7) was 

uncertain of the location of Tecoatega, and he mistakenly 

assumed that it was a town of the Rivas Isthmus. The 

Nicarao town of Tecoatega, which Oviedo often visited (see 

below), is located in the modern Department of Chinandega, 

in northwest Nicaragua (Radell - 1969:40). It was rechrist

ened by the Spaniards "Villa de la Purisima Concepcion de 

Nuestra Senora de El Viejo" and is now called simply El 

Viejo (ibid.). 

On the basis of statements by Lopez de Velasco 

(1894:317-318, 321, 323) that cacao was cultivated in the 

1570s in the regions of Leon and Granada, Millon (1955: 

Table 7) regards these regions as possible centers of 

preconquest cacao production. Bergmann (1969:95) has 

noted that the 1548-1551 Tasacion indicated minor cacao 

cultivation in the Leon and Granada regions. The length 

of the dry season in Pacific Nicaragua indicates that 

irrigation would have been necessary for cacao cultivation 

by the Nicarao (Millon 1955:76). 

There is evidence that while, as in most of Post

classic Mesoamerica, cacao served as currency among the 

Nicarao (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 8, eh. 30, 

p. 316; pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 1, p. 37), it may not have been 



769 

a major item of trade as it was among the Pipil and other 

Mesoamerican groups to the north of the Nioarao. Bergmann 

(1969:95) has pointed out that in the entire area covered 

by the Tasacion de los Naturales ... , only in Nicaragua 

was cacao tribute assessed in the Spanish units of fanegas, 

almudes, and celemines rather than in the native units of 

zontles (400 cacao beans) and xiquipiles (20 zontles). 

These units were in common use throughout Mesoamerica 

except in Nicaragua, and their use by the Pipil was discus

sed by Garcfa de Palacio (1881:17), Vazquez de Espinosa 

(1969:pt. 1, bk. 5, eh. 12, pp. 155-156), and Fuentes 

y Guzman (1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 2, eh. 11, pp. 108-109; bk. 

4, eh. 13, p. 221). In fact, the word jiquipil (xiquipil) 

is used metaphorically in modern Salvadoran Spanish to 

indicate abundance (Geoffroy Rivas 1975:88). On the other 

hand, Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 8, eh. 30, pp. 315-321), 

in his lengthy discussion of cacao in Nicaragua, did not 

mention the use of zontles and xiquipiles. Bergmann (1969: 

95) infers from this evidence that there was no commercial 

movement of cacao in preconquest Nicaragua and hence no 

necessity for such units of measure. 

Not only was cacao a medium of exchange for the 

Pipil-Nicarao, but it was also consumed as a beverage 

(chocolate) by wealthy, high-status members of society. 

Among the Pipil, consumption of chocolate was regulated by 
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sumptuary rules. Garcia de Palacio (1881:15-16) reported 

that no one unless he were "a cacique, a great lord, or a 

brave warrior" was permitted to drink the beverage. Among 

the Nicarao, chocolate consumption appears to have been 

regulated not by sumptuary rules but purely by the 

expensiveness of cacao. Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 8, 

eh. 30, p. 317) stated in effect that commoners simply 

could not afford a taste for the beverage, whereas nobles, 

who controlled cacao production, drank it freely (cf. 

Millon 1955:168). 

Ancient Mesoamerican chocolate was not usually the 

sweet beverage with which the modern world is familiar. 

Various ancient methods of preparing cacao beverages have 

been summarized from the documentary sources by Millon 

(1955:163-167). While honey was sometimes used as a 

sweetener (Ciudad Real 1873, vol. 1:296), the drink was more 

often flavored with chilies which gave it a bitter, piquant 

taste, perhaps accounting for Benzoni's (1857:150) amusing 

and impertinent remark that it seemed "more suited for pigs 

than for men." One of the best descriptions of ancient 

chocolate preparation is by Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 8, 

eh. 30, p. 318) who reported that the cacao beans were 

dried in the sun, roasted, and ground on metates. The 

beans were ground four or five times, and each time a 

little water was added. The final product was a thick 
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paste which was formed into small cakes. To make the 

beverage, a bit of cacao paste was mixed with water in a 

gourd vessel, and achiote was added for color, "so that the 

drink would look like blood" (ibid.). Before it was drunk, 

the beverage was rapidly passed from one gourd vessel to 

another in order to create a froth on the surface. 

Tobacco 

There are two cultivated species of tobacco in 

Mesoarnerica, Nicotiana tabacum and Nicotiana rustica (C. O. 

Sauer 1950:522-523: Mangelsdorf et al. 1964:440). The 

latter is native to Mesoarnerica, and the former is thought 

to have originated in South America, but it may have 

diffused northward prior to the Conquest. N. rustica is 

three to four times higher in nicotine content, and thus 

has greater narcotic properties, than N. tabacum. This 

fact probably accounts for the use of N. rustica by 

indigenous American groups in ceremonial contexts rather 

than for pleasure (C. O. Sauer 1950:523: Mangelsdorf et al. 

1964:440). 

While the smoking of tobacco in cigars was a 

generalized Mesoarnerican trait, in which the Pipil-Nicarao 

probably shared, I know of no specific mention in the early 

ethnohistoric sources of the use of toabacco by the Pipil 

or the Nicarao. With reference to the Chorotega, Oviedo 

(1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 11, p. 96) gave an excellent 
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description of the method of rolling a cigar, and he 

stated that tobacco was cultivated "with great diligence" 

(ibid.). Fuentes y Guzman (1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 5, eh. 7, 

p. 261) discussed tobacco cultivation in the Acasaguastlan 

region of Guatemala in the late seventeenth century, but 

the seeds for these plants, he stated, had been brought 

from Cuba. Perhaps the best evidence for prehistoric 

tobacco cultivation and smoking among the Pipil-Nicarao is 

a myth recorded in Izalco by Schultze-Jena (1935:20). Tnis 

myth involves the "rain boys" placing fireflies on the ends 

of their cigars in order to deceive the rain god into 

thinking that the cigars were burning all night long. A 

similar myth is recorded in the Popol Vuh (Recinos 1947:161; 

Edmonson 1971:113). There is no doubt that this myth is 

preconquest in origin. 

The word "tobacco" is Arawak in origin (Oviedo y 

Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 11, p. 96). The Nahuat 

word for the plant is yat or piciet (Arauz 1961:261; 

Schultze-Jena 1935:6), cognate with the Nahuatl forms yetl 

and picietZ. Citing the sixteenth-century botanist 

Hernandez, c. o. Sauer (1950:523) pointed out that the name 

yetl was applied by the Aztecs to a number of unrelated 

medicinal (narcotic?) plants. 

Coca 

Sauer's observation holds true for the Nicarao as 



773 

well as the Aztec, for coca (ErythroxyZon coca) was 

reported by Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 6, eh. 20, pp. 

206-207) to have been widely used by the aboriginal 

inhabitants of Nicaragua, where it was known by the Nahuat 

name yaat. Oviedo's description of the preparation of the 

leaves which were ground in a gourd vessel with lime and 

the effects of the plant (relief from thirst and fatigue) 

leave no doubt that yaat was coca. Oviedo (ibid., pt. 2, 

bk. 29, eh. 21, p. 106) also stated that Gil Gonzalez 

Davila chided the Nicarao telling them that the Spaniards, 

even though they did not use yaat, were superior to the 

Indians in strength and endurance. There is no evidence of 

the use of coca by the Pipil, and Nicaragua would appear to 

be the northern limit of this Andean cultural trait. 

Cotton 

The cultivation of cotton (Gossypium hirsutum) and 

the production of woven cotton textiles were probably an 

important economic base for many Pipil-Nicarao communities. 

Fuentes y Guzman (for example, 1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 3, eh. 

5, p. 126; see further citations in the discussion of 

clothing, below) made repeated references to the fine cotton 

clothing worn by Pipil nobles. In the early 1570s, Lopez 

de Velasco (1894:293) stated that cotton was an important 

product of the San Salvador region. In 1594, Pineda (1925: 

352, 353) reported that the Salvadoran towns of Ahuachapan, 
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Gueymoco (Armenia), and Tecoluca specialized in the 

production of cotton mantles and skirts. Oviedo (1851-

1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 1, p. 36) reported that in 

Nicaragua there was "a great abundance of cotton, and much 

good clothing made from it, and the Indian women of the 

land spin and weave it; and it is an annual crop, for each 

year they sow and pick it.'' L6pez de Velasco (1894:317-

318, 321) indicated the regions surrounding Leon and 

Granada in Nicaragua as especially important in the 

production of cotton. In the early seventeenth century, 

Vazquez de Espinosa (1969:pt. 1, bk. 5, eh. 25, p. 170) 

reported that the Pacific region of Nicaragua produced 

very good cotton. Further ethnohistoric references to 

cotton, the weaving industry, cotton clothing, and quilted 

cotton armor among the Pipil-Nicarao may be found below in 

the discussions of social organization, warfare, and 

clothing. 

Miksicek (1979:6; Miksicek et al. 1980) has 

suggested that the production of cotton may have been an 

important element of the economic base of the prehistoric 

inhabitants of Cihuatan. This hypothesis finds some 

support in Miksicek's (1979:Table 1) tentative identifica

tion of two cotton seeds from a structure in the San 

Dieguito barrio of Cihuatan, and the fairly common 

occurrence of spindle whorls at the site. In El Salvador 

today, the Usulutan and San Miguel regions are the most 
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important for cotton cultivation, while the Central Basin 

region is largely given over to the cultivation of sugar 

cane. As recently as 1950, however, the Central Basin was 

a minor but important region of cotton cultivation 

(Loenholdt 1955:56). 

Maguey 

The century plant or maguey (Agave spp.) is a plant 

with a multitude of uses. Among the most important products 

products that it supplies are food, drink, and fiber (C. E. 

Smith 1967:250). The maguey is much more a Mexican than a 

Central American plant. Citing Standley (1926), McBryde 

(1947:142) noted 170 species of Agave in Mexico. Standley 

and Calderon (1925:50-51) listed eight species in El 

Salvador, five of which they regarded as native and three 

as having been introduced from Mexico or Guatemala. While 

several species of Agave were probably imported from 

Mexico to northern Central America after the Conquest 

(McBryde 1947:142; cf. Ciudad Real 1873, vol. l:421), the 

possibility of a preconquest introduction of some species 

by the Pipil-Nicarao is also worth considering. 

Fuentes y Guzman (1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 3, eh. 5, p. 

126) reported that Pipil commoners wore clothing of maguey 

fiber, as they were prohibited from wearing cotton garments. 

Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 7, eh. 10, pp. 277-278; eh. 11, 

pp. 278-279; bk. 11, eh. 11, pp. 384-385) described and 
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detailed the uses, especially in cordage, of several 

plants of the amaryllis family (which includes Agave): 

maguey, henequen, and cabuya . The latter is either a 

species of Aga ve or a member of the genus Furcraea (Guzman 

1975-1976, vol. 1:664). Elsewhere, Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 3, 

bk. 42, eh. 12, p. 106) stated that great amounts of very 

good cabuya and henequen were produced in Nicaragua. 

Apparently, A. atrovirens, which is the species 

that yields the refreshing beverage agua miel and its 

fermented, mildly intoxicating variety, pulque, which was 

(and is) very popular among indigenous groups of central 

and southern Mexico, was never introduced into the Pipil

Nicarao area. There is no mention in the relevant ethno

historic sources of pulque among the Pipil-Nicarao. For 

the most part, chicha (fermented maize beer) and other mild 

intoxicants such as palm wine seem to have taken the place 

of pulque among the prehistoric Mexican groups of Central 

America. 

One of the most important Central American species 

of Agave is A. letonae, which is native to eastern El 

Salvador (Standley and Calderon 1925:51). It is currently 

cultivated on a large scale in that region and was probably 

an important aboriginal cultigen as well. 

Nopal 

The prickly pear, nopal, or tuna (Opuntia spp.) and 
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the cochineal cactus, nopaZ, or tuna (Nopalea 

cocheniZZifera), which yield a red fruit (tuna), with the 

possible exception of one spec~es (ibid., p. 158), are not 

native to the Pipil-Nicarao habitat, and they were probably 

not introduced into the area until the mid-sixteenth 

century (McBryde 1947:142-143). Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 1, 

bk. 8, eh. 28, pp. 313-315) described the tuna, but he made 

no mention of the cactus in Central America. The cochineal 

cactus, of great importance in preconquest Mexico as the 

host plant for the cochineal insect which produces a 

scarlet dye (grana), was introduced to Central America by 

the Spaniards in an atbempt to expand the cochineal 

industry (McBryde 1947:142-143). 

Pineapple 

There is no doubt that the pineapple or pina 

(Ananus comosus) was cultivated in Mexico and Central 

America long before the Conquest (McBryde 1947:141; C. O. 

Sauer 1950:525-526). Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 7, eh. 

14, pp. 280-283) was much impressed with the flavor of the 

pineapple, and he gave a detailed description of the plant. 

He mentioned three cultivated varieties and stated that 

there were a number of wild varieties in the West Indies 

as well as in Tierra Firme (ibid., p. 283). He held the 

opinion that the pineapples of the mainland were better 

than those of the islands (ibid.). Among the wild 
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varieties to which Oviedo referred were probably the 

pinuela (Bromelia karatas) and the pina de garrobo (B. 

pinguin), both of which occur wild in El Salvador and are 

commonly cultivated as hedge plants (Standley and 

Calderon 1925:46; Daugherty 1969:210). 

The Nahuat word for pineapple is matza (Arauz 1960: 

253), cognate with Nahuatl matzatli (Molina 1944:53, 

reverse). McBryde (1947:141) has noted that this linguistic 

evidence, "coupled with west-coast Central American varietal 

diversity and good climatic adaptation (wet savanna), 

occasional naturalization, and the presence of a wild 

relative, supports the possibility of Central American or 

Mexican origin" for the pineapple. As well as being eaten 

as a fruit, the pineapple and its relatives were probably 

important to the Pipil-Nicarao for the making of wine and 

fiber (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 7, eh. 14, p. 

283; Guzman 1975-1976, vol. 1:238). The pinuela and the 

pina de garrobo were probably used also, as they are today 

in the area, as living fences. 

Izote 

Another important hedge plant, and the final plant 

to be discussed here, which occurs in the Pipil-Nicarao area 

is yucca or izote (Yucca elephantipes). Izote is commonly 

found throughout northern Central America planted along 

roadsides and property lines (ibid., p. 264; Standley and 
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Calderon 1925:50; McBryde 1947:148; C. O. Sauer 1950:542; 

Daugherty 1969:210). The plant bears an edible flower 

which has a slightly bitter, very pleasant taste. As 

Standley (1924:325) noted, "the ample panicles of creamy 

blossoms are seldom left to attain perfection, but are 

nearly always cut when tender, and fried with eggs and 

eaten." Guzm~n (1975-1976, vol. 1:264-265) emphasized the 

value of the yucca plant for its fine, smooth, resistant 

fiber. Izote is not native to the Pipil-Nicarao habitat, 

and Standley hypothesized that it was imported to the area 

from Veracruz in preconquest times {Standley and Calderon 

1925:50; McBryde 1947:148). This suggestion, if correct, 

raises the possibility that izote was introduced into 

Central America by the Pipil-Nicarao. 

Agricultural Practices 

A certain amount of limited information on Pipil

Nicarao agricultural practices is found in the ethnohistoric 

sources, and general patterns are not beyond conjecture. 

It is fairly clear from the foregoing discussion of 

natural vegetation and cultivated plants that two types 

of cultivation were practiced by the Pipil-Nicarao. Useful 

native plants of the Pipil-Nicarao habitat, such as the 

avocado, morro, amate, various palms, and many others 

discussed above, were cultivated through active tending and 

encouragement. Other plants, native and imported, 
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domesticated and semi-domesticated, were cultivated on a 

more formal basis in gardens, orchards, and hedge rows. 

Seed crops, especially maize, beans, and squash, were 

probably the basis of Pipil-Nicarao subsistence, but root 

crops, particularly manioc, may have played an important 

subsidiary role. 

Dry farming was probably the predominant form of 

miZpa cultivation among the Pipil-Nicarao. There is 

archaeological evidence, however, which suggests that 

irrigation was practiced in central El Salvador as early 

as the Late Preclassic (Earnest 1976). Irrigation was 

certainly known to the Pipil-Nicarao. Oviedo (1851-1855: 

pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 12, pp. 104-105) reported that in 

Pacific Nicaragua, when the rainy season was late in 

arriving, the Indians planted a specially selected 40-day 

maize and irrigated it. As previously noted, cacao 

cultivation in the Pipil-Nicarao area would have been 

dependent on irrigation, and the irrigation of cacao 

orchards in the area was reported by several of the 

documentary sources. Particularly important is Fuentes y 

Guzman (1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 2, eh. 3, p. 82) mention of 

an irrigation canal near Escuintla, Guatemala. At 

present, there is no archaeological evidence for Post

classic irrigation canal systems in the Pipil-Nicarao area. 

Harlan et al. (1980:17) have suggested that pot irrigation 
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may have been practiced at Cihuatan during the dry season. 

Turning to Cihuatan and Santa Mar{a specifically, 

these sites, although quite large in spatial extent, do 

not manifest the traits of tightly nucleated, compact 

urban centers. Their spatial extent could, then, possibly 

be explained by the practice of dooryard farming. The 

extensive terraces which are one of the most prominent 

features of Cihuatan (Chapter 1) may have served a dual 

purpose as both residential and agricultural land. A wide 

expanse of fertile land is found on the basin floor below 

Cihuatan. This land is currently devoted to the extensive 

cultivation of sugar cane; it was probably also extensively 

farmed by the Postclassic inhabitants of Cihuatan. Harlan 

et al. (1980:15) have speculated that maize was cultivated 

on the basin floor during the rainy season and that cotton 

was grown there during the dry season. 

Fauna 

Just as cultural activities have had a profound 

impact on the natural vegetation of the Pipil-Nicarao 

habitat, the fauna of the area has been subjected to a 

long history of human interference and is presently in a 

depauperate state. Habitat alteration and hunting pressure 

have seriously reduced or eliminated most large, non-human 

mammals that once roamed the area, and many forms of bird, 
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fish, reptile, and amphibian wildlife have also been 

depleted or exterminated (Daugherty 1969:158-160, 217-224; 

1972; Healy 1980:15-16). 

The natural fauna of the Pipil-Nicarao area (and 

all of Central America) is essentially Neotropical in 

character (Gilmore 1950:348-349; Stuart 1964:340-345; 

Daugherty 1969:53-55). The Neotropical region extends 

south from the Sonoran (Mexican) transitional zone, 

exclusive of the central Mexican plateau, as far as the 

temperate and subantarctic zones of South America. 

Relatively complete discussions and summaries of the 

nature, distribution, and composition of Central American 

fauna are by Gilmore (1950), Stuart (1964), and Daugherty 

(1969:53-69, 94-95, 125-126, 158-160, 217-224; 1972). 

Goodland (1973:42-54) has discussed the fauna of the 

Central Basin of El Salvador with special emphasis on 

endangered species. 

The following discussion is concerned with the 

faunal taxa of northern Central America which were of 

economic, ritual, or artistic importance to the Pipil

Nicarao. Attention is focused primarily on the useful 

mammals, birds, and fish of the Pipil-Nicarao area, but 

reptiles, amphibians, mollusks, crustaceans, and insects 

will also be mentioned and briefly discussed. A brief 

discussion of the domesticated animals of the Pipil-Nicarao 

will follow that of the feral species. 
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There is a great deal of ethnohistoric and zoogeo

graphic evidence as well as a certain amount of recent 

archaeological evidence which indicates that the Pipil

Nicarao area was once rich in faunal resources that were 

exploited by the native inhabitants of the area. A number 

of early ethnohistoric sources described or commented on 

the animals of the Pipil-Nicarao area. These include 

Andagoya (1945:405-406), Oviedo y Valdes (1851-1855:pt. 1, 

bk. 12, chs. 1-29, 31-39, pp. 389-422; bk. 13, chs. 1-10, 

pp. 424-438; bk. 14, chs. 1-10, pp. 439-448; bk. 15, chs. 

1-8, pp. 450-461; pt. 2, bk. 29, eh. 21, pp. 110-111; pt. 

3, bk. 41, eh. 4, p. 33; bk. 42, eh. 1, p. 36; eh. 4, pp. 

63-64; eh. 12, pp. 104, 108; and passim), Garcia de Palacio 

(1881:9-12, 19-20, 23-25, 32-35, 40), Ciudad Real (1873, 

vol. 1:327, 346, 358-359, 364, 378-380, 382, 384, 398, 405-

406), Pineda (1925:333-334, 336, 352-353), Vazquez de 

Espinosa (1969:pt. 1, bk. 5, chs. 12-13, 15, 27, 30, pp. 

155-157, 159, 172, 175-176), arid Fuentes y Guzman (1932-

1933:pt. 2, bk. 2, chs. 2-3, 6, pp. 77, 82-84, 94, 95; bk. 

3, eh. 14, pp. 161-162; bk. 4, eh. 13, pp. 222-223; bk. 5, 

eh. 6, p. 257; and passim). The data from these sources 

may be correlated with the zoogeographic and archaeological 

evidence to obtain a fairly clear picture of Pipil-Nicarao 

f~unal utilization as well as hunting and fishing practices. 
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Mammals 

The ethnohistoric sources are in agreement that a 

number of mammalian taxa were exploited by the Pipil

Nicarao and their neighbors. The mammals most frequently 

mentioned by the documentary sources on the Pipil-Nicarao 

are listed in Table 19. Almost all of the pertinent 

sources reported an abundance of deer in northern Central 

America (Andagoya 1945:405; Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 1, 

bk.12, eh. 19, pp. 408-409; pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 12, p. 104; 

Garcia de Palacio 1881:19, 34; Pineda 1925:333-334, 336; 

Vazquez de Espinosa 1969:pt. 1, bk. 5, chs. 13, 15, 16, 27, 

pp. 156-157, 160, 172; Fuentes y Guzman 1932-1933:pt. 2, 

bk. 2, eh. 6, p. 95). Most of these statements probably 

refer to the white-tailed deer (Odocoileus virginianus), 

although some may refer to the smaller bracket deer (Mazama 

americana) (see Hall and Kelson 1959:1007-1014; Stuart 1964: 

316, 320). Both genera were once common but have been 

exterminated in the area (Daugherty 1969:87-88, 158, 159, 

217, Table 35; Healy 1980:15). 

Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 12, eh. 19, pp. 408-

409; pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 13, p. 110) noted the Nahuat name 

for "deer", mazat, and reported that deer hunting was a 

sport in which the Nicarao nobility engaged (see discussion 

of nobility, below). It is unclear whether deer hunting 

among the Nicarao was limited to a noble pastime or if it 

was also an important subsistence activity. White-tailed 
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Table 19. Mammals of the Pipil-Nicarao Area Most Frequently 
Mentioned by the Ethnohistoric Sources 

Zoological Name 

Odocoileus virginianus 

Sylvilagus floridanus 

Tapirus bairdii 

Tayassu tajacu 

Tay as su pecari 

Alouatta villosa 

AteZes geoffroyi 

Sciurus sp. 

Myrmecophaga tridactyla 

Dasypus novemcinctus 

Felis onca 

Felis concoZor 

Felis pardalis 

Felis wiedii 

FeZis yagouaroundi 

Ganis Zatrans 

Vernacular 

venado de cola blanca, 
ciervo (white-tailed deer) 

conejo (cottontail rabbit) 

danta (tapir) 

puerco montes, coche de 
monte, jabali (collared pecary) 

puerco montes, cuche de 
monte, jaguilla (white-lipped 
peccary) 

mono aullador {howler monkey) 

mono arana (spider monkey) 

ardilla (tree squirrel) 

oso hormiguero (anteater) 

encubertado, armadillo 

tigre, jaguar 

leon, puma (cougar, mountain 
lion) 

ocelote, manigordo pardalis 
(ocelot) 

caucelo tigrillo (margay) 

gato zonto (jaguanandi) 

coyote 

Based on the ethnohistoric sources cited in the text and 
Hall and Kelson (1959), Stuart (1964), Daqgherty (1969: 
Table 13), and Goodland (1973:44-46). 



786 

deer bones comprise the majority of the faunal remains from 

the Santa Isabel "A" site in the Isthmus of Rivas reported 

by Pohl and Healy (1980:288-289). The advanced age 

characteristics of many of the white-tailed deer remains 

from this site suggest to these authors that deer in the 

Isthmus of Rivas were not under pressure during the Late 

Polychrome period (A.D. 1200-1500), that is, the time of 

Nicarao occupation of the isthmus (ibid., p. 289). They 

regard this pattern as evidence that the Nicarao observed 

regulations on deer hunting. Although Oviedo reported that 

Nicarao nobles were particularly fond of deer hunting, he 

did not state that commoners were prohibited from the same 

activity. 

Garcia de Palacio (1881:19, 34) reported deer herds 

in the Tacuba Range of the coastal mountains of El Salvador 

and in the vicinity of Lake Guija. Palacio (1881:40-41) 

also described a Pipil hunting ritual practiced in Asuncion 

Mita which involved the sacrifice of a deer. The deer 

occupied a prominent place in Pipil secular mythology 

(Schultze-Jena 1935), and the wheeled figurines of 

Cihuatan quite often depict deer (Boggs 1972). 

Because the white-tailed deer thrives in disturbed 

environments and can withstand hunting pressure (Hall and 

Kelson 1959:1007; Flannery 19~8:73; Daugherty 1969:126), 

it was probably one of the most important game animals 
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available to the Pipil-Nicarao. Cit~ng Oviedo (1959:29), 

who described the drive as an important aboriginal Central 

American hunting method, Pohl and Healy (1980:290) think 

that driving and culling may have been a common Nicarao 

technique of deer hunting. Pipil-Nicarao deer hunting was 

probably a common activity during the early to middle 

months of the dry season, a time when agricultural 

activities would have been at a lull (Flannery 1968:82; 

Daugherty 1969:94). 

The cottontail rabbit (Sylvilagus floridanus) was 

probably another important game animal to the Pipil-Nicarao. 

Modern lagomorph distributions (Hall and Kelson 1959:259-

263) indicate that this was probably the species referred 

to by the ethnohistoric sources on the Pipil-Nicarao who 

mentioned rabbits (Oviedo ·y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 12, 

eh. 22, p. 411; pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 12, p. 104; Lopez de 

Velasco 1894:296; Pineda 1925:333). This animal still 

survives in diminished numbers in Central America (Daugherty 

1969:Table 35). Cottontails could have been hunted on a 

year-round basis by the Pipil-Nicarao, and they were 

probably often taken with traps or throwing sticks (see 

Flannery 1968:73-74). A man with good reflexes can capture 

a cottontail with his bare hands, and I have witnessed this 

hunting technique at Cihuatan. Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 1, 

bk. 12, eh. 22, p. 411) reported that in Nicaragua rabbit 
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meat was often preserved as jerky. 

Tapirs (Tapirus bairdii) and peccaries (Taya ssu 

tajacu, T. pecari) of the Pipil-Nicarao area were mentioned 

or described by Oviedo y Valdes (1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 12, 

chs. 11, 20, pp. 405-406, 409; pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 12, p. 

104), Garcia de Palacio (1881:19), Ciudad Real (1873, vol. 

1:346-347), Vazquez de Espinosa (1969:pt. 1, bk. 5, eh. 13, 

p. 157), and Fuentes y Guzman (1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 2, eh. 

6, p. 95). Later but equally interesting accounts of the 

peccary, its habits, and habitat are by Belt (1874:30) and 

Brigham (1887:370). Although they have been exterminated, 

these ungulates were endemic to the Pipil-Nicarao area 

(Hall and Kelson 1959:993-998), and they were probably an 

important source of meat and hides for the Pipil, the 

Nicarao, and other indigenous groups of Central America. 

Garcia de Palacio (1881:19) reported large numbers of 

tapirs in the Tacuba Range of the coastal mountains of El 

Salvador. Pohl and Healy (1980:Table 18) have reported 

archaeological peccary remains from the Isthmus of Rivas in 

Nicaragua. 

Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 12, eh. 20, p. 409) 

and Ciudad Real (1873, vol. 1:346-347) described sixteenth

century aboriginal techniques for peccary hunting in 

Central America. According to these authorities, the 

safest method was to ambush the animals from a tree or 



789 

high rock. Ciudad Real noted that peccaries were called 

zenzoncoyametZ in Nahuatl, 11 because they go abou t in 

squadrons of four hundred" (ibid.). This word may be 

translated precisely as "400 pigs" (Molina 1944:18, obverse; 

24, obverse). In this case, as so often in Nahua thought, 

the number 400 was a metaphor for "many." The collared 

peccary actually travels in bands of 25 individuals or 

more, and the white-lipped peccary roams in herds of 50-100 

or more (Hall and Kelson 1959:995, 998). The gregarious 

behavior of these animals makes it possible and easy for 

the skilled hunter to take several individuals at once 

(Ciudad Real 1873, vol. 1:347). Due to the limited 

cruising range of the collared peccary relative to that of 

the white-lipped peccary, the former was probably a more 

dependable food source than the latter (Gilmore 1950:382-

383) . 

Among the primates, two monkeys, the howler monkey 

(AZouatta viZZosa) and the spider monkey (AteZes geoffroyi), 

were once common in more heavily forested regions of 

Central America. Both genera survived in the area until 

fairly recently. The howler monkey has been exterminated in 

in northern Central America, while the spider monkey may 

still survive in very small numbers (Daugherty 1 969:159). 

These creatures attracted the attention of Oviedo y 

Valdes (1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 12, chs. 26, 39, pp. 414-416, 

422), Vazquez de Espinosa (1969:pt. 1, bk. 5, chs. 16, 27, 
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pp. 160, 172), and Fuentes y Guzman (1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 

2, eh. 6, p. 95) as well as Belt (1874:117-118) and 

Brigham (1887:370). Monkeys were probably of significance 

to the Pipil-Nicarao for meat and as pets. They were most 

likely hunted with the bow and arrow. Pohl and Healy 

(1980:Table 18) have reported osteological remains of a 

spider monkey from the Santa Isabel "A" site in the Isthmus 

of Rivas, Nicaragua. Another primate utilized for food by 

Pipil and the Nicarao was the human being (Homo sa piens). 

The fragmentary human remains from Cihuatan, discussed in 

Chapter 1, probably refer to cannabalized individuals. 

Cannibalism among the Pipil-Nicarao is treated below in 

the discussion of religion (cf. Lothrop 1926, vol. 1:11, 35; 

Stone 1966:220, 231; Pohl and Healy 1980:291-292). 

The tree squirrel (Sciurus sp.) of northern Central 

America was mentioned or described by Oviedo y Valdes (1851-

1855:pt. 1, bk. 12, eh. 28, p. 417), Vazquez de Espinosa 

(1969:pt. 1, bk. 5, chs. 16, 27, pp. 160, 172), and Fuentes 

y Guzman (1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 2, eh. 6, p. 95). The 

animal still survives but is rare in the Pipil-Nicarao area 

today. It may have been of minor importance for meat to 

the Pipil-Nicarao. 

The anteater (Myrmecophaga tridactyla) was regarded 

as a very strange animal by the earliest Europeans who 

visited the Pipil-Nicarao area. It was described in detail 
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by Oviedo y Valdes (1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 12, eh. 21, pp. 

409-411) and by Garcia de Palacio (1881:19) and mentioned 

by Vazquez de Espinosa (1969:pt. 1, bk. 5, eh. 13, p. 157). 

The anteater no longer exists in the Pipil-Nicarao area. 

It persisted in El Salvador as recently as the 1920s 

(Daugherty 1969:Table 35). Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 12, 

eh. 21, p. 409) reported that anteaters were hunted with 

dogs and killed with clubs, but he stated that its flesh 

was eaten only to counter starvation (ibid., p. 410). The 

anteater may have been utilized for hides by the Pipil

Nicarao. 

The armadillo (Dasypus novemcinctus), in contrast, 

was praised by Oviedo (ibid., eh. 23, pp. 411-412) for the 

delectable taste of its flesh. Stuart (1964:318) has 

stated that armadillo meat "is highly esteemed as fbod, and 

I prefer it to that of all other game animals in the region 

region." In addition to the animal's importance as a food 

source, the carapace of the armadillo makes useful 

containers (Gilmore 1950:369). The Pipil-Nicarao may have 

hunted the armadillo with nets (see Oviedo y Valdes 1851-

1855:pt. 1, bk. 12, eh. 23, p. 412) or they could also have 

taken the animal by hand (Gilmore 1950:369). The armadillo 

survives in the Pipil-Nicarao area in diminshed numbers 

(Daugherty 1969:Table 35). 

No less than five species of cats were once common 
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in the area. These are the jaguar (Felis onc a ), the 

cougar (F. conco lor), the ocelot (F. pardalis), the margay 

(F. wiedii), and the jaguarundi (F. ya gouaroundi ). The 

first three, and especially the jaguar, were of great 

ethnozoological importance not only to the Pipil-Nicarao 

but to virtually all indigenous Mesoamericans. These 

felids were described by Oviedo y Valdes (1851-1855:pt. 1, 

bk. 12, chs. 10, 12-14, pp. 401-407) and mentioned by 
, 

Vazquez de Espinosa (1969:pt. 1, bk. 5, chs. 13, 15, 16, 

pp. 157, 159, 160) and Fuentes y Guzman (1932-1933:pt. 2, 

bk. 2, eh. 6, p. 95). The latter source also reported that 

Pipil warriors of high rank wore garments of jaguar skin 

(ibid., bk. 3, eh. 5, p. 126; see discussion of clothing, 

below). These warriors likely associated their own 

skills and qualities with the jaguar's ferocity, intelli

gence, and agility. The jaguar was a favorite subject of 

Pipil zoomorphic effigies. Jaguar effigies are common at 

Cihuatan (Figure 31b), and Sol (1929a) found a number of 

them in his excavations of Structure P-5 (Sol's "Templo de 

los Idolos"). The jaguar survived in diminished numbers in 

the Pipil-Nicarao area well into the late nineteenth 

century (Daugherty 1969:Table 35; cf. Belt 1874:144-146), 

but it had been wiped out in the area by the 1920s 

(Daugherty 1969:Table 35). The cougar, ocelot, margay, and 

jaguarandi lasted a short time longer than the jaguar, but 

none exist in the area today (ibid.). 
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Two wild canids, the coyote (Ganis l a tra ns) and the 

gray fox (Urocyon cinereoargenteus), once occurred in the 

area (Hall and Kelson 1959:844-845, 862-863: Daugherty 

1969:Table 13). The Pipil-Nicarao probably hunted these 

animals for their hides. Since the gray fox thrives in 

areas of disturbed vegetation, it may have been extensively 

exploited (Daugherty 1969:159). Coyote populations in 

Central America expanded after the Conquest primarily due 

to the introduction of cattle on which they preyed (ibid., 

p. 160), and large numbers of coyotes were reported in the 

vicinity of San Martin, central El Salvador, by Ciudad 

Real (1873, vol. 1:398) in the late sixteenth century and 

in western El Salvador by Vazquez de Espinosa (1969:pt. 1, 

bk. 5, eh. 13, p. 157) in the early seventeenth century. 

Both genera had been exterminated in the area by the early 

twentieth century (Daugherty 1969:Table 35). 

In addition to these mammalian taxa, a number of 

others that were not so frequently mentioned by the ethno

historic sources are endemic to the area, are hunted today 

for food, and were probably hunted in the past. These 

include the agouti or cotuza (Dasyprocta punctata), the 

paca or tepezcuintle (Agouti paca or Cuniculus paca), the 

opposum or tacuazin (Didelphis marsupialis), the raccoon or 

mapache (Procyon Zotor), and the coati or pisote (Nasua 

narica), all of which survive in Central America today in 
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a rare or diminished state (Hall and Kelson 1959:5-8, 787-

788, 791-792, 884-886, 891-893; Gilmore 1950:364, 372, 375; 

Stuart 1964:317, 318, 319; Daugherty 1969:160, 222, Table 

35). The Central American vernacular names of these 

animals are Nahuat in origin (Geoffroy Rivas 1975:58, 90, 

99,105). Fuentes y Guzman (1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 2, eh. 2, 

p. 77; eh. 6, p. 95) commented that tepezcuintles were 

common in the Escuintla region in the late seventeenth 

century. Pohl and Healy (1980:Table 18) have identified 

agouti and raccoon remains and tentatively identified coati 

remains from the Santa Isabel "A" site in the Isthmus of 

Rivas, Nicaragua. 

Finally, to conclude this summary of the mammalian 

faunal resources utilized by the Pipil-Nicarao, the pelagic 

mammals deserve brief mention. One of the most interesting 

finds ever made at Cihuatan was the discovery of cetacean 

(whale, dolphin, or porpoise) bone in the Southeast Patio 

excavations (see worked bone artifacts, Chapter 1). These 

remains could refer to any of a number of Cetacea which 

range the Pacific coast of Central America, for example, 

the sperm whale (Physeter catodon), the hump-backed whale 

(Megaptera novaeangliae), the Pacific dolphin (Delphinus 

bairdii), the Pacific bottle-nosed dolphin (Tursiops 

nuuanu), and Graffman's porpoise (Stenella graffmani) (Hall 

and Kelson 1959:812, 817, 822, 838; Morzer Bruyns 1971: 
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65-66, 81-82, 111-112, 151-153, 180-182). Oviedo (1851-

1855:pt. 1, bk. 13, eh. 2, pp. 425-426) described cetaceans 

off the coast of Central America and referred specifically 

to the sperm whale. There is no known evidence of 

Precolumbian whaling in Mesoamerica (Hubbs and Roden 1964: 

182), leading one to the conclusion that the cetacean bone 

found at Cihuatan must have come from a stranded animal 

(cf. Gilmore 1957, 1959). As rar as I am aware, this is 

the first report of marine mammal bone from an inland 

Central American site, and it poses an intriguing problem 

regarding procurement. 

Birds 

Even in its current environmentally impoverished 

state, the Pipil-Nicarao area supports a rich and diverse 

avifauna, including both permanent residents and migratory 

species. Here I will touch upon only a few Aves taxa which 

were important for food, feathers, or as pets to the Pipil

Nicarao. For anyone interested in detailed ornithological 

studies of Central America, Dickey and Van Rossem (1938), 

Rand and Traylor (1954), Land (1970) and various sources 

cited therein are good starting points. The summaries by 

Stuart (1964:320-326), Daugherty (1969:60, Ta~le 14), 

Goodland (1973:47-49), and Healy (1980:15, Table 3) are also 

useful. 

Arboreal or terrestrial birds that may have been 



hunted for food by the Pipil-Nicarao include tinamous 

(Tinamus major), ocellated quails (Cyrtonyx oceZZatus), 

wood quails (Odontophorus guttatus), tree quails 
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(Dendrortyx Zeucophrys), bobwhites (Colinus spp.), pigeons 

and doves (Columbidae), and guans, chachalacas, and 

currasows (Cracidae), all of which are tasty game birds 

and could have been important in the Pipil-Nicarao diet 

(Dickey and Van Rossem 1938:58-62, 140-142, 146-153, 155-

158, 185-200; Gilmore 1950:384-385, 392, 396; Stuart 1964: 

321-323; Land 1970:30-32, 80-85, 114-123). Most of these 

taxa were mentioned by Fuentes y Guzman (1932-1933:pt. 2, 

eh. 6, p. 95; bk. 4, eh. 13, p. 222), and Ciudad Real (1873, 

vol. 1:331-380) discussed aboriginal quail hunting in 

Central America. Another terrestrial bird which without 

doubt was an important source of meat to the Pipil-Nicarao 

is the domesticated turkey (Meleagris gaZZopavo). This 

bird is endemic to the Nearctic rather than the Neotropical 

region (Gilmore 1950:393) and is discussed below. 

The role of water fowl in the Pipil-Nicarao diet 

is problematical. The Lempa and other rivers, the numerous 

lakes and estuaries, and the shore of the area still 

support a diverse water fowl population which would have 

been even richer and more numerous in Precolumbian times. 

Taxa that would have been available for exploitation 

include permanent residents such as the brown pelican or 
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alcatraz (Pelecanus occidentalis), which was discussed by 

Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 14, eh. 6, pp. 444-445), the 

American coot (Fulica americana), the black-bellied tree 

duck (Dendrocygna autumnalis), and the muscovy duck 

(Cairina moschata) (the latter in both domestic and feral 

states) as well as transients and winter visitors, primarily 

a number of species of ducks ,and teals (Anatidae) (Dickey 

and Van Rossem 1938:66, 89-94, 164-165; Gilmore 1950:385, 

388-390; Stuart 1964:321-322; Land 1970:36, 49-56, 92; 

Goodland 1973:47-49). Vazquez de Espinosa (1969:pt. 1, 

bk. 5, eh. 13, p. 157) reported "many different types of 

migratory birds" in western El Salvador in the early 

seventeenth century, and toward the end of the same century 

Fuentes y Guzman (1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 2, eh. 6, p. 95) 

mentioned an abundance of ducks, herons, coots, and 

flamingoes in the Escuintla region of Guatemala. While 

there are no data with which to assess the extent of 

Pipil-Nicarao exploitation of the abundant water fowl 

resources of the area (cf. Flannery 1968:83-85; Daugherty 

1969:94-95), one could reasonably speculate that these 

birds were of considerable, although probably secondary, 

economic importance. 

Birds that were probably procured for feathers by 

the Pipil-Nicarao include parrots, parakeets, and macaws 

(Psittacidae), toucans and their allies (Ramphastidae), 
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trogons (Trogonidae), especially quetzals (Pharomachrus 

mocinno), kites, hawks, and eagles (Accipitridae), falcons 

(Falconidae), and possibly herons (Ardeidae) (Dickey and Van 

Rossem 1938:72-86, 102-140, 200-211, 284-287, 304-308; 

Gilmore 1950:387, 391, 397-400; Stuart 1964:322-324; Land 

1970:39, 58-80, 123-129, 168-169, 179-180). Habitat 

alteration and hunting pressures have seriously depleted 

the populations of all of these taxa in the area (Daugherty 

1972:276). Parrots and their allies were mentioned or 

described by Oviedo y Valdes (1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 14, eh. 

4, p. 443), Garcia de Palacio (1881:12), and Fuentes y 

Guzman (1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 2, eh. 6, p. 95). The 

importance of quetzal feathers to make headdresses for high

status Pipil warriors, priests, and chieftains was 

emphasized by Garcia de Palacio (1881:35) and Fuentes y 

Guzman (1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 3, eh. 5, p. 126). Additional 

comments on headdresses are made below in the discussion of 

Pipil-Nicarao clothing and personal adornment. The 

importance of quetzal feathers to virtually all prehistoric 

Mesoamerican cultural groups is well known. Quetzals once 

inhabited the cloud forests of the upper slopes of the 

higher volcanoes along the coast of the Pipil-Nicarao area 

as well as the upper elevations of the interior mountains 

(Dickey and Van Rossem 1938:286). Remnant populations of 

quetzals survive in the Montecristo cloud £crest of El 
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montane regions of Guatemala. The plumage of birds of 
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prey (kites, hawks, and eagles) was probably also used in 

Pipil-Nicarao headdresses and other articles of featherwork. 

Another bird of prey, the king vulture (S arc or amphu s 

papa), may have had some ritual importance to the Pipil

Nicarao. Pohl and Healy (1980:290-291) have discussed two 

tibiotarsal fragments of a large predatory bird from a 

Late Polychrome period context of the Cruz site on 

Ometepe Island, Nicaragua which may refer to the king 

vulture. A bird effigy metate excavated by Bruhns (1980a: 

54, Figure 18a) from the NW-1 group of residential 

structures at Cihuatan appears to bear a representation of 

either a king vulture, a black vulture (Coragyps stratus), 

a turkey vulture (Cathartes aura) or a caracara (Deptrius 

americanus, Polyborus cheriway) (Dickey and Van Rossem 

1938:95-102, 135-137; Land 1970:57-58, 76-77). These birds 

are, of course, extremely valuable to man in the disposal 

of carrion and other waste. 

Finally, a popular "song" bird of the area is the 

tropical mockingbird or censonte (Mimus gilvus) (Dickey and 

Van Rossem 1938:437-438; Land 1970:257). Following 

Geoffroy Rivas (1975:116), the vernacular name for this 

bird is probably derived from the Nahuat tzentzuntahtoa 

which may be translated as "he of innumerable voices" 
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''songs," the censonte is often kept in cages as a semi

domesticated pet, and it may have been similarly kept by 

the Pipil-Nicarao. They may also have taken parrots, 

parakeets, and macaws as pets. 

Fish, Shellfish, and 
Crustaceans 
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The many lakes, rivers, and estuaries of the Pipil

Nicarao area offered a plentiful supply of fish, mollusks, 

and crustaceans with which the indigenous inhabitants 

probably supplemented their diet. Among the most important 

food and game fish which inhabit the area are the catfish 

or bagre (Galeichthys guatemaZensis, Arius tayZori, Rhamdia 

guatemaZensis); the grey mullet, tepemechin, or chimbera 

(Agonostomus monticola); the mullet, liebre ancha, or liza 

(MugiZ cephaZus); the mojarra, burro, and guapote 

(Cichlasoma spp.); the silver sardine or pZateada (Astyanax 

fasciatus); the alma seca (Roeboides saZvadoris); the 

sabalo (Brycon spp.); and the snook or robaZo (Centropomus 

spp.) (Regan 1906-1908; Meek 1907; Hildebrand 1925; Stuart 

1964:332-335; Daugherty 1969:Table 15; Goodland 1973:52-53; 

Healy 1980:Table 4). In addition, the great lakes of 

Nicaragua hold a unique complex of freshwater-adapted 

marine taxa such as the shark (Charcharhinus Zeucus or 

C. nicaraguensis), the tarpon (Tarpon atZanticus), and the 

mackerel (Pristis antiquorum) (Meek 1907; Stuart 1964:335; 
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Healy 1980:16, Table 4). 

While the fish resources of the area are now 

depauperate (Stuart 1964:333; Daugherty 1969:223-224; 

Goodland 1973:50), the ethnohistoric sources indicate their 

former abundance and importance. Andagoya (1945:405), 

Lopez de Velasco (1894:296, 318), and Pineda (1925:334, 

336) spoke generally of the abundant supply of fish in the 

area during the sixteenth century. Almost all of the taxa 

enumerated above (and many more) were mentioned by Oviedo 

y Valdes (1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 13, chs. 1, 6, pp. 424, 

429-431) as being of great subsistence importance among the 

Indians of Tierra Firme. Garcia de Palacio (1881:32-34) 

reported that the Lempa River and Lake Gliija held many fish 

in 1573-1574, and, as mentioned previously, he noted Lake 

Ilopango for an abundance of mojarras (ibid., p. 32). The 

same observation was also made by Ciudad Real (1873, vol. 

1:397-398) in 1586 and by Vazquez de Espinosa (1969:pt. 1, 

bk. 5, eh. 15, p. 159) in 1613 or 1620-1621. Judging from 

these statements, the mojarra must have been a very popular 

and significant food fish among the Pipil. Another fish of 

the area that was very frequently mentioned by the 

documentary sources is the tepemechin which was often 

compared to the trout in form, size, and the delicacy of its 

flesh (Pineda 1925:333; Ciudad Real 1873, vol. 1:384, 

Vazquez de Espinosa 1969:pt. 1, bk. 5, eh. 12, p. 155; 

Fuentes y Guzman 1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 2, eh. 2, p. 77; 
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bk. 5, eh. 6, p. 257). 

Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 13, eh. 1, p. 424) 

described a number of aboriginal fishing techniques in 

general use among the Indians with which he was familiar, 

presumably including the Nicarao. The most common 

techniques involved the use of lines and hooks, nets, weirs, 

and plant narcotics or poisons. The use of the fish poison 

barbasco (Tephrosia piscatoria; Guzman 1975-1976, vol. 1: 

142-144) in Guatemala was discussed by Fuentes y Guzman 

(1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 1, eh. 11, p. 67). Oviedo (1851-1855: 

pt. 1, bk. 13, eh. 6, p. 429) also mentioned that harpoons 

were used for taking sharks, and he reported that in 

Nicaragua fish were often taken with clubs (ibid., pt. 3, 

bk. 42, eh. 4, p. 64). The fired-clay net weights found at 

Cihuatan (Chapter 1) indicate that netting was probably a 

common method of fishing practiced by some inhabitants of 

the site. The use of casting nets (atarrayas) is very 

prevalent in Central America today. Similarly, Healy 

(1980:269-270) has reported hundreds of reworked, notched 

sherds from the Isthmus of Rivas, the majority from Middle 

to Late Polychrome period contexts, which he interprets as 

line or net sinkers. 

The molluscan resources of Central America received 

little attention from the ethnohistoric sources on the Pipil

Nicarao. Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 13, eh. 1, p. 424) 

mentioned oysters (Ostrea spp.) and clams (Veneridae, 
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Mactridae, Donacidae, and other families) (Keen 1958) in 

his general list of marine and riverine fauna. Elsewhere, 

the chronicler described the use of nacaron (an elongated 

bivalve identified by Hubbs and Roden [1964:179-180] as 

Pinna rugosa [cf. Keen 1958:61]) shells as blades for hoes 

or spades used as agricultural implements in southwest 

Nicaragua and northwest Costa Rica (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-

1855:pt. 1, bk. 19, eh. 9, pp. 606-607). Oviedo reported 

that the same mollusk was also valued as food (ibid.). 

Ciudad Real (1873, vol. 1:382) mentioned an abundance of 

oysters and other shellfish in the Gulf of Fonseca region. 

The archaeological evidence points to extensive 

mollusk exploitation in the Isthmus of Rivas during the 

Middle to Late Polychrome periods. Pohl and Healy (1980: 

291) have reported "a great quantity of marine rnollusks" at 

the Santa Isabel "A" and Cruz sites of the Rivas region. 

The most frequently occurring shells were those of the 

thorny oyster (Spondylus princeps) (Keen 1958:76). Other 

marine molluscan taxa reported by Pohl and Healy (1980:291) 

include olives (Oliva cf. polpasta), Venus clams 

(Megapitaria aurantiaca), cones (Conus spp.), pearl oysters 

(Pteria sp., Pinctada mazatlantica), and a single specimen 

of murex (MurexieZZa cf. keenae). The Spondylus shells had 

been worked into various tools and ornaments, and the pearl 

oysters had apparently been used as scrapers (ibid.). 

Archaeological evidence of marine mollusk utilization among 
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the Pipil has been found in Cihuatan where, as discussed 

previously, Anadara tubercuZosa (Keen 1958:32) shells were 

used to manufacture the plaster that covered the exteriors 

of many, if not all, civic-religious and elite residential 

structures at the site. These shells were procured from 

the mangrove forests of the coast (see discussion of 

mangroves, above), and a trade route linking the coast and 

the Central Basin is implied. This implication is 

reinforced by the occurrence of cetacean bone at the site. 

These remains raise the possibility that the Pipil of 

Cihuatan may have occasionally, or perhaps even regularly, 

supplemented their diets with seafood. 

Freshwater and marine crustaceans may also have 

been important in Pipil-Nicarao subsistence, although, like 

the mollusca, they were hardly mentioned by the relevant 

sources. Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 13, eh. 1, p. 424) 

and Fuentes y Guzman (1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 2, eh. 3, p. 82) 

did, however, refer to lobsters, crabs, and shrimp. The 

very tasty spiny lobster or sea crayfish (PanuZirus) 

occurs off the coast of the area as do several genera of 

shrimp (Headstrom 1979). The freshwater shrimp or chacaZin 

(Macrobrachium) inhabits the permanently flowing streams of 

the area, and this creature has lent its Nahuat name to 

several places and rivers of El Salvador (Geoffroy Rivas 

1973:59-60) including the Rio Chacalingo ("place of shrimp") 

of the Central Basin. Other freshwater taxa of the area 
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include the crayfish (Procambarus) and several genera of 

crabs. Lake Coatepeque is famous for its plentiful supply 

of crabs. 

Reptiles 

From an ethnozoological perspective, the most 

significant reptiles of the Pipil-Nicarao habitat include 

freshwater, mud, and sea turtles, iguanas, crocodiles, 

caimans, and two serpents, the fer-de-lance and the boa 

constrictor. All of these animals received a certain 

amount of attention from the ethnohistoric sources. 

Freshwater turtles (Emydidae), mud turtles 

(Kinosternidae), and sea turtles (Cheloniidae) are fairly 

well represented in the area (Stuart 1963, 1964:326-327; 

Smith and Taylor 1966; Daugherty 1969:Table 16). Oviedo 

(1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 13, eh. 8, pp. 432-434) discussed the 

exploitation of sea turtles and freshwater turtles in 

Espanola and Tierra Firme, and Garcia de Palacio (1881:9) 

reported that the estuaries of the southeastern Pacific 

coast of Guatemala were abundant in (sea) turtles. Pohl 

and Healy (1980:Table 17) have published evidence indicating 

that freshwater turtles were an important food resource · in 

southwest Nicaragua in late preconquest times. Mud turtles 

and sea turtles were also utilized during the time of 

Nicarao occupation of the Rivas region but apparently not as 

extensively as the freshwater varieties (ibid., pp. 287, 
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291, Tables 17, 18). There are no data on prehistoric 

Pipil exploitation of turtles, but mud turtles (Kinosternon 

cruentatum) and freshwater turtles (Pseudemys ornata) are 

consumed in El Salvador and Guatemala today, and sea 

turtles (which are in danger of extermination in the area) 

are highly valued for their flesh and eggs (cf. Stuart 

1964:327). 

The common (or green) iguana (Iguana iguana) is 

another reptile of the area which is prized for its flesh 

and eggs, the gravid females being especially esteemed. 

Although populations of this lizard have been greatly 

reduced by over-exploitation, it is still one of the most 

common animals of the Pipil-Nicarao area (Stuart 1964:327-

328; Daugherty 1969:222). The iguana was described in 

detail by Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 12, eh. 7, pp. 

392-396), Ciudad Real (1873, vol. 1:377-380), and Fuentes 

y Guzman (1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 3, eh. 14, pp. 161-162), all 

of whom emphasized the importance of the animal as a food 

source and lauded the taste of its meat and eggs. The 

latter two authorities discussed indigenous methods, which 

involved nets or ropes, and bows and arrows, for capturing 

iguanas in northern Central America. One often sees iguanas 

for sale in native markets of the area (McBryde 1947:39, 

41), and iguanas were probably available in prehistoric 

Pipil and Nicarao markets as well. Daugherty (1969:94) has 

included the iguana with the white-tailed deer and the 



cottontail rabbit as the three faunal taxa that were 

probably the most heavily exploited in prehistoric El 

Salvador from the Preclassic to the Postclassic periods. 
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Two crocodilians are endemic to the Pipil-Nicarao 

habitat: the American crocodile (Cr o codylu s acutus) and 

the brown caiman (Caima n croco d ilus fuscus or C. sclero p s 

fuscus) (Stuart 1963, 1964:330; Smith and Taylor 1966; 

Neill 1971; Minton and Minton 1973). Garcia de Palacio 

(1881:10), who had the unsolicited opportunity to examine 

a crocodilian in eastern Guatemala, described the animal at 

some length. Fuentes y Guzman (1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 2, eh. 

3, pp. 82-84) discussed crocodilians and an ingenious 

aboriginal method of hunting them in the Escuintla region 

of Guatemala. Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 12, eh. 7, pp. 

394-396) also described crocodilians in considerable detail, 

refuting Peter Martyr's claim that the iguana was a 

crocodilian. Elsewhere, Oviedo (ibid., pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 

4, p. 65) noted great numbers of crocodilians in Lakes 

Managua and Nicaragua. Similar observations were made by 

Lopez de Velasco (1894:318), Ciudad Real (1873, vol. 1:364), 

and Vazquez de Espinosa (1969:pt. 1, bk. 5, eh. 30, p. 176). 

More recently, Standley (1924:327) reported in El Salvador 

in 1922 "many alligators [crocodilians] in some of the lakes 

and in the rivers, and they are hunted for their skins and 

flesh," lending support to Garcia de Palacio's (1881:27) 

statement that in 1573-1574 Lake Coatepeque of western El 
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Salvador was "full of caimans." Even as recently as 1966 

crocodilian populations still survived in the Jiquilisco 

Estuary of eastern El Salvador, and individuals were 

occasionally shot by hunters (E. c. Field 1981:personal 

communication). Very few crocodilians exist in the area 

today. 

Like modern hunters, the Pipil-Nicarao probably 

hunted crocodilians for meat, eggs, and hides. As with most 

prehistoric Mesoamerican indigenous groups, the animals had 

great ritual and ideological importance as well (see 

Stocker et al. 1980, especially pp. 753-755). A 

crocodilian earth monster deity, Cipactonal, was in Nicarao 

religious thought one of the creators (see discussion of 

religion, below). Given the previously widespread distri

bution of crocodilians in the lakes and rivers of the area, 

caimans and crocodiles probably played an important role in 

the lives of the Pipil and the Nicarao. 

While there are many snakes in the Pipil-Nicarao 

area (Stuart 1963, 1964:329-330; Smith and Taylor 1966; 

Daugherty 1969:67-68), here I will discuss only two taxa 

which were of unquestionable significance to the preconquest 

inhabitants of the area. These are the deadly fer-de-lance 

or tamagaz (Bothrops atrox) and the benign and beneficial 

boa constrictor or masacuata (Boa constrictor). The first 

is worthy of note for its lethal venom which causes 

hemorrhaging and internal bleeding (Minton and Minton 1969: 
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60, 75). The vernacular name tamagaz, which is derived 

from Nahuat (Geoffroy Rivas 1975:107), indicates that the 

Pipil and the Nicarao probably associated this serpent with 

the rain god Tlaloc, for Tamagazque was one of many 

alternate names applied by Nahuat speakers to the god of 

rain (Le6n-Portilla 1972:64). Tamagazque was regarded as 

one of the creator deities by the Nicarao, and Nicarao 

priests were referred to by the same name (see :discussion 

of religion, below). Ciudad Real (1873, vol. 1:346) 

mentioned this snake, giving its complete Nahuatl name, 

tamagazcoatl, and noted that its bite resulted in sure 

death for the victim. The masacuata, whose name is also 

Nahuat in origin (Geoffroy Rivas 1975:91), stands in 

behavioral and ecological contrast to the tamagaz, for it 

has a symbiotic relationship with man in Central America. 

It is often kept or allowed to live in the thatched roof~ 

of houses in order to eliminate mice, and it may have 

served the same purpose in preconquest times. While 

Central American boa constrictors have a reputation for 

being bad-tempered, they are practically harmless to man 

(Minton and Minton 1973:203-205). 

Amphibians 

The rich and varied amphibian fauna of Central 

America has been discussed by Stuart (1964:330-332), and 

the amphibians of El Salvador have been summarized by 



810 

Daugherty (1969:Table 17). Here I will deal with only one 

noteworthy taxon, toads of the genus Bufo, particularly B. 

marinus. Toad representations are relatively common in the 

ceramic sculpture of Cihuatan and other Salvadoran 

Postclassic centers. They are often found in association 

with representations of the rain god Tlaloc (Spinden 1915: 

478; Lothrop 1927:195; further comments on this pattern of 

association are made below in the discussion of the Pipil 

pantheon). The prominent parotid glands depicted on these 

toad effigies (Figure 31a) indicate that they are probably 

representations of Bufo marinus toads or their congeners. 

As discussed below, these large toads are abundant in 

Central America, particularly during the rainy season. 

In addition to their association with the rains, 

and thus with Tlaloc, toads of this genus may have had a 

further importance to the Pipil. It has been recognized 

for some time that the parotid glands of Bufo marinus and 

its relatives contain bufotenine, a poisonous, hallucino

genic substance (Furst 1972:43; 1974; Schultes 1972:28, 

footnote; Dobkin de Rios 1974:148-149). The use of 

bufotenine in inducing psychedelic trances and visions has 

been documented in a number of New World cultures (Furst 

1972:41-44), and one could speculate that the Pipil may 

have used Bufo poison similarly. If so, they may have 

followed a practice similar to that of the early 
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reported, used to steep venomous toads (presumably Bufo) 

in chicha to give it extra strength. According to R. M. 

Carmack (cited by Furst 1972:44), the modern Quiche Maya 

of highland Guatemala engage in the same practice today. 

Oviedo's comments on poisonous toads is also worthy of 

note. His remarks focus on a young Indian woman who ate 

a toad and died (from an overdose of bufotenine?) a few 

day thereafter (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 13, 

eh. 10, p. 437). 

The possibility suggested here that the Pipil may 

have known and utilized the psychotomimetic properties of 

bufotenine must be regarded at this point only as a 

speculation, but, given the evidence of Highland Maya 

utilization of the substance, the suggestion is not 

lacking in verisimilitude. On the other hand, the 

importance of the toad to the Pipil, as implied by their 

many effigy depictions of the animal, may be related not 

to the use of hallucinogens but to the toad's connection 

with Tlaloc and possibly, as suggested by Furst (1972), 

with an Earth Mother deity. 

Insects 
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The Neotropical character of the Pipil-Nicarao 

habitat is reflected in a large number of insect taxa which 

are endemic to the area. A few of these taxa are important 
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to man as food or food producers, and one is significant 

as a base for lacquer, while others make their impact felt 

as irritants and pests or as transmitters of disease. 

Garcia de Palacio (1881:24) reported very large 

ants in western El Salvador which were eaten by the 

indigenous inhabitants and sold in native markets. Ciudad 

Real (1873, vol. 1:327) made an identical observation in 

the Pipil town of Santiago Texacuangos in central El 

Salvador. The latter author thought, however, that the 

ants were eaten only to counter starvation. Be that as it 

may, the ants to which these two sources referred were 

probably Leaf-cutting ants of the genus Atta (see von 

Frantzius' note 41 to Garcia de Palacio [1881:24] and 

Gilmore [1950:421-422]). 

Stingless honey bees, almost certainly of the genus 

Melipona (Tweedie 1974:97), were referred to by Andagoya 

(1945:406) in southwest Nicaragua and by Garcia de Palacio 

(1881:11) in eastern Guatemala. Both authors emphasized 

the economic value of these bees for producing honey and 

wax. In addition, Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 41, eh. 4, 

p. 33; bk. 42, eh. 1, p. 36) and Lopez de Velasco (1894:283, 

321) reported abundant supplies of honey and wax in 

Guatemala and Nicaragua. These references indicate the 

probable importance of Melipona to the Pipil and the 

Nicarao. It is possible that, as in certain parts of 
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South America (Gilmore 1950:420), the stingless bee may 

have been semi-domesticated in preconquest Central America. 

Another economically important insect of the area 

is a coccid or scale insect, Llaveia axin, the female of 

which produces a fat known as axin (Jenkins 1962). When 

mixed with oil or resin, axin may be made into a durable 

yellow lacquer which was probably used in the prehistoric 

Pipil-Nicarao gourd industry (see McBryde 1947:57, Plate 

43). The substance is also reported to have a number of 

medicinal applications (Jenkins 1962). Garcia de Palacio 

(1881:25-26) discussed the manufacture of axin lacquer 

and unguent in the Sonsonate region. 

By far the most irritating insects of the area 

are mosquitoes (Culicidae). Several of the sources who 

visited the area in the sixteenth century made repeated 

references to the pestiferous habits of these animals 

(for example, Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 15, 

eh. 3, p. 455; Garcia de Palacio 1881:10; Ciudad Real 

1873, vol. 1:393, 405-406); no modern visitor or inhabitant 

of the area would disagree with their comments. Mosquitoes 

(of the genera Anopheles, Aedes, and Culex) are also 

vectors of several debilitating or fatal diseases, mainly 

malaria, dengue, yellow fever, and encephalitis (Snow 

1974). These diseases are, however, generally thought to 

be postconquest introductions to the New World (Wood 1973: 
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131-134; Cloudsley-Thompson 1976:93, 164-167, 173-174). 

Another extremely annoying insect of the area is the blood

sucking gnat or jejen (several families), one genus of 

which (Simulium) is the vector of onchocerciasis or "river 

blindness," also a postconquest intorduction (Stuart 1964: 

337; Cloudsley-Thompson 1976:176-177). A parasitic flea, 

the chigger or nigua (Tunga penetrans) is common in the 

area (Standley 1924:328) and was doubtless a source of 

misery in preconquest times (cf. Gilmore 1950:417). There 

are many other pernicious insects that probably made their 

presence felt to the Pipil, the Nicarao, and other pre

historic Central Americans, including a large number of 

agricultural pests (K. P. Lamb 1974). 

Domesticated Animals 

Like most prehistoric Mesoamericans, the Pipil and 

the Nicarao possessed two domesticated animals, the dog 

(Ganis familiaris) and the turkey (Meleagris gallopavo), 

neither of which is a Neotropical endemic (Gilmore 1950:346, 

393,423). Both animals were diffused by cultural 

mechanisms from North America to Mesoamerica. According to 

data from the Tehuacan Valley in central highland Mexico, 

the domesticated dog was present in Mesoamerica by the end 

of the Late Archaic period (ea. 4000-3000 B.C.), while the 

turkey appeared much later in the Late Preclassic (ea. A.D. 
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200) (Flannery 1967: 150, 155; MacNeish 1967: 294, 295; dates 

revised following Lawn [1974]). That is to say, 

domesticated dogs and turkeys have a long history of 

exploitation in Mesoamerica, and the raising of these 

animals for food is an ancient Mesoamerican subsistence 

pattern in which the Pipil and the Nicarao shared. 

Pascual de Andagoya (1945:405), who visited the 

Nicarao in 1523, noted that the natives of Nicaragua ate 

"small dogs." Five or six years later Oviedo made observa

tions on the Nicarao, and he reported: 

In the province of Nicaragua ... they call the 
dog xuZo, and they raise many of these xuZos; and when 
a major feast takes place among the Indians, they eat 
these dogs as the best and most esteemed food of all, 
and no one eats the head [of a dog] unless he is a 
calachuni or teyte, id est, a king or the highest 
ranking person at the banquet .... (Oviedo y Valdes 
1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 7, eh. 5, p. 391) 

Oviedo himself partook of xuZo meat on several occasions 

and found the taste very agreeable (ibid.). The name xuZo 

is derived from that of the deity Xolot (Xolotl), the twin 

brother of Quetzalcoatl, who, in Aztec religious thought, 

took the guise of a dog and represented the planet Venus 

as the evening star (Caso 1958:18, 24; Krickeberg 1961: 

149-150; Soustelle 1961:106). Oviedo's statement, quoted 

above, indicating that there were surnptuary regulations 

among the Nicarao regarding the consumption of the head of 

a dog, accords well with - the possibility that the Nicarao 

also worshipped the dog-headed deity. There is, however, 
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no mention of such a deity in Friar Bobadilla's data on the 

Nicarao pantheon (see discussion of religion, below). The 

Aztecs also believed that a mythical dog was responsible 

for the safe passage of the dead to the underworld 

(Krickeberg 1961:149). That a similar belief was held by 

the Pipil (and probably also by the Nicarao) is suggested 

by Boggs' (1972:53-54, note 23) discovery of the skeletal 

remains of a dog associated with those of a young woman 

(both apparently sacrificed) at Structure 0-4 at Cihuatan. 

Furthermore, wheeled figurines depicting dogs are 

relatively common at Cihuatan (ibid., Figures 19, 20). 

Thus, the dog, in addition to being a meat source, probably 

held a significant place in Pipil-Nicarao religion and 

mythology. 

Like the dog, the turkey was probably highly 

esteemed and often eaten on festive occasions by the Pipil 

and the Nicarao. Andagoya (1945:405) and Benzoni (1857: 

148-149) mentioned turkeys in southwest Nicaragua, while 

Pineda (1925:352, 353) noted that many turkeys were raised 

in the towns of Ahuachapan and Gueymoco (Armenia) in 

western El Salvador and in Tecoluca in central El Salvador. 

Both the dog and the turkey were frequently represent ed on 

Plumbate effigy vessels (Shepard 1948:Fig.ures 15, 16). 



817 

Summary and Conclusions 

It has been my purpose in this discussion to 

examine in detail the ecological underpinnings of Pipil

Nicarao culture in Central America. By the time of the 

Conquest, Nahuat-speaking populations had moved from 

central and southern Mexico to take control of several 

ecologically diverse regions of Central America. The 

settings of the major regions of Pipil-Nicarao settlement 

in Central America range in physiographic character from 

the Pacific piedmont and coastal plain, lowland river 

basins, and the lowland shores of large, freshwater lakes 

to isthmian hills and flatlands, coastal mountains, interior 

montane valleys, and upland volcanic basins. Each of these 

zones was rich in a variety of plant, animal, and mineral 

resources which were utilized by the Pipil-Nicarao. Some 

zones offered distinctive resources such as obsidian from 

the volcanic highlands of southeastern Guatemala, salt and 

shellfish from the coastal regions, balsam from the Balsam 

Coast, and dye plants from lowland forest regions. The 

localized availability of these and certain other resources 

probably fostered regional economic specialization and 

promoted interregional exchange and symbiosis such as 

Sanders and Price (1968:188-191) have described for 

Mesoamerica as a whole. For example, it could be hypothe

sized that the Pipil of the Central Basin of El Salvador 
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traded dyed cotton cloth or clothing for obsidian from 

eastern Guatemala, cacao from western El Salvador, and salt 

and shellfish from the coast. 

The fertile soils of the Pipil-Nicarao area were 

the mainstay of a productive and diversified economy which 

involved subsistence crops, especially maize, beans, and 

squash, as well as "cash" crops such as cacao and indigo. 

Extensive dry farming was probably the predominant form of 

agriculture practiced by the Pipil and the Nicarao, but 

orchards and dooryard gardens were probably also very 

important in their economy. Some crops were apparently 

irrigated, either on a regular or occasional basis. The 

ethnographic sources indicate that wild game and fish were 

plentiful in the area and that the agricultural subsistence 

base of the Pipil-Nicarao was importantly supplemented by 

hunting and fishing. The domesticated dog and turkey were 

also important items in the Pipil-Nicarao diet. The 

products of the natural vegetation of the area were put to 

a number of subsistence, medicinal, and ritual uses. 

In short, the Pipil-Nicarao area was capable of 

supporting very large and densely settled Precolurnbian 

populations. Oviedo expressed this fact unequivocally when 

he described the natural setting of Nicaragua: 

As to the fertility of this realm, and the 
situation of the land itself, and its healthful and 
soothing climate, and its fine waters and fisheries, 
and its abundance of hunting and game, there is 
nothing in all the Indies which, feature for feature, 
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surpasses it, and there are very few provinces which 
are equal to this one; because, as for food, it is 
more complete and abundant than all the [provinces] 
that are known up to now .... (Oviedo y Valdes 
1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 12, p. 104; partial ly 
following Lothrop's [1926, vol. 1:34] translation) 

The sources on the Pipil, especially Garcfa de Palacio 

(1881:9, 15, 34), Ciudad Real (1873, vol. 1:402-405), and 

Vazquez de Espinosa (1969:pt. 1, bk. 5, chs. 12-15, pp. 

155-159) made similar comments on the fertility and 

abundant natural resources of southeastern Guatemala and 

western and central El Salvador. 

It would be desirable :to have a rough idea of the 

actual size of the population that the area did support. 

The topic of Pipil-Nicarao historical demography is beyond 

the scope of this thesis, but a brief assessment of the 

data bearing on the topic and a summary and review of 

relevant historical demographic studies are in order. 

Studies of the Conquest-period aboriginal demography of El 

Salvador have been published by Baron Castro (1942:105-142) 

and Daugherty (1969:105-121), and Radell (1969:66-80; 1976) 

has estimated the size of the indigenous population of 

Nicaragua at the time of the Conquest. These studies are 

based on the ethnohistoric data ~upplied primatily by 

Alvarado and Las Casas for El Salvador and by Oviedo and 

Las Casas for Nicaragua. 

I have examined the data and the published estimates 

based on the data in detail (Fowler, in preparation), and 
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here I will limit my comments to a few salient points. 

First, it should be emphasized that the topic of Pipil

Nicarao historical demography can at the present time be 

approached only in a very general way. This limitation is 

due to the fact that the ethnohistoric data on Pipil and 

Nicarao population size at the time of the Conquest are 

vague and imprecise, and, unfortunately, there are no 

adequate archaeological settlement pattern studies of 

Pipil or Nicarao communities upon which population 

estimates could be based. The only relevant sites which 

are reasonably well known in terms of settlement patterns 

are Cihuatan and Santa Maria. As discussed in Chapter 1, 

both are very large in area, covering a minimum of 375 ha 

and 360 ha respectively. The inhabitants of both sites 

were distributed in a dispersed, non-nucleated pattern in 

a wide radius surrounding a central ritual/administrative 

precinct. This pattern appears to be similar to that 

described by Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 4, p. 67) 

for the large indigenous town of Managua which, according 

to the historian, had "one barrio or plaza after another 

with long intervals in between." We do not, however, have 

enough detailed data on the settlement patterns of 

Cihuatan and Santa Maria to attempt population estimates. 

Therefore, the problem of Pipil-Nicarao demography must be 

approached through the ethnohistoric evidence, and our 

attention must be directed to Pipil and Nicarao populations 
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at the time of the Conquest. 

A second point is that the sources who described 

Pipil and Nicarao population size were independent and 

even antagonistic toward one another, yet their statements 

on demography are remarkably in agreement. While no two 

sources could be more polar in their attitudes toward the 

Indians than Alvarado and Las Casas, both reported very 

large and densely settled Pipil populations in El Salvador. 

Alvarado (1924) made constant references to the large 

populations that he encountered and the great numbers of 

Pipil troops who went into battle to resist the invading 

army (for example, ibid., pp. 79, 81, 83). Alvarado gave 

no specific population estimates, but he repeatedly used 

superlatives in describing Pipil population size (ibid., 

p. 88). Las Casas (1965:88, 89) reported that when 

Alvarado and his army entered the Pipil capital of 

Cuscatlan he was met by more than 20,000 or 30,000 Indians 

loaded with turkeys and other food for the Spaniards and 

their allies. In my opinion, a population of 20,000 for 

Cuscatlan, one of the largest and most important Pipil 

settlements at the time of the Conquest, does not seem at 

all unreasonable. Oviedo and Las Casas, another diametri

cally opposed pair of authorities, both reported that soon 

after the conquest of Nicaragua more than 500,000 Indians 

had been removed from the province as slaves and exported 
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to other lands (mainly to Peru) where they subsequently 

died (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 4, p. 

60; Las Casas 1965:62-63). Las Casas (ibid.) added that 

the Spaniards had killed an additional 500,000 or 600,000 

Indians in local warfare. Radell (1969:66-67; 1976:69) has 

cited a letter written to the Crown in 1544 by Lie. Diego 

de Herrera giving a Conquest-period aboriginal population 

estimate for Nicaragua of 600,000. In addition, Motolinia, 

who traveled in Nicaragua in 1543-1544, reported an 

estimated 500,000 native inhabitants of the province at the 

time of the Conquest (Benavente 1971:12). 

Based on a series of calculations involving the 

size of Alvarado's army in the battles of Acajutla and 

Tacuxcalco (see discussion of warfare and militarism, 

below), the number of Pipil defenders in the two battles, 

and a presumed ratio of Pipil warriors to the total popula

tion, Baron Castro (1942:114-123) estimated that the total 

Pipil population residing in El Salvador between the Paz 

and the Acelhuate rivers numbered no more than 38,640 in 

1524. This appears to be a gross error on the conservative 

side. In my opinion, the data are indicative of a much 

larger population and support Daugherty's (1969:118-120) 

esimate of a total Pipil population in El Salvador at the 

time of the Conquest on the order of 277,200 to 352,200. 

Adding to this estimate the unquestionably large Pipil 



population of southeastern Guatemala, an estimate of the 

total number of Pipil in Central America in 1524 could 

easily ascend to over 500,000. 
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Considering the Nicaraguan data, Radell (1976:67) 

finds it likely that the Conquest-period population of 

western Nicaragua (including the Guanacaste region of 

northwestern Costa Rica) probably exceeded 1,000,000 and 

that "the region's fertile volcanic soils easily could have 

supported many more." There are no obstacles in the data 

to accepting Radell's estimate, but I hesitate to guess 

what proportion of this total might reasonably be 

attributed to the Nicarao. Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 

42, eh. 11, p. 93) reported that the · important Nicarao town 

of Tecoatega (El Viejo), in northwestern Nicaragua, had 

more than 20,000 inhabitants. From the accounts of 

Gonzalez Davila (1883:11) and Cereceda (1883:30) we know 

that the Isthmus of Rivas, which was occupied by the 

Nicarao at the time of the Conquest, was very densely 

settled at the time of European contact. It is well 

accepted that the Chorotega formed the most populous 

indigenous group of western Nicaragua at the time of the 

Conquest (Lothrop 1926, vol. 1:20; Stone 1966:213; Healy 

1980:20-21; W. Haberland 1981:personal communication). It 

seems realistic to grant at least 50% of Radell's estimated 

1,000,000 native Conquest-period inhabitants of western 

Nicaragua to the Chorotega. The Nicarao were considerably 
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fewer in number and occupied less territory than the 

Chorotega, but the former were probably more densely 

settled. Tentatively and very speculatively, one might 

provisionally assume that the Nicarao comprised around 20% 

or 25% of the estimated total indigenous population. This 

would give a tentative estimate of 200,000 to 250,000 

Nicarao in Nicaragua at the time of the Conquest. 

In conclusion, the Pipil and the Nicarao may have 

had a combined Conquest-period population of approximately 

700,000, and in this discussion I have attempted to 

delineate the dynamic interaction of the members of this 

population with their environment. The remainder of this 

chapter is concerned with their migrations into Central 

America and their cultural adaptations. 
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THE PIPIL-NICARAO MIGRATIONS 

The problem of the Pipil-Nicarao migrations from 

Mexico into Central America is an ideal meeting ground for 

the ethnohistoric, archaeological, and linguistic data. 

All three fields of investigation supply evidence which 

may be used potentially to solve, or at least clarify, this 

problem. 

The Ethnohistoric Evidence 

The Nicarao, and probably also the Pipil, maintained 

an oral tradition of their migrations into Central America. 

Bobadilla's Nicarao informants of the town of Teoca 

(Teocatega), Nicaragua told him: "We are not natives of 

this land, and it was a long time ago that our predecessors 

came here, and we do not remember how long ago because it 

was not in our time" (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, 

bk. 42, eh. 2 I p. 45) . When asked where their ancestors 

came from and why they left, the Nicarao responded: "The 

land from which our progenitors came is called Ticomega and 

Maguatega, and it is toward where the sun sets; and th€y 

came because in that land they had masters whom they served, 

and [their masters] treated them badly" (ibid.). 

Lehmann (1915:4, 1920, vol. 2:1006) identified these 

two place names with two towns in the vicinity of Cholula, 

Mexico: Ticomega with Tecoman and Maguatega with 



Miahuatlan. This identification seems, however, ling

uistically weak. 

The Nicarao stated further that their ancestors 

had served their masters: 
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As we now serve the Christians, and their masters 
kept them for these purposes and they ate them, and 
thus they left their homes out of fear; and their 
masters had come from other lands, and they had 
subjugated them, because they were many, and for this 
reason they left their land and came to that one 
where they were. (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, 
bk . 4 2 , eh . 2 , p . 4 5 ) 

Additional information on the Pipil-Nicarao migra

tions was provided by Motolinia who, in his Epistola 

Proemia l • , gave an account of the origins of the 

Indians of New Spain. I quote from the text of the 

Memoriales (Benavente 1971:12): 

I have not been able to learn nor to find out 
which of these sons of Iztacmixcoatlh went to settle 
the province of Nicaragua. I do know, however, that 
in the time of a great drought, compelled by necessity, 
many people left this New Spain, and I conjecture that 
it was in the time of that drought of four years 
without rain .... At this time a great fleet of 
acales or boats set out on the South Sea [Pacific 
Ocean], and they landed and disembarked in Nicaragua 
which is more than 350 leagues distant from Mexico. 
And they made war against the natives that were 
settled there, and they dislodged them, expelled them 
from their domain, and those natives who were descended 
from the old man Iztacmixcoatlh settled there. And 
even though it cannot be more tnan 100 years ago, . 
more or less, when the Spaniards discovered that land, 
which, if I remember correctly, was the year 1522, and 
it was discovered by Captain Gil Gonzalez De Avila, 
they estimated there were in the said province of 
Nicaragua 500,000 souls. Later the city of Leon was 
built, which is the capital of that land; and because 
many marvel to see that Nicaragua is inhabited by 
nauales [Nahua speakers], which are of the same 



language as Mexico, and they do not know when nor by 
whom it was settled, I put down here the manner [in 
which the migrations took place], which is generally 
unknown in New Spain. 
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Motolinia's statement, "even though it cannot be 

more than 100 years ago, more or less, when the Spaniards 

discovered that land ... they estimated there were in 

. . . Nicaragua 500 ,-000 souls ,11 - is confusing to say the 

least. Since the Ep{stola Proemial . was signed by 

Motolinia in 1541, he obviously did not mean that the 

Spanish discovery of Nicaragua took place about 100 years 

before that time, especially since he knew the exact date 

of Gonzalez Davila's discovery (Leon-Portilla 1972:26). 

He must have been referring, then, to the Nicarao invasion 

of Nicaragua. Motolinia's basis for assigning such a 

shallow time-depth to the Nicarao migrations is puzzling. 

If this is really what he meant, the statement is contra

dicted by his placement of the migrations during the time 

of the "great drought" in central Mexico which occurred in 

the twelfth or thirteenth century A.D. (see Armillas 1964: 

317). In fact, there were probably several droughts during 

this time. Furthermore, the statement is not supported by 

Torquemeda's data on the migrations, quoted below, and it 

is considerably at odds with the archaeological and 

linguistic evidence. 

Lopez de G6mara (1946:284), probably following 

Motolinia, also reported that great numbers of Mexicans 



left "Anauac" (Mexico) during a time of drought and went 

by sea to settle in Nicaragua. 
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Apparently the same oral tradition as that told to 

Bobadilla was recorded in much greater detail by Torquemada 

(1969, vol. l:bk. 3, eh. 40, pp. 331-333). Since this is 

the most informative ethnohistoric account that we have of 

the Pipil-Nicarao migrations, it is worth quoting in full: 

According to what is said among the inhabitants of 
this land, especially the old men, they say that the 
Indians of Nicaragua and those of Nicoya (which by 
another name are called Mangues) anciently lived in the 
uninhabited area of Xoconochco [Soconusco] which is in 
the gobernaaion [government district] of Mexico. The 
Nicoyas are descended from the Chololtecas. They lived 
toward the sierra, inland; and the Nicaraguas, who are 
from Anahuac, Mexicans, lived toward the coast of the 
South Sea [Pacific Ocean]. The one and the other were 
a great multitude of people; it is said that this was 
seven or eight ages, or lifetimes of old men, ago, and 
these that lived a long life, becoming very elderly, 
they lived so long that they had to be taken out into 
the sun. 

In that remote time there came upon them a great 
army of people, called Olmecas. These [informants] 
say that they came from toward Mexico and that 
anciently they had been the archenemies of those 
[Olmecas] that were settled in the uninhabited area 
that today is between Xoconochco and Teguantepec 
[Tehuantepec]. These Olmecs made war; they defeated 
and subjugated the natives [the Nicarao and the Nicoya], 
and they imposed great tributes on them, and they had 
them so dominated that, among other things, they 
demanded of them a great number of maid servants, to 
take as women and to avail themselves of them. Like
wise, they demanded of them each day that they give 
them, from each town, two children. The Indians that 
gave this account did not know whether they wanted 
these children for sacrifice, or to eat, or for 
service. They also had to give them 100 hens [turkeys] 
each day. And they used them as slaves, and in feeling 
the slightest discontent in the world about their 
service, they promptly shot them with arrows. 
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Seeing themselves in such great affliction, and in 
such great servitude, those that were once lords of 
that land, and they used to possess it pacifically, 
they sought counsel from their leaders, that they 
might tell them what they should do, that they could 
no longer suffer such tyrannous tributes and so much 
hardship and death. Then their leaders requested a 
period of eight days to respond, in order to consult 
with their gods about what they should do. At the end 
of the eight days they said: That they should prepare 
themselves beforehand so that all of them could in one 
day, in the most secretive manner that they could, take 
up their women and children and their property and go 
forward and leave that land, but they responded that 
they had a great fear that they [the Olmecas] would 
kill them, seeing that they wanted to leave in that 
manner. Then the leaders assured them not to be afraid 
because their gods came on their guard behind them and 
with them, guarding them and defending them; and 
reassured by the counsel and promise that their leaders 
gave them, they left that land, where they had once 
lived, with great contentment and pleasure. 

Afterwards, when they started to travel, on the 
twentieth day one of their principal leaders died. 
They passed through the land of Quauhtemallan 
[Guatemala], and they walked about 100 leagues onward. 

They arrived in a province that the Spaniards call 
Cholulteca or Choroteca, and there the other leader 
died. Before he died he told them many things that 
would happen to them; and many other things he said 
to those of Nicoya, who were going in the lead: "You 
are wicked, and God is very angry with you, because 
there will come a time when you will serve some white 
bearded men, and you will have them as lords, and they 
will treat you so badly, even worse than the Olmecas." 

He also said to the Olmecas [sic]: "You will go 
and settle close to the sea, which is the one of the 
south, toward the west." This sea is now called the 
Gulf of San Lucar, and a good port is made there, close 
to an island that is called Chira, and it was inhabited 
by people who were nearly naked, and they are potters, 
and those of Nicoya make use of them. 

In the province that is called Nicoya, there are 
four principal towns; the most principal capital is 
called Nicoya. Of these, some wear ljp plugs in the 
manner of the Indians of Panuco .... The second 
town is called Cantren, it is six leagues away toward 
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the sea. The third is called Orotina, by water it is 
seven leagues away, and twenty by land. The fourth 
town is called Chorote, it is ten leagues away by sea, 
and more than twenty by land. 

The leader said to those of Nicaragua: "You will 
settle near a freshwater sea, which has in view an 
island, on which there are two high, round sierras." 
And he also told them that they would serve the 
bearded people, that they would rule all of that land, 
and they would treat them like those of Nicoya. 

This generation came along the coast of the South 
Sea, and they passed through the land of Quauhtemallan 
among the natives of that land. Wherever they saw a 
good site to settle, they settled; and of this genera
tion are those which in the nation of Quauhtemallan, 
they call Pipiles, as the towns are, the one called 
Ecalcos [Izalco], which is the major one, the best 
orchard land, and the most abundant, and the richest in 
cacao and cotton, that there is in all of New Spain, 
and within all the governmental district of 
Quauhtemallan. The town of Mictlan [Asuncion-Mita], 
and that of Yzcuintlan [Escuintla], and a few others, 
were settled by those Indians who went forward. 

It is also said that of this generation of Indians, 
some of them crossed over and arrived unexpectedly at 
the North Sea [the Caribbean], and near the Desaguadero 
[the mouth of the San Juan River] is a town of them, 
and they speak the Mexican language, not so corrupt as 
that of the Pipil. And likewise it is said that they 
went along the coast of the North Sea to Nombre de Dios 
which is not very far from the Desaguadero, and from 
there they turned to cross the land, in search of the 
freshwater sea, and they found those of Nicoya near the 
site of which their leader had told them. The ones 
that were already settled there told the others that 
further up, three or four days' journey away, was 
another freshwater lagoon, and they went there to 
settle, and that is where the city of Le6n is now, or 
very near, where it is called Xolotlan in the language 
of the Pipil natives, and in the Mangue language it is 
called Nagrando. 

And as they were not content there, because it was 
not the place of which their leader had told them, they 
came to Nicaragua, twenty-seven leagues away, and they 
were there as guests for a few days, and they thought of 
of a treachery to be able to stay in that land; and it 
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was, that they demanded tamenes (that is, many Indian 
porters) so that they could help them carry their 
baggage, or belongings, and they, to relieve themselves 
of the nightmare that they had caused them, they gave 
them many Indians, and they left that day. And they 
settled down that night no more than one league away 
by the river which is called the River of Stones, and 
they killed the tamenes in their sleep, and quickly 
turned warlike. And they also killed those who had 
stayed in the town; and those that escaped fled to 
where is now called Nicoya, and where those traitors 
remained is called Nicaragua. 

As one may readily observe, Torquemeda imparted to 

this account of the Pipil-Nicarao migrations something of 

the flavor of the biblical exodus of the Israelites out of 

Egypt. And in relating the prophecy of the leader, he 

appears also to have had in mind and been influenced by the 

famous account of the wanderings of the Aztecs in search of 

their island home of Tenochtitlan. But there is no reason 

to believe that the account is essentially inaccurate. On 

the contrary, the account is supported by the testimony 

that the Nicarao gave Bobadilla who independently recorded 

a fragment of what appears to be the same oral tradition as 

this one recorded by Torquemeda. The tradition confuses 

the migration sequence, treating separate migrations as a 

single one, and it appears to telescope several centuries. 

Nonetheless, a number of important historical facts may be 

culled from it. 

The Olmecs to which Torquemada referred are the 

historic Olmecs, or the Olmeca-Xicallanca, identified by 

Jimenez Moreno (1942:125-129, 1959:1075, 1966:62-63) as a 
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tri-ethnic group composed of Nahuas, Mixtecs, and Chocho

Popolocas who, according to Jimenez (1966:63), conquered 

Cholula around A.D. 800 (see Torquemeda 1969, vol. l:bk. 3, 

eh. 8, p. 257). Chadwick (1966) has argued on archaeolo

gical grounds that the Olmeca-Xicallanca may be traced to 

Teotihuacan before their conquest of Cholula. 

According to Torquemeda's account of the migrations, 

the Chorotega (Nicoyas) and the Pipil-Nicarao (Nicaraguas) 

moved out of Soconusco at the same time in order to escape 

the outrageous tribute demands being made of them by the 

tyrannous Olmeca-Xicallanca. It is unlikely, however, as 

pointed out by Thompson (1948:11), that the Chorotega and 

the Pipil-Nicarao left their homes in Soconusco together. 

In fact, Torquemeda made it clear that the Chorotega 

migrations took place before those of the Pipil-Nicarao, 

for when they received their prophecy they "were going in 

the lead" (iban en la delantera [Torquemada 1969, vol. 1: 

bk. 3, eh. 40, p. 332]). According to the archaeological 

evidence discussed by Healy (1974:521-527, 1976:259-262), 

the Chorotega appear to have moved into the Isthmus of 

Rivas region of southwest Nicaragua sometime around A.D. 

800. At this time, the beginning of the Middle Polychrome 

period, Papagayo Polychrome ceramics, bearing a number of 

"recurring foreign motifs," make their appearance in the 

region, and there is a "rather pronounced alteration of 



833 

nearly every facet of Rivas cultural mannerisms" (Healy 

1974:521). At about A.D. 1200, the beginning of the Late 

Polychrome period, the Chorotega were apparently displaced 

by the Nicarao who moved into the region of Lake Nicaragua 

around this time and pushed most of the Chorotega down into 

the Nicoya Peninsula where they were discovered about three 

centuries later by Gil Gonzalez Davila. At the end of 

Torquemeda's account of the migrations, quoted above, he 

described the battle over the Rivas region fought between 

the Nicarao and the Chorotega. Chapman (1960:94) has 

offered a very plausible explanation for the temporal 

confusion in this tradition of the migrations of the two 

groups. It would appear that the tradition is the Nicarao 

"official version" of the migrations, meant to justify 

their expulsion of the Chorotega from the Isthmus of Rivas. 

Another matter of confusion in Torquemeda's account 

is that he compressed several, or perhaps even many, Pipil

Nicarao migrations into a single one. As Lothrop (1926, 

vol. 1:7) noted, the tradition "evidently covers the 

migrations of several tribes, and all the Nahua groups 

south of Salvador, except the Sigua, whose presence is 

otherwise explained, seem to be included." Besides the 

Pipil and the Nicarao, other historically documented 

Nahuat-speaking groups in Central America whose migrations 

are probably included in this tradition are the Nahuatlato 
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of Point Conseguina, Nicaragua, on the Gulf of Fonseca 

(Ciudad Real 1873, vol. 1:352); the Bagaces of the 

Guanacaste region of northwest Costa Rica (Fernandez 1881-

1907, vol. 1:270); possibly the Desaguadero at the mouth of 

the San Juan River, near the Caribbean, in southeast 

Nicaragua-northeast Costa Rica (Torquemada 1969, vol. l:bk. 

3, eh. 40, p. 333); and possibly the Chuchures, near Nombre 

de Dios, on the Atlantic coast of Panama (Andagoya 1945: 

406). The evidence to substantiate the last two groups 

as Nahuat-speakers is not as firm as that for the other 

groups (see Lehmann 1910, 1915, 1920, vol. 1:106-108, 149, 

211-212, vol. 2:789, 792-794, 822-824, 991-995, 1021-1025, 

1059-1062; Thomas and Swanton 1911:72-73, 78, 81-83, 92-93; 

Lothrop 1926, vol. 1:7-11; F. Johnson 1940:105, 1948:64; 

Mason 1940:69-70; 81-82; Stone 1949). 

Review of Previous Interpretations 

There is no logical or empirial reason to think 

that all of these groups moved into Central America at 

precisely the same time and the question of when the 

migrations occurred is one of the major problems with 

Torquemeda's account. Torquemada's statement that the 

migrations took place "seven or eight ages, or lifetimes 

of old men" prior to the recording of the tradition has 

been used by scholars to attempt to date the Pipil-Nicarao 

movement into Central America. Lehmann (1920, vol. 2:1005) 
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thought that such an age could reasonably be around 80 

years, and, considering the possibility that Torquemeda 

may have taken this account from Motolinia's lost book, he 

calculated that the migrations might have taken place 

between A.D. 886 and 966, counting back from Motolinia's 

time in Mexico (ea. 1526). By the same reasoning, using 

Torquemada's own time (ea. 1600) as the temporal datum 

point, Lehmann (ibid.) arrived at a date for the migrations 

between A.O. 960 and 1040, concluding that a date between 

A.O. 886 and 1040 is reasonable for the Ni~arao migrations. 

Since Lehmann (ibid., pp. 990-991) characterized 

Nicarao Nahuat as less "archaic" than Salvadoran Pipil 

Nahuat, he assumed that the Pipil entered Central America 

at a considerably earlier date than the Nicarao,-perhaps as 

much as 600 years earlier! Thus Lehmann (ibid., p. 1005) 

speculated that the Pipil arrived in El Salvador as early 

as A.O. 300. This intuitive judgement was presumably based 

on a knowledge of linguistic development of other language 

families known to Lehmann. According to more recent 

linguistic and archaeological evidence (Luckenbach and 

Levy 1980; Fowler 1978:287-290), Lehmann's date for the 

Pipil migrations into northern Central America appears to 

be at least 400 years too early. He did point out, however, 

that the evidence indicates that the Pipil and the Nicarao 

migrations occurred at distinct time levels. 
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Incidentally, so far as I know, it was Lehmann 

(1920, vol. 2:1005) who was the first to suggest that a 

"lifetime of old men as the phrase was used by Torquemeda 

(1969, vol. l:bk. 3, eh. 40, p. 332), might refer to the 

Mexican huehuetiZiztli, a period of two 52-year cycles or 

104 years. 

This suggestion was later used by Thompson (1948) 

and Jimenez Moreno (1959, 1966) in their attempts to date 

the Pipil migrations. Assuming that Torquemeda's account 

was originally recorded (by Motolinia?) around 1550, 

Thompson (1948:11) calculated that the migrations could be 

dated at approximately A.D. 750-800. Jimenez Moreno (1959: 

1077, 1966:67), on the assumption that Torquemeda may have 

taken his data on the migrations from the 1578-1586 

Relaciones Geog~afioas, has counted back seven or eight 104-

year periods from 1580, to arrive at a date of A.D. 748 to 

852, and he takes the mean, A.D. 800, as the approximate 

date for the Pipil migrations. Jimenez noted that this 

date coincides with the time that he suggested for the 

beginning of the Olmeca-Xicallanca dominance of Cholula 

(ibid.). Thompson's and Jimenez Moreno's dates for the 

Pipil migrations are very much in agreement with the glotto

chronological estimate recently published by Luckenbach and 

Levy (1980) who place the divergence of Pipil Nahuat from 

other Nahua dialects at A.D. 801. A later divergence node 



of A.D. 1257 within the Pipil chain (ibid., pp. 458-459) 

accords reasonably well with the archaeologically dated 

time of arrival of the Nicarao in the Rivas region of 

Nicaragua at about A.D. 1200 (Healy 1974:487, 527). 
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The great diversity of Pipil dialects (Lehmann 1920, 

vol. 2:990-991; Luckenbach and Levy 1980) indicates that the 

Pipil-Nicarao migrations were a complex series of population 

movements, and that there were not just several but many 

such movements. As noted above, Torquemeda's account 

compresses all of these migrations into a single one. But 

with the aid of archaeological and linguistic evidence it 

is possible to attempt to disentangle the Pipil-Nicarao 

migration sequence. Borhegyi (1965a) distinguished three 

separate series or waves of Nahuat migrations into Central 

America on the basis of the archaeological evidence. The 

first of these, the "Teotihuacan-Pipil" migration, was an 

expansionist movement out of central Mexico ·into the Gulf 

and Pacific coastal regions of Mexico and into the Pacific 

coastal plain of Guatemala. This migration was dated by 

Borhegyi (1965a:39) to A.D. 400-500. The second series 

of Nahuat migrations, according to Borhegyi (1965a:40), 

was the "Tajinized-Teotihuacan-Pipil" movement out of the 

Gulf Coast region and into the southeastern periphery of 

Mesoamerica, dated to A.D. 700-900. The "Nonoalca-Pipil" 

formed the third wave of Nahuat migrations. In Borhegyi's 
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reconstruc-tion ( 1965a: 40) this group was comprised of 

refugees who fled Cholula sometime after A.D. 800 and went 

to the Gulf Coast region where they united with the 

"Tajinized-Teotihuacan-Pipils" (Pipil-Nicarao) who had 

remained in the region after the second series of migra

tions. This composite group supposedly moved into Central 

America around A.D. 1000-1200 (ibid.). Toward the end of 

this period the Toltec ancestors of the ruling lineages of 

the Quiche, the , Cakchiquel, and the Tzutujil moved into 

highland Guatemala from the Gulf Coast region. According to 

Borhegyi (1965a:Figure 7), territorial expansion of these 

Toltec-influenced Highland Maya groups at the expense of 

the Pipil-Nicarao resulted in a further split of the Nahuat 

immigrants and a _movement. by some of them into El _ Saly~dor, 

Nicaragua, and Costa Rica. 

Borhegyi's reconstruction of these migrations is 

broadly similar to the scheme proposed by Jimenez Moreno 

(1959, 1966) which is based on a consideration of 

Torquemada's account and other ethnohistoric evidence as 

well as his personal interpretation of the archaeological 

data. Jimenez (1959:1077, 1966:55, 65) has hypothesized 

a population movement out of central Mexico motivated by 

Teotihuacan expansion in the fifth century A.D. and cul

minating with the Teotihuacan "diaspora" at ea. A.D. 650. 

The "mass migration" of the Pipil-Nicarao out of the 

Cholula region into the Gulf Coast region and Xolotan 
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(the Soconusco coast) from where they went on to settle in 

Central America is dated by Jimenez (1959:1077, 1966:65, 

67) at about A.D. 800. Jimenez (1959:1082-1083, 1966:Map 

6, 67) has tied the distribution of yugos (stone yokes), 

hachas (thin stone portrait axeheads), and paZmas (symbolic 

stone waist ornaments), all of which are associated with 

the ballgame (Ekholm 1946, 1949), with the Pipil-Nicarao 

migration. A reverse migration of Nahuat populations from 

either Tlapallan, Honduras or Huehuetlapallan, near 

Coatzacoalcos, Veracruz, back to central Mexico was also 

postulated by Jimenez (1959:1094, 1966:65). This group 

supposedly arrived in Tula, where they were known as 

flNonoalcas," and collaborated in the formation of the 

Toltec empire around A.D. 900 (Jimenez Moreno 1959:1097, 

1966:77-78). 

Another important study of Nahuat migrations to 

Central America is that of Vivo Escoto (1972). Vivo 

approached the problem primarily through an analysis of the 

distribution of Nahuat toponyms in Central America, but 

his dating of the migrations is based principally on 

Jimenez Moreno's chronology. Vivo enumerated a total of 

five separate Nahuat population movements into Central 

America: the Cihuatan migration around A.D. 400 (!), the 

Cohuixca migration at A.D. 500-650, the post-Teotihuacan 

migration at A.D. 650-960, the Choluteca migration of 
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Nahuat and Mangue populations at A.O. 800-1300, and the 

Nonoalca migration sometime after A.O. 1117. The 

reasoning that led Vivo (1972:13) to assign such an early 

date to the migration that brought the place name 

"Cihuatan" and related toponyms (Sihuatehuacan, Siguapilapa, 

Siguatepeque, Cihuatepet, and so on) into Central ·America is 

obscure; and his insistence that Cihua- place names 

occur in the intervening regions betweeR - the Pacific coast 

of Jalisco-Colima-Michoacan-Guerrero and Guatemala-El 

Salvador-Honduras (Vivo Escoto 1972:13) is mistaken. At the 

the time of the Conquest there were three settlements known 

by the name "Ciuatan" in central Tabasco (Scholes and Roys 

1968:97-99; Roys 1972:100). 

An Overview of the Problem 

These hypothetical reconstructions of the Pipil

Nicarao migrations are probably correct in a general way. 

It is clear that there were many population movements out 

of Mexico into Central America, beginning perhaps in the 

fifth century A.O. and continuing into the last couple of 

centuries of Mesoamerican prehistory. The ethnohistoric, 

linguistic, and archaeological evidence leave no doubt 

that the migrations took place, but the high degree of 

chronological precision pretended by Borhegyi, Jimenez, 

and Vivo is not supported by the data. A general validity 
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for the patterns evident in these schemes and their dating 

can, however, be assumed. 

The internal divergence nodes within Nahua, 

as indicated most recently by Luckenbach and 

Levy (1980), at A.D. 543, A.D. 801, and A.D. 1257 must be 

correlated respectively with Teotihuacan expansion and the 

subsequent Teotihuacan "diaspora," the first Pipil-Nicarao 

movements out of central Mexico to the Gulf and Pacific 

coast regions and into Guatemala and El . Salvador, and a 

later geographic separation of the Pipil-Nicarao · 

populations. 

Teotihuacan expansion throughout southern 

Mesoamerica and Teotihuacan presence in the central high

lands and Pacific coastal plain of Guatemala during the 

Middle Classic period (A.D. 400-700) is clearly indicated 

by the archaeological data (L. Parsons 1969:155-185). 

Even if Nahua was not spoken at Teotihuacan or in the 

Cotzurnalhuapa region of Guatemala (Kaufman 1976:115), the 

Teotihuacan expansion and the decline and abandonment of 

the city must have had some influence on the initial 

break-up of the Nahuan group of languages. 

The geographical distribution of fine-paste and 

polychrome ceramics, the hacha-yugo-palma complex, ceramic 

flutes, wheeled figurines, and other traits which appear to 

originate in the Veracruz Gulf Coast region (Andrews V 



1972, 1976:184-185; Boggs 1972, 1973; Casasola 1976-1977; 

Jimenez Moreno 1959:1082-1083, 1966:67, Map 6) indicate 

migrations from this region, perhaps via the Usumacinta 

drainage, into Guatemala and El Salvador during Late 

Classic/Early Postclassic times (A.D. 600-1000). It is 

important to note, however, that these diagnostic traits 

do not always occur together. At Cihuatan, for example, 

wheeled figurines are prominent, but fine-paste ceramics 

are extremely rare, and hachas, yugos and palmas have not 
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been found. Yugos and hachas are fairly common in the 

Guatemalan highlands and Pacific piedmont (Borhegyi 1965a: 

36-37; L. Parsons 1969:163-164), but wheeled figurines 

appear to be absent in these regions (Boggs 1972:63). The 

differential occurrence of these traits points to the 

complexity of the migrations that took place at this time. 

Population movements may have originated in Mexican regions 

other than the Gulf Coast. If the Salvadoran Cihuatan 

population came from the west Mexican Pacific Coast region 

of Cihuatan (Cihuatlan), then the apparent absence of 

yugos, hachas, and palmas at that site would be explained. 

On the other hand, possible Gulf Coast origins for this 

population are not explicitly denied by the apparent lack 

of these traits since their migration could have taken place 

after the manufacture of yugos, hachas, and palmas had 

ceased. The close relationship between Gulf Coast Nahuat 
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key tb the eventual resolution of this problem. 
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The Pipil-Nicarao were among the Nahuat groups that 

moved into Central America at this time. By the tenth 

century A.D. this group had probably taken control of part 

of the Pacific coastal plain and piedmont of Guatemala, part 

of the southeastern highlands of Guatemala, and Most of west 

and central El Salvador. These were the regions occupied 

by the Pipil at the time of Spanish contact. A route 

through Soconusco for at least some of these immigrants, 

as indicated by Torquemada's account, is supported archaeo

logically by Agrinier's (1978) data from Miramar, Chiapas. 

The possibility of a Pacific maritime route for segments 

of this population, as suggested by Boggs (1972:63), is 

not excluded. 

The arrival of these groups in Guatemala and El 

Salvador is indicated archaeologically by drastic changes 

in the material culture inventory of the regions in which 

they settled. These changes are particularly obvious in 

El Salvador. In the western part of the country, Pipil

associated traits such as taZud-tabZero architecture, a 

round pyramid, a life-size ceramic statue of Xipe Totec, 

two stone Chacmool sculptures, bifacially chipped 

projectile points, and points made from prismatic blade 

blanks appear at Chalchuapa in the Early Postclassic (ea. 
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A.D. 900) (Sharer 1978:211). I would interpret these 

traits as indicative of a Pipil population resident at 

Chalchuapa rather than the result of trade contacts 

between the Chalchuapa population and neighboring Pipil 

groups as argued by Sharer (1978:211). Sheets (1980:13-14) 

also disagrees with Sharer's interpretation of these new 

traits and notes a similar but weaker shift in the Early 

Postclassic artifact inventory of the Zapotitan Basin of 

west-central El Salvador. The Pipil-related traits at 

Cihuatan and Santa Maria and the radiocarbon dates from 

these two sites, discussed above, reasonably indicate the 

presence of an immigrant group in central El Salvador by 

the ninth or tenth century A.D. The archaeological 

evidence from Quelepa (Andrews V 1976:183-186) indicates 

the presence of a Veracruz or Veracruz-influenced group 

in eastern El Salvador possibly as early as about A.D. 600. 

The relatively long period of time during which the 

Pipil-Nicarao migrations took place (about 400 years) and 

the variations in pottery styles, particularly in domestic 

wares, which can be seen across the regions that the 

immigrants appear to have settled constitute strong 

evidence against Jimenez Moreno's (1966:67) assumption that 

these migrations were "more or less homogeneous." 

Following the Pipil-Nicarao migrations were the 

slightly later Nonoalca Pipil migrations. I am inclined to 



845 

agree with Vivo Escoto (1972:21-24) that the Nonoalca 

migrations represent the intrusion into central and western 

El Salvador of Nahuat groups under direct Toltec influence. 

The Nonoalca migration route was reconstructed by Kirchhoff 

(1947) on the basis of data from the Historia To lt eca 

Chichimeca from Tula, Hidalgo as far as the Nonohualco 

region of southern Puebla. From this region Nonoalca 

migrants appear to have moved on into El Salvador passing 

through the Gulf and Pacific Coast regions as did the 

earlier Pipil-Nicarao. A reasonable time span for the 

Nonoalca movements is from the mid-thirteenth to the early 

fourteenth century A.D. The Pipil of Cuscatan (Cuscatlan), 

who held control of most of central and western El Salvador 

at the time of Alvarado's arrival in the region, were an 

important group involved in the Nonoalca Pipil migrations 

(Vivo Escoto 1972:23). 

Another important center of Nonoalca populations 

was the Nonualco region in the department of La Paz, El 

Salvador (ibid.). It i~ likely that the arrival of the 

Nonoalca in El Salvador apd the expansion 

of Toltec-influenced Highland Maya groups in Guatemala 

created economic problems for the Pipil-Nicarao who were 

already established in these regions. The splitting up of 

the Pipil and the Nicarao, the abandonment of population 

centers like Cihuatan and Santa Maria, and the movement of 
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the Nicarao into Nicaragua and Costa Rica sometime after 

A.O. 1200 (Healy 1974:524) probably resulted from economic 

and military pressures exerted by the Nonoalca. The 

arrival of the historically documented Pokoman Maya in 

Chalchuapa and Asuncion Mita (Miles 1957:742, 752) during 

the Late Postclassic (Sharer 1978:211, 215) was probably 

a direct result of the territorial expansion of the Toltec

related Highland Maya groups, especially the Quiche and the 

Cakchiquel (Thompson 1948:12-13; Borhegyi 1965a:Figure 7; 

J. Fox 1978:286-287). 

It will be noted that this general reconstruction 

of the migration sequence is very much at variance with the 

account recorded by Fuentes y Guzman (1932-1933:pt. 1, bk. 

3, eh. 3, pp. 42, 45-48) that the Pipil were descendants of 

a contingent of warriors disguised as merchants who were 

sent by the eighth Aztec emperor Ahuitzotl in the year of 

his death (probably 1502) to populate the southern coast of 

Guatemala and eventually take over the entire southeastern 

Mesoamerican periphery. Without even considering the 

conflicting archaeological, linguistic, and ethnohistoric 

evidence, this date would appear to be far too recent for 

the Pipil migrations since the enormous population growth 

that is implied for a 22-year period would have been 

impossible. In the words of E.G. Squier (1855:348): "This 

traditionary account, so far as it professes to relate the 
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origin of the so-called Pipil population, is simply puerile 

and absurd." In addition, Fuentes y Guzrn&n even contra- · 

dieted himself on this matter when he described the wars 

waged by the Quiche and the Cakchiquel against the 

Tzutujil and their Marn and Pipil allies (Thompson 1948:11). 

Of course, Fuentes wanted to establish that Guatemala had 

never been subject to Mexico or Mexican populations which 

is why he related this story stating that Ahuitzotl died 

before his plans to conquer the region were realized 

(Stoll 1958:3). The original source of this account is a 

mystery, but it is very unlikely that Fuentes found such 

unreliable information in the Manuscrito PipiZ. 

Concluding Remarks 

To conclude this discussion of the migrations, I 

offer some thoughts concerning the general nature and 

character of prehistoric Mexican intrusions into Central 

America. It should be emphasized that the patterns traced 

from the available evidence are only vague approximations 

of the real events and processes. The evidence makes it 

clear that Mexican movements into Central America were a 

central theme in the prehistory of the region from at least 

Middle Classic times until the Late Postclassic. It is 

safe to conclude that these movements were sustained, for 

differing reasons, over a period of at least eight 

centuries. Equally clear is the fact that there were a 
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great many migrations. The general patterns described 

above probably lump - scores of separate population movements 

into just three or four highly ·visible waves of migrations. 

The data and the present analysis are not fine-grained 

enough to resolve the migration sequence into the small

scale movements which, viewed together, appear to some 

specialists as a few massive, homogeneous migrations 

bringing Nahuat populations into Central America. Simi

larly, the cause of the migrations must have varied greatly. 

The economic desirability of the regions that attracted 

Mexican immigrants was probably an important factor in all 

the migrations. Access to natural resources such as 

obsidian and salt and the availability of good agricultural 

land for the cultivation of cash crops such as cacao and 

cotton as well as basic subsistence crops must have been 

prime considerations in the Nahuat takeover of portions of 

coastal and highland Guatemala and El Salvador. Social, 

political, and possibly climatic factors must also have 

played important roles, but their relative importance as 

causes of the migrations would have varied with each 

series of movements and the circumstances surrounding them. 

These points are worth emphasizing because previous recon

structions of the migration sequence (Borhegyi 1965a; 

Jimenez Moreno 1959, 1966; Viv6 Escoto 1972) have, in my 

opinion, assumed a false air of precision in the dating of 
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migrations and the discernment of their causes. A better 

understanding of the Pipil-Nicarao migrations and other 

Nahuat movements into Central America must await further 

archaeological investigation of the regions in which these 

groups settled. Application of the direct historical 

approach in the Izalco and Nonualco regions of El Salvador 

might be especially helpful in solving this multi

dimensional problem. Meanwhile, it is hoped that this 

discussion at least points out areas of agreement and dis

agreement among specialists and serves to bring the problem 

into clearer perspective. 
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SOCIAL ORGANIZATION 

The concept of "social organization" is used in 

anthropology to study human interaction. Social organiza

tion can be defined as "the nature and interrelations of 

society's segments" (Basso 1980:4). There are many ways 

to approach the study of prehistoric social organization. 

Patterns and variation in the archaeological data of a 

prehistoric (or even historic) society are important 

indicators of what the segments of the society were and 

how they interacted. Settlement and architectural patterns, 

mortuary patterns, and patterns in the manufacture and 

disposal of ceramic vessels and lithic artifacts are just 

a few examples of classes of archaeological data which, 

through a study of their variation, can potentially reveal 

evidence on social organization. For historically 

documented societies, the sources may convey explicit 

information on social organization. This is the case with 

certain sources on Pipil-Nicarao, particularly Oviedo, 

Martyr, Garc1a de Palacio, and Fuentes y Guzman. Lopez de 

Gomara and Herrera also included in their histories some 

data on Nicarao social organization, but these two authors 

are in error on certain points enumerated below. In 

addition to the archaeological and ethnohistoric data, 

linguistic evidence may also be used to define social 

segments or at least to help clarify the roles of certain 
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members of society. 

The purpose of this discussion is to synthesize 

and interpret the archaeological, ethnohistoric, and 

linguistic evidence bearing on Pipil-Nicarao social organ

ization. Central to this task is the definition of the 

segments of Pipil-Nicarao society. According to the inter

pretation presented here, three social organizational 

principles formed the basis of Pipil-Nicarao social organ

ization. These are the principles of descent, social class, 

and association. The analysis of the operation of these 

principles in Pipil-Nicarao social organization leads to 

the specification of the economic and political roles and 

functions of descent groups, social classes, and associa

tions and their members. Broadly speaking, economic and 

political organization may be considered as sub-categories 

of social organization since they are specialized forms of 

social interaction. Viewing human social organization as 

an organic system, it is difficult to split economic and 

political organization from the overall nexus. These two 

specialized forms of social organization will, therefore, 

be included in the present discussion. This will be 

achieved by specifying the economic and political roles, 

occupations and statuses fulfilled by the members of the 

various segments of Pipil-Nicarao society. 

Another important aspect of Pipil-Nicarao social 
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organization, marriage, will also be discussed here. This 

is done with the intent of emphasizing the role and 

functions of marriage in defining and regulating human 

social relations. 

Marriage 

Before entering into an analysis of the segments 

of Pipil-Nicarao society and their interpretation, it 

seems appropriate to d~scuss their forms of marriage. As 

a means of defining relations between marrying couples and 

their respective kin groups, marriage is a basic institution 

of human social organization (Hoebel 1958:316). The 

ethnohistoric sources offer a considerable amount of 

information on the ways in which the Pipil-Nicarao could 

enter into marriage and how they could get out of it as 

well as the punishments meted out for bigamy, infidelity, 

and other marital offenses. 

Referring generally to marriage among the aborig

inal inhabitants of Nicaragua, Oviedo introduced the topic 

as follows: 

Their marriages are of many manners and there is 
much to be said about them, and usually each man has 
only one wife, and those that have more are few, except 
the chiefs, or those who are able to feed more women: 
and the cacique as many as they want. (Oviedo y 
Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 1, p. 37) 

Bobadilla inquired at length into Nicarao marriage. 

He asked his informants about the extent of polygynous 
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allowed: 
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No more than one legitimate wife; but some have 
others that are from their slaves, with whom they sleep; 
but these are not their wives. And we cannot leave the 
woman that we marry under any circumstances, nor marry 
another during the life of the first. And although at 
times we quarrel and separate, after the anger is 
passed, we go back to each other .... (ibid., eh. 3, 
p. 50) 

Thus it appears that polygyny was not acceptable to 

the Nicarao, nor was polyandry (ibid.), but a man could, if 

his socioeconomic status and personal resources permitted, 

take concubines. Stone (1966:225) has cited a passage from 

Oviedo y Valdes (1851-1855:pt. 2, bk. 29, eh. 27, p. 133) 

from which she inferred that Nicarao men generally had two 

wives. In this passage, however, Oviedo was clearly 

referring to the Cueva of Panama, not to the Nicarao. 

Concubinage was also present among the Pipil group 

described by Fuentes y Guzman (1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 2, eh. 

5, p. 92). Under the laws decreed by their ruler 

Jutecotzimit, sons born of concubines were to be provided 

for with a house, sufficient land for their crops, and 

slaves to work the land and serve them as they would any 

important person (ibid.). This statement implies that 

concubinage among the Pipil was, as among the Nicarao, 

limited to high-status members of society. 

According to Bobadilla's informants and Garcia de 

Palacio, marriage among relatives of the first degree of 
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consanguinity was prohibited among the Pipil-Nicarao. 

Concerning the prescription and proscription of marriage 

partners, the Nicarao told Bobadilla that they were not 

allowed to marry their mothers, daughters, or sisters, but 

marriage to other consanguines was not only allowed but 

preferred (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 3, 

p. 51). The Nicarao thought that endogamous marriage 

strengthened kin ties (ibid.). Endogamy was apparently not 

prescribed by the Pipil. Garcia de Palacio made the 

following statement concerning kinship and marriage among 

the Mita Pipil: 

They had a tree painted, and on it seven branches, 
which signified seven degrees of kinship. Within these 
degrees no one could marry, and this was understood as 
a straight line, unless it was one who had made a great 
feat in war, and it had to be beyond the third degree. 
For the transverse line, they had another tree with 
four branches that signified the fourth degree; within 
these no one could marry. (Garcia de Palacio 1881:43) 

Although this statement is by no means perfectly 

clear, the prohibition on marriage within the first three 

"degrees" of relationship would seem to indicate that some 

form of exogamous principle existed among the Mita Pipil. 

Referring to the "transverse line" of relationship, 

Palacio probably meant collateral kin. Since only a man 

who had distinguished himself in warfare could marry within 

this degree of relationship, exogamy would appear to have 

been the preferred form of marriage. 

Marriages were arranged by the families of the 
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Bobadilla the common procedure in arranging a marriage 
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(Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 3, pp. 40-50; 

English translation by Lothrop 1926, vol 1:58-59). The 

father of the boy went to the father of the girl and asked 

him if he wished to give her as a daughter-in-law. If the 

girl's father consented, the agreement was celebrated by a 

great feast involving the consumption of turkeys, dogs, and 

cacao (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 3, p. 

49). A dowry, consisting of fruit trees (mamey, nispero, 

coconut, and jocote), and a bride price were paid (ibid., 

p. 50). This was also true of the Pipil. Garcia de 

Palacio (1881:42-43) stated that the relatives of the groom 

gave mantles, cotton, turkey hens, and cacao to the bride, 

and her relatives reciprocated with similar gifts to the 

groom. After the presentation of the gifts they all 

feasted together (ibid.). 

The marriage ceremony of the Pipil-Nicarao was 

performed by their caciques, According to Bobadilla's 

informants, the Nicarao wedding ceremony consisted of the 

cacique taking the little fingers of the left hands of the 

bride and groom in his right hand and leading them to a 

small house. Once they entered the house, the cacique bid 

them to be faithful to one another and to take care of 

their property (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, 
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eh. 3, p. 50). A fire of aromatic wood (ocote?) was 

kindled in the house, and when it burned out the couple 

were considered to be married (ibid.). The next morning 

the groom announced to the wedding party whether or not he 

found the bride a virgin. If so, the marriage was official, 

the relatives of the bride and groom presented them with 

gifts, and the feasting continued. If not, the marriage 

was annulled, and the bride was returned to her parents 

(ibid.). But if the groom was indifferent to the fact that 

his bride was not a virgin, the marriage remained valid 

(ibid.). Andagoya (1945:406) mentioned that sometimes 

the bride was deflowered by a priest the night before the 

wedding. 

Concerning the Pipil matrimonial ceremony, Garc{a 

de Palacio (1881:42) stated that the relatives of the bride 

took the groom and bathed him in the river; the relatives 

of the groom did the same with the bride. Once the 

bathing ceremonies were completed~ the bride and groom· were 

each wrapped in a white mantle and taken to the house of 

the bride. The cacique knotted the ends of their mantles 

together, and with that action they were married. 

Another form of Nicaraguan marriage was described 

by Oviedo, but he did not specify which indigenous group 

practiced it. This form of marriage involved a young 

woman working as a prostitute to earn her dowry. When 

she was ready to wed, all her lovers whom she had 
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selected as candidates for marriage built her a house on 

a piece of property that her father had given her. When 

the house was completed, a feast was held during which she 

announced which of the suitors she would take as a husband. 

Those who were rejected would depart, and much dancing and 

drinking ensued. At times one or several of the spurned 

lovers would commit suicide by hanging. If this occurred, 

the flesh of their bodies was added to the wedding banquet 

(Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 12, p. 103; 

English translation by Lothrop 1926, vol. 1:59-60). Lothrop 

(ibid., p. 59) attributed this form of marriage to the 

Chorotega noting that perhaps it was borrowed from them by 

the Nicarao. 

Bigamy and extra-marital affairs were serious 

social offenses. The Nicarao punishment for bigamy was 

automatic divorce from the first spouse, seizure of the 

offender's property, and permanent banishment (Oviedo y 

Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 3, p. 50). Among the 

Pipil, any man who even dared to make a lewd proposition to 

a married woman was banished and his property confiscated 

(Garc{a de Palacio 1881:44). There was apparently a 

double standard among the Nicarao in the punishment of 

adultery. A woman who was caught in an adulterous act was 

beaten by her husband, sent back to her parents, and auto

matically divorced. The offended husband was allowed to 
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remarry, but the adulteress was not (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-

1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 3, p. 50). The only punishment 

suffered by a man who committed adultery was a beating by 

the woman's husband (ibid.). Garcia de Palacio (1881:44) 

reported that a Pipil man who slept with another's woman 

(mujer ajena) was put to death (the word ajena may also be 

translated as "foreign," "alien," or "outsider," but I 

believe that the most correct translation in this case is 

"another's"). As noted above, sexual relations with one's 

slaves were socially acceptable. Among the Pipil, if a man 

slept with a slave belonging to another man, the offender 

was himself made a slave unless he was pardoned by the 

high priest for services rendered to warfare (ibid.). 

Sexual offenses not directly or indirectly rel~ted to 

marriage are. discussed below. 

Thus, the only grounds for annulment or divorce 

were, initially, if the bride was found not to be a virgin, 

and, later, if she were unfaithful to her husband. A 

Nicarao woman was permitted to marry a second time if her 

husband was "convicted" of bigamy but only if she had no 

children by him (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, 

eh. 3, p. 50). Unfaithfulness on the part of a man toward 

his wife was apparently not considered grounds for divorce 

unless he was a bigamist. 

To conclude this discussion of Pipil-Nicarao 
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marriage, it should be noted than in answering Bobadilla's 

question about Nicarao marriage customs one of his 

informants digressed to say that if a couple died without 

issue their landed property devolved to their respective 

families (ibid.). As Joyce (1916:14) pointed out, this 

regulation would seem to imply that land was controlled 

by descent groups, and that land belonging to each descent 

group was distributed to its members according to need. If 

a deceased couple was survived by children, they inherited 

their parents' land (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 

4 2, eh. 3, p. 5 0) . 

Segments of Society 

Pipil-Nicarao society was segmented and stratified 

on the basis of three cross-cutting principles: descent, 

social class, and association. Before proceeding with an 

analysis of the evidence of Pipil-Nicarao social organiza

tion, certain terms require definition. "Social segmenta

tion" refers to the processes by which societies are 

divided into mutual interest groups, regardless of the 

principles upon which the segmentation is based. "Strati

fication" is a social institution by which individuals of 

the same sex and equivalent age status have differential 

access to basic resources (Fried 1967:52, 186). "Descent" 

refers to "a cultural principle whereby an individual is 
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socially allocated to a specific group of consanguineal 

kinsmen" (Murdock 1949:43). Descent has both a biological 

and a jural meaning, the latter referring to descent as a 

basis for determining succession to property, social 

position, or rank (Pasternak 1976:101). Descent may be 

traced unilineally through males (patrilineal or agnatic 

descent), unilineally through females (matrilineal or 

uterine descent), or through both males and females 

(nonunilineal, cognatic, bilateral, or ambilineal descent). 

A "descent group" may be defined as a group of individuals 

who consider themselves to be descended from a common 

ancestor (R. Fox 1967:41; Sahlins 1968:11). In complex 

societies descent groups are often cross-cut by social 

classes. A "social class" may be defined as a segment of 

society marked off from the rest of society on the basis of 

differences in wealth, power, and prestige. Social classes 

are based on objective differences such as economic and 

occupational distinctions, but they are given cohesion by 

the subjective sense of status held in common by the members 

of a social class. It is this sense of status that sets 

one social class apart from another (Maciver 1931:78-79). 

Social classes are reified by distinctive forms of 

behavior and cultural expression (for example, sumptuary 

dress codes, rules of etiquette, and so on) .that create and 

support a sense of social distance between classes. A 



final term requiring definition is "association". This 

is a principle of social segmentation that creates groups 

organized for the pursuit of special interests. Such 

groups are referred to in the anthropological literature 

under a variety of names such as "secret societies," 

"military societies," "curing societies," "age grades," 
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and "sodalities ." The latter term, coined by Lowie (1948: 

14), has gained currency. In Lowie's definition, a 

sodality is a group based on voluntary association rather 

than kinship or residence. Membership in sodalities cross

cuts descent groups and in some cases cross-cuts social 

classes as well. With these definitions in mind, we may 

now turn to the evidence on the organization of Pipil

Nicarao society. 

Descent 

We will examine first the evidence regarding the 

segmentation of Pipil-Nicarao society according to the 

principle of descent and the nature and functions of Pipil

Nicarao descent groups. On the basis of the Cihuatan 

settlement pattern data, I suggested above that the 

apparent spatial division of the town into barrios, or 

wards, might be a reflection of the aggregation of 

corporate descent groups. This suggestion is consistent 

with the ethnohistoric data which indicate that the 

caZpuZZi system was an important feature of Pipil-Nicarao 
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social organization. 

The Aztec CaZpuZZi: 
An Analogy 

The Pipil-Nicarao caZpuZZi system was similar in 

structure and probably in functions to that of the Aztec. 

Attention is drawn to the partial linguistic equivalence 

of terms discussed below such as Nahuat tatoque and huehue 

and Nahuatl tatocan and huehuetque., and the words caZpuZZi 

and caZpuZZec which exist in the same form in both 

languages. A brief description of the structure and 

functions of the Aztec caZpuZZi system is presented here 

as an analogy to that of the Pipil-Nicarao. It should be 

emphasized, however, that the Aztec capital of Tenochtitlan 

was a city which had no equivalent among the Pipil-Nicarao. 

In a sense, the "ideal" nature of the Aztec caZpulli 

system--probably considerably removed from reality by the 

time of the Conquest--might have been closer to the 

actuality of the Pipil-Nicarao situation. 

According to the extensive analysis of ethno

historic data conducted by Monzon (1949), the caZpuZZis of 

Tenochtitlan were structured as conical descent groups. 

The concept of a "conical descent group" was originally 

defined in 1939 by Kirchoff (1955). The principle of 

conical descent ranks members of the descent group on the 

basis of their genealogical nearness to the founding 
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ancestor. The purpose of this ranking is to control 

ownership of property and access to political power. The 

core members of the conical descent group, that is, those 

who are directly descended from the founding ancestor, 

called the aristoi by Kirchoff (1955), enjoy special 

privileges with respect to property and power. The 

privileges and status enjoyed by collateral descendants 

are reduced with their genealogical distance from the main 

stem. Thus, the maintenance of genealogies becomes 

important as a means of establishing one's position and 

proving claims to property and power. Closely related to 

the non-egalitarian nature of conical descent groups is the 

fact that descent is traced ambilineally, and there is a 

tendency toward endogamous marriage, especially among the 

aristoi. Ambilineal descent reckoning and endogamous 

marriage (particularly parallel cousin marriage) are 

common in conical descent groups, especially among indi

viduals of relatively high rank, because both provide a 

means to acquire maximal rank position and privilege 

(Pasternak 1976:117). The most salient feature of conical 

descent groups, then, is that they are non-egalitarian, 

ambilineal, and show endogamous tendencies. These features 

may be contrasted with those of egalitarian d'=scent groups 

which are usually unilineal and exogamous. 

Among the Aztec, the calpulli ("great house" 
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[Molina 1944:11, reverse; Lehmann 1920, vol. 2:1012]) was 

the fundamental unit of social organization. It 

functioned not only to stratify society but also fulfilled 

religious, political, and economic functions as well. Each 

calpulli maintained a community temple and a military 

school, or telpochcalli (Krickeberg 1961:72; Soustelle 

1961:8). The calpulli was not only a descent group but 

also a land-holding corporation and a territorial unit 

(Soustelle 1961:79-80; Moreno 1962:50-53). In fact, by 

the time of Spanish contact it appears that the character 

of the calpulli as a corporate (existing in perpetuity) 

land-holding unit and as a territorial division of 

Tenochtitlan had superseded its original nature as a 

descent group (Soustelle 1961:7; Moreno 1962:87). Each 

calpulli had a chief, or calpullec, who was elected for 

life and was highly respected (Soustelle 1961:40-41). 

While in theory the calpullec was elected, succes

sion to the office was in practice indirectly hereditary 

since the eldest son of the deceased calpullec, if he were 

deemed capable, was the preferred candidate for the job. 

If the calpuZZec had no sons another of his male relatives 

was elected, and only if the calpuZZec had no male 

relatives would someone from outside of his family be 

chosen to succeed him (Moreno 1962:87). The main duties 

of the caZpuZZec were to protect and defend his fellow 

calpulli members and to keep the register of communal lands 
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belonging to the calpulli (Soustelle 1961:40; Moreno 1962: 

86). The calpullec presided over a council of elders, or 

huehuetque, who were probably the oldest and best known 

heads of families (Soustelle 1961:40). 

There were, at least in theory, 20 calpullis in 

Tenochtitlan, organized into four regional divisions (the 

four quarters of the city), referred to by Vaillant (1941: 

115) as phratries. Each regional division elected a 

military commander (Soustelle 1961:42, 44). In add i tion, 

each calpulli elected or appointed a delegate, or tlatoani 

("speaker"), to the supreme council, or tlatocan, a l though 

by the time of Spanish contact the appointment of members 

to the Aztec tlatocan was in the hands of the emperor 

(ibid., pp. 92-93). 

All lands within the boundaries of the calpulli were 

the collective property of the calpulli, and parcels of 

land were distributed to the various families of the 

calpulli on the basis of hereditary usufruct (Monzon 1949: 

37-39; Soustelle 1961:79-81; Moreno 1962:48-50). Just 

prior to the Conquest, however, an evolutionary trend 

toward the ownership of private property had begun 

(Soustelle 1961:80; Moreno 1962:47). 

Following Monzon (1949), the Aztec calpullis are 

regarded here as conical descent groups. They certainly 

exhibit the characteristics of such a group: the ranking 
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of individuals based on their genealogical position, the 

reckoning of descent ambilineally, and a tendency toward 

endogamous marriage (ibid., pp. 55-78). The alternate 

position would view the caZpuZZi as simply a barrio, or 

ward, or territorial division of Tenochtitlan (Moreno 1962: 

87). This position emphasizes the political aspects of 

Aztec social organization and ignores the necessarily 

flexible nature of conical descent groups. The point may 

be made that by the time of the Conquest, the caZpulZis 

seem to have lost much of their essential character as 

descent groups as the political and economic functions of 

the calpulli became increasingly more important. This is 

precisely the evolutionary trajectory specified by Kirchoff 

(1955) for the conical descent group in certain situations 

when the collective interests of the aristoi become 

contrary to those of the lower-ranking members of the 

various descent groups. An understanding of the Aztec 

calpuZli system provides useful insights into the structure 

and functions of the calpulli among the Pipil and the 

Nicarao, the evidence for which we may now examine in 

detail. 

The Pipil-Nicarao 
CalpuZli 

The evidence for the existence of the calpulli 

system among the Pipil-Nicarao is found primarily in the 

writings of Oviedo, Garcia de Palacio, and Fuentes y Guzman. 
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The following is a summary of the ethnohistoric data in 

these sources which bear on the caZpuZZi and conical 

descent as a principle of Pipil-Nicarao social organiza

tion. These ethnohistoric data not only provide evidence 

on sixteenth-century Pipil-Nicarao social organization, but 

their implications also offer insights into the social 

organization of Cihuatan and Santa Maria. 

Each Pipil-Nicarao community was led by a head 

chief, or cacique, who presided over a council of elders 

called monexico by the Nicarao (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855: 

pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 3, pp. 52, 54; eh. 5, p. 74; eh. 12, p. 

104) and tatoque by the Pipil (Fuentes y Guzman 1932-1933: 

pt. 2, bk. 2, eh. 5, p. 90). Among the Pipil described by 

Fuentes y Guzman (ibid., pp. 91-92) the council members 

and their assistants were chosen from among the closest 

relatives of the cacique. Only those of noble descent were 

considered eligible for governmental positions (ibid.). 

The same was probably true of the Nicarao, and this stipu

lation immediately suggests conical descent as a social 

organizational principle. More will be said about this 

below. The members of the Nicarao monexico were paid for 

their services in maize, cacao, or mantles (Oviedo y Valdes 

1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 3, p. 54). Subordinate to the 

cacique and :the council were the chiefs of the various 

calpuZZis (the caZpuZZec). In the Nicarao town of 

Tecoatega, Oviedo reported that the caZpuZZec spent the day 
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reclining on mats near the resting place of the cacique, 

waiting to heed his command (ibid., eh. 13, p. 110). 

Oviedo noted that these minor chiefs were the inter

mediaries between the cacique and the people, and through 

them the cacique gave orders to the people, especially 

regarding military affairs (ibid.). One of Bobadilla's 

Nicarao informants told him that the cacique had no 

communication with persons of low social status (ibid., 

eh. 3, p. 50). The cacique, the council members, and the 

calpullec may be regarded, to use Kirchhoff's term, as the 

aristoi of Pipil-Nicarao society. 

The tendency toward endogamous marriage among the 

Nicarao, reported by Bobadilla, has been mentioned above. 

Particularly important here is the statement made by 

Bobadilla's informant on this matter (who was a member of 

the aristoi) that marriage within one's own lineage 

strengthened kin ties (ibid., p. 51). This tendency is an 

important feature of conical descent groups. 

Oviedo and Bobadilla referred to the Nicarao 

calpulli by the name galpon (probably not a corruption but 

a legitimate Nicarao form). The same word was also used 

by Oviedo to refer to the calpulli leaders (calpulled), the 

council house, and the military barracks. Introducing his 

material on the aboriginal inhabitants of Nicaragua, Oviedo 

stated that the caciques: 

... have principal vassals and gentlemen (I mean men 
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who are leaders of provinces or towns with a domain, 
themselves with vassals), which are called gaZpones: 
and these ordinarily accompany and guard the person of 
the prince [cacique] and their chiefs are very 
revered .... (ibid., eh. 1, p. 37) 

Bobadilla was curious as to whether or not the Nicarao 

council (monexico) had a specially designated place of 

meeting. The answer from one of his Nicarao informants 

was affirmative, and Oviedo inserted the following 

explanatory note: 

This council house is called a galpon, but 
according to what I saw, there are many arcades in 
the plazas of that land, and these, although they are 
adjacent, in order to maintain their divisions, they 
are separated one from the other, in which there is a 
chief with a certain number of people that are always 
there guarding the principal lord, and each of these 
arcades is called a gaZpon. (ibid., eh. 3, p. 52) 

Regarding the caZpuZZi as military barracks, Bobadilla was 

told: 

... those covered arcades which are spaced at 
intervals around the plaza, which are called galpon, 
there the unmarried young men sleep, and they are there 
so that they will be together and in position for 
warfare; and they make their ordered vigil each night 
so that the enemy cannot attack at night. (ibid., 
p. 55) 

From the first statement we may infer that the 

Nicarao calpuZZi functioned as a territorial division, as 

it did among the Aztec, and that each caZpuZli had a chief 

(calpullec) who answered to the cacique. While the Nicarao 

calpulZis would appear, on the basis of this evidence, to 

have been spatially organized as segmented communities, we 

learn from the second and third statements that each 
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caZpuZZi maintained military barracks around the civic

administration center. This at least was true of Teoca or 

Teocatega, where Bobadilla's inquiry was conducted, and 

probably true of other Nicarao towns as well. The fact 

that the council house was also referred to as a caZpuZZi 

probably indicates that the members of the council were 

chosen from each c a Zpu ZZi and that the council was regarded 

as a "superordinate caZpuZZi." 

The members of the Nicarao council, or monexico, 

were referred to by the title guegue (=huehue) which may be 

translated as "elder" (Lehmann 1920, vol. 2:1012). As in 

the case of the Aztec council of elders, or huehuetque, the 

Nicarao guegue were probably the oldest and best known 

heads of families. Oviedo provided some detail on the 

election and the duties of the members of the Nicarao 

monexico: 

The councilmen and officials of the community who 
must be present with the cacique or president in the 
monexico are elected every four moons, and when these 
[their terms] are completed, they are just like any 
other citizen, and some serve another term; but they 
are always chosen from among the guegues, id est, the 
most principal elders. And the first thing that they 
do in their council meetings is to appoint two faithful 
executors for another four months, who, or at least one 
of them, never leaves the plaza and tianguez or 
market .... (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 
42, eh. 12, p. 104) 

To judge from a statement made by one of Bobadilla's 

Nicarao informants, all important decisions affecting the 

community were made in the monexico. 
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..• the cacique cannot give orders except in matters 
of warfare or the welfare of the people, and even this 
must be agreed upon first in the monexico; but the 
monexico cannot meet without the cacique, for he is the 
principal lord. (ibid., eh. 3, p. 54) 

This and the preceding statement indicate that 

while the Nicarao council of elders may have been 

structured similarly to that of the Aztec, it probably 

resembled the Aztec supreme council, or tZatocan, in 

function since there appears to be no evidence for a 

Nicarao council with greater authority than the monexico. 

In this connection it is interesting to note that Benzoni 

(1857:151), in his brief Nicarao word list, gave the word 

tutruane, a corruption of tatoani (=tZatoani), for "gentle

man." Neither this word nor the Nahuat form of tZatocan is 

mentioned by Oviedo. 

Turning to the Pipil, we find that the word tatoque, 

a corruption of tatocan (=tZatocan) was mentioned by 

Fuentes y Guzman (1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 2, eh. 5, p. 90). 

Fuentes translated the word as "council" (ibid.). He did 

not give any specific details on the tatoque, and, in fact, 

he only mentioned it in saying that the cacique of the 

particular Pipil group to which he referred had disbanded 

the tatoque when he reorganized their government (ibid.). 

Presumably taking his information from the Manuscrito PipiZ, 

Fuentes reported that this group had entered Guatemala 

under the leadership of four military captains and a 
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captain-in-chief (ibid.). Under pressure from the Quiche 

and the Cakchiquel, they went through a period of cultural 

and social disintegration which was halted during the reign 

of the cacique Guachicmichin or Cuacchimichin (translated 

by Fuentes as "wooden fish") who established himself as a 

despot (ibid.). Guachicmichin restored this Pipil group to 

a position of dominance in the region that they occupied, 

probably eastern Guatemala, without the assistance of a 

tatoque (ibid.). But he was a cruel and autocratic ruler 

who demanded excessive tributes from his people (ibid.). 

When Guachicmichin ordered the sacrifice of several first

born sons of leading families (aristoi), the people stormed 

his palace and murdered him (ibid., pp. 90-91). 

Jutecotzimit, who was probably one of the four 

military captains, became the new cacique (ibid., p. 91). 

He reduced the rank of the other captains to that of 

calpulli leaders, and he re-established the council, 

composed of eight members chosen from among his closest 

family members (ibid.). Fuentes did not give the name of 

this council, but he noted that its members could be 

selected only from the nobility (ibid., p. 92). Each 

council member had as his assistants a considerable number 

of minor officials, also chosen from the "noble lineage" 

(ibid., p. 91). The members of the council wore long robes 

of certain colors, the use of which was prohibited to 

others, even their noble relatives (ibid.). 
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As noted in the discussion of warfare and militar

ism below, Jutecotzimit appointed his eldest son, 

Pilecuantzimit, as supreme war chief with four members of 

the council as his ministers of war (ibid.). According to 

the rules of succession decreed by Jutecotzimit, the 

cacique was succeeded upon his death by his eldest son. If 

he were a minor, the brother or closest relative of the 

deceased cacique acted as regent until the eldest son 

reached maturity at which time the council decided whether 

or not he was capable to rule (ibid.). If the council's 

decision was negative, the succession passed to the dead 

cacique's second son (ibid., p. 92). In the event that the 

cacique left no sons, the council appointed as cacique his 

closest male relative fit for the position (ibid.). Women 

were excluded from succession to office, but they were 

allowed to inherit land, houses, and slaves (ibid.). Cacao 

plantations, other property, and houses were given to the 

other sons of the cacique as well as to those of other 

members of the nobility so that they would have the 

resources to maintain their high status (ibid.). As 

mentioned above, sons born of concubines were given a house, 

land, and slaves (ibid.). 

From these statements we may conclude that this 

Pipil group placed strong emphasis on noble descent and 

primogeniture. Power, privilege, and prestige were consis

tently concentrated in the hands of the first-born sons 
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(the aristoi). In other words, the principle of conical 

descent is strongly in evidence. 

For the Pipil of Asuncion Mita, Garcia de Palacio 

(1881:39) referred to the calpules (calpulli) as military 

barracks. This statement would appear to emphasize the 

role of the Pipil calpulli in military affairs. An 

emphasis on noble descent and primogeniture among the Mita 

Pipil is also apparent. Garc1a de Palacio (1881:41) noted 

that upon the death of a cacique, captain, or noble, all 

the people engaged in a four-day mourning ritual. The 

ritual included a mitote (dance ceremony) and the recita

tion of the deeds and lineage of the deceased (ibid.). 

Women were eligible for succession to office among the 

Mita Pipil, for Palacio noted that when a cacique died he 

was succeeded by his son or daughter (ibid.). If he had 

no offspring, he was succeeded by his brother or his 

closest relative (ibid.). The succession within the priest

hood, which was also based upon descent, is described -

below in the discussion of Pipil-Nicarao religion. The 

non-egalitarian nature of Mita Pipil social organization is 

emphasized by these rules of succession, and again the 

evidence indicates conical descent was a major social orga

nizational. principle. 

A possible difficulty arises, however, when we 

recall the evidence discussed above that exogamy appears to 

have been the preferred form of marriage among the Mita 



875 

Pipil. But this preference probably did not extend to the 

aristoi and would seem to have appertained more to the 

lower-ranking members of society. Exogamous marriage 

would have been an effective means for the latter to secure 

social and economic alliances. An endogamous tendency 

among the aristoi of the Mita Pipil is indicated by 

Palacio's statement that a warrior who had distinguished 

himself on the battlefield (that is, one who had achieved 

the equivalent status of the high-born nobility) was 

permitted to marry his close female kin (Garcia de Palacio 

1881:43). 

Considering the evidence presented above, there can 

be little doubt that the caZpuZZi was a prominent feature 

of Pipil-Nicarao social organization and that it was 

structured as a conical descent group which guaranteed 

greater access to power and privilege to high-ranking 

individuals in the direct line of noble descent. Although 

there is little direct evidence concerning the functions of 

the Pipil-Nicarao caZpulli, in view of the close structural 

parallels with the Aztec caZpulZi, it is reasonable to 

argue that it functioned, as with the Aztec, as an adminis

trative-territorial unit of Pipil-Nicarao towns and as a 

unit of land tenure. On the basis of this argument, one 

would expect that Pipil-Nicarao towns were spatially 

divided into segmented communities or barrios (wards). 

The situation was probably similar to that of El 
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Viejo (Tecoatega, the town of the Nicarao cacique Agateyte) 

which, in the early seventeenth century, Vazquez de 

Espinosa (1969:pt. 1, bk. 5, eh. 27, p. 171) reported was 

"divided into 11 lineages, parties, or barrios." Vazquez 

noted that each barrio had its own shrine for the worship 

of its patron saint (ibid.). While the saints were 

nominally those of the Catholic church, the spatial 

division of the town into wards and the associated patterns 

of behavior were a product of the town's preconquest 

Nicarao heritage. 

This sort of spatial division is strongly evident 

in the settlement pattern of Cihuatan (Chapter 1). In view 

of this fact and the very strong ethnohistoric evidence for 

the importance of the calpulli in Pipil-Nicarao social 

organization, the interpretation of the barrios of Cihuatan 

as calpullis is attractive. Accepting this interpretation, 

the logical implication is that conical descent groups 

formed units of social segmentation among the residents of 

Cihuatan, and, by extension, those of Santa Maria. Faced 

with the evidence for conical descent among the sixteenth

century Pipil-Nicarao, this does not seem at all unlikely. 

A further implication is that the barrios of Cihuatan had 

political, economic, and religious functions. 

In concluding this discussion of the organization 

of Pipil-Nicarao society according to the principle of 

descent and the importance of the calpulli in Pipil-Nicarao 
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. the word calpolli [is] applied to the platform 
mounds that surround courts in the ancient ruins. This 
use of the word may indicate that the "great houses" 
of the different societies were ordinarily the 
principal buildings of the city and that they were used 
for civil, military, and religious purposes. (Spinden 
1917:186) 

Similarly, Arauz (1969:115), in his study of the Nahuat 

spoken in the region of Izalco, El Salvador, included the 

word calpulli in his list of Nahuat terms introduced into 

modern Salvadoran Spanish. The survival of this term is 

further evidence of the importance of the calpulli in 

ancient Salvadoran Pipil social organization. 

It should be emphasized that the argument that 

calpullis were major units of social organization at 

Cihuatan and Santa Mar{a is based on recontruction from 

archaeological, linguistic, and ethnohistoric evidence. 

The archaeological data, while certainly suggestive, would 

not serve as a sufficient basis for the argument. Indeed, 

it would probably be impossible to specify the necessary 

conditions for confirmation of the hypothesis using archaeo

logical data alone. This fact underscores the utility and 

importance of a conjunctive approach using several indepen

dent lines of evidence to resolve or clarify such problems. 

The documentary evidence establishes beyond all 

reasonable doubt that the calpulli system was an important 

feature of sixteenth-century Pipil-Nicarao social 
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organization. The linguistic evidence is equally strong. 

According to the principles of linguistic paleontology, if 

there is a word for a concept or object in a certain 

l anguage, then its referent perforce must also exist. It 

is, in my opinion, very improbable that the Pipil and the 

Nicarao borrowed the calpulli system and name from the 

Aztec before 1528 and extremely unlikely that all three 

groups independently invented the system. The close 

parallels in structure and functions of the Pipil and the 

Nicarao calpullis of the sixteenth century indicate that the 

system existed when the two groups were a single cultural 

entity. Therefore, the Nahua calpulli system must date at 

least to the Early Postclassic. If this reasoning is 

correct, the interpretation of the barrios at Cihuatan as 

calpullis is very well supported by the evidence. 

Social Class 

A second principle of social segmentation and 

organization among the Pipil-Nicarao was that of social 

class. The composition of Pipil-Nicarao social classes 

cross-cut the membership of their descent groups. 

The ethnohistoric evidence permits the recognition 

of three broadly defined social classes among the Pipil

Nicarao: nobles, commoners, and slaves. I do not consider 

war captives to have formed a social class among the Pipil

Nicarao (see Chapman 1960:45) since there is no evidence 
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that they actually "belonged" to Pipil-Nicarao society. 

They were usually sacrificed soon after being taken captive, 

and if they survived long enough to enter Pipil-Nicarao 

society they did so as slaves. Membership in these classes 

was generally hereditary, but there was a certain amount of 

vertical mobility as it was possible for a commoner to 

distinguish himself in warfare and achieve noble status, 

and nobles, through the commision of a socially unaccept

able act, could lose status. 

Nobility 

One of the principal referents of Pipil-Nicarao 

social stratification was occupation. The noble class was 

distinguished by political and religious occupations. At 

the pinnacle of Pipil-Nicarao political organization was 

the cacique, or head chief. The word "cacique" is Arawak 

in origin, first encountered by the Spaniards on the island 

of Espafiola. It has made its way into anthropological usage 

through its application by early Spanish explorers to the 

head chiefs of indigenous groups with which they came into 

contact (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 2, bk. 29, eh. 26, 

p. 129). The Nicarao cacique was referred to by the title 

teyte (ibid., pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 3, p. 52) which is 

equivalent to the Aztec tecuhtli ("lord") (Lehmann 1920, 

vol. 2:1015). The Pipil term for "cacique" was not speci

fied by Garcia de Palacio nor by Fuentes y Guzman. 
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Several Pipil-Nicarao caciques are known by name 

through the ethnohistoric sources. The most famous is 

Nicaragua, one of the most powerful caciques of the south

western region of the country which now bears his name. 

Nicaragua was one of the most generous contributors to the 

Gonzalez Davila expedition. According to Gonzalez (1883:11) 

11), the cacique presented him with 15,000 castellanos of 

gold. The treasurer Cereceda (1883:30) reported that 

Nicaragua gave 18,506 gold pesos. In return Gonzalez gave 

Nicaragua a silk jacket, a linen shirt, and a red hat 

(Gonzalez Davila 1883:11; Martyr D'Anghera 1912:dec. 6, bk. 

3, p. 219; Lopez de Gomara 1946:281; Herrera y Tordesillas 

1934-1957:dec. 3, bk. 4, eh. 5, p. 383). Gonzalez then 

converted Nicaragua and about 9,000 of his subjects to 

Christianity (Gonzalez Davila 1883:11; Cereceda 1883:30; 

Martyr D'Anghera 1912:dec. 6, bk. 3, p. 219; Lopez de 

Gomara 1946:219). Gonzalez and Nicaragua spent long hours 

in philosophical and religious discussions through a 

Nicarao interpreter whom Gonzalez had taught to speak 

Spanish (Martyr D'Anghera 1912:dec. 6, bk. 4, p. 221). The 

discussion was reported by Cereceda to Martyr in an account 

which is apparently now lost. Fortunately, the details of 

the conversation were preserved by Martyr (ibid., bks. 4-5, 

pp. 221-226) and summarized from Martyr by Lopez de Gomara 

(1945:281) who was repeated by Herrera (1934-1957:dec- 3: 

bk. 4, eh. 5, pp. 383-384). 
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Another well known Nicarao cacique was Agateyte 

(Acatecuhtli [Lehmann 1920, vol. 2:1009]) who was visited 

on several occasions in his town of Tecoatega by Oviedo. 

The chronicler reported that on his first visit to 

Tecoatega he received a very cold reception from Agateyte. 

The cacique would not even speak to Oviedo until he was 

told through an interpreter that Oviedo was an affinal 

relative of the governor Lopez de Salcedo. After learning 

that Oviedo was worthy of his noble attention, Agateyte 

changed his attitude and treated the chronicler with great 

courtesy (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 13, 

p. 111). Oviedo characterized Agateyte as one of the 

principal lords (mayores senores) of Nicaragua and noted 

that he maintained a standing army of 6,000 warriors and 

ruled over 20,000 subjects (ibid., eh. 11, p. 93). The 

physical appearance of the cacique was described by 

Oviedo as follows: 

The cacique wore a thin mantle of white cotton with 
which he covered himself, and his entire body and arms 
and legs and neck and throat were painted; and he had 
long hair and a long beard, only at the point of which 
and on his upper lip he had a very few white hairs, and 
in his appearance I judged him to be a man of about 
seventy years of age or more. He was tall and withered 
and serious in speech .... (ibid., eh. 13, p. 111) 

Several of the Nicarao f~om whom Bobadilla sought 

information for his investigation were caciques, and four 

of them are identified by name: Chicoyatonal (Chicueyatonal 

[Lehmann 1920, vol. 2:1011] or Chicueiatonal [Leon-Portilla 
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1972:37]), Misesboy (the correct form of this name is 

beyond reconstruction), Avagoaltegoan (Ahuacoaltecohuan 

[ibid., p. 37]), and Quiavit {Quiahuit [Lehmann 1920, vol. 

2:1014; Leon-Portilla 1972:37]) (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855: 

pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 2, pp. 40-41, 44). The name of another 

Nicarao cacique, Xostoval (possibly Xochitonal [Lehmann 

1920, vol. 2:1016]) was mentioned to Bobadilla by 

Avagoaltegoan (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 

2, p. 41) . 

The itinerary of the Gonzalez Davila expedition of 

1522-1523, written by Andres de Cereceda (1883), includes 

the names of the caciques encountered. Their ethnic and 

linguistic affiliations are not mentioned, but some, such 

as Papagayo and Ochomogo (ibid., p. 30), may be tentatively 

identified as Nicarao caciques. 

From Fuentes y Guzman the names of five Pipil 

caciques are known: Tonaltut, who made peace with the 

Quiche and the Cakchiquel (Fuentes y Guzman 1932-1933:pt. 

2, bk. 1, eh. 9, pp. 57-58); the tyrant Guachicmichin who 

was overthrown by Jutecotzimit (ibid., bk. 2, eh. 5, pp. 

90-91); Jotecusochil (Jutecosochit), mentioned in the Pipil 

tribute lists (ibid., eh. 11, p. 109); and Tonaltet, the 

cacique of the Jumay Pipil at the time of the Conquest 

(ibid., bk. 3, eh. 8, p. 143). Information on 

Guachicmichin, Jutecotzimit, and Tonaltet was contained in 

the Manuscrito Pipil, duly cited by Fuentes y Guzman. The 
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towns of Jutecotzimit, Nicaragua, and Agateyte. 
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In stratified human society, the accumulation of 

wealth by the upper classes is generally assured. This was 

certainly true of the Pipil-Nicarao nobility, and the 

caciques were the wealthiest of them all. As Chapman 

(1960:36) has pointed out, the principal basis of the 

wealth of Nicarao caciques was probably a monopoly on the 

production of cacao which was used as a medium of exchange. 

The same may have been true of some of the Pipil groups, 

particularly those of eastern Guatemala and western El 

Salvador. Jutecotzimit's decree that sons of Pipil nobles 

be given cacao plantations (Fuentes y Guzman 1932-1933:pt. 2, 

bk. 2, eh. 5, p. 92) was probably a confirmation of a long

standing custom. Oviedo stated that cacao was introduced 

into Nicaragua by the Nicarao and that the Chorotega did 

not possess a single cacao tree (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855: 

pt. 3, bk. 42; eh. 4, p. 61). L6pez de G6mara (1946:283) 

and Herrera y Tordesillas (1934-1957:dec. 3, bk. 4, eh. 7, 

p. 395), following Gomara, mistakenly stated the opposite. 

Oviedo also emphasized the importance of cacao as the basis 

of wealth for the nobles and caciques, and he stated that 

they received tribute payments in cacao (Oviedo y Valdes 

1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 8 eh. 30, pp. 316-317). The statement 

made by one of Bobadilla's informants that the caciques did 

not received tribute (ibid., pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 3, p. 54) 



884 

must be viewed as an attempt to provide misleading informa

tion. 

In addition to cacao, other items were probably 

also received by the Pipil-Nicarao caciques as tribute. 

The Pipil tribute lists described and illustrated by 

Fuentes y Guzman (1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 2, eh. 11, pp. 108-

110) indicate that tribute was paid to caciques in the 

Sonsonate region in cacao, maize, feathers, straw mats, 

pottery, gold, silver, and possibly obsidian. Cotton, 

tobacco, balsam, and animal skins were probably other 

tribute commodities. 

The duties of the Pipil-Nicarao cacique were to 

preside over the council (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, 

bk. 42, eh, 3, pp. 52, 54; Fuentes y Guzman 1932-1933:pt. 2, 

bk. 2, eh. 5, p. 91), to make important decisions 

concerning matters of warfare and the welfare of the 

community (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 3, 

p. 54; Fuentes y Guzman 1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 2, eh. 5, p. 

91), to perform marriage ceremonies (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-

1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 3, p. 50; Garcia de Palacio 1881: 

42), and, specifically for the Pipil, to direct the 

planting of crops (ibid., p. 42). The latter duty may also 

have appertained to Nicarao caciques. As noted in the 

discussion of warfare and militarism, the Nicarao caciques 

did not accompany his troops into battle unless he was 
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especially brave (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, 

eh. 3, p. 53), while there is evidence that the cacique .of 

at least one Pipil group did enter into battle (Garcia de 

Palacio 1881:38). 

The cacique was also involved in the spiritual life 

of the community. Among the Nicarao, important caciques 

entered a temple to reside for a year and pvay for his 

subjects (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 2, 

p. 46). At the end of this year, which was spent in total 

solitude with no communication with anyone except the small 

boys who brought him food, the cacique emerged from the 

temple, and a great festival was held in his honor (ibid., 

pp. 46-47). As a symbol that he had spent this year of 

devotion, the cacique had his nose pierced (ibid., p. 46). 

As noted in the discussion of religion, below, the cacique 

of the Mita Pipil took part in the rites of execution of 

domestic sacrificial victims (Garcia de Palacio 1881:38). 

The occupations and roles of other members of the 

nobility are alluded to elsewhere in this chapter. They 

served as caZpuZZec, council members, war captains, 

confessors, and priests. The confessors were not members 

of the priesthood but were specially appointed old men to 

whom the people went to confess their transgressions. They 

are attested for the Nicarao (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855: 

pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 3, pp. 55-56), but not for the Pipil. 

The priesthood might have been considered as a class (or 
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caste) apart from other members of the nobility (see 

Lothrop 1926, vol. 1:46; Thompson 1948:14). The fact that 

the priesthood had its own hierarcty and sumptuary -dress 

codes might be construed as evidence that it constituted a 

distinct class. Priests were probably recruited from the 

nobility, however, and there are no data that indicate that 

they were ncecessarily ranked higher or lower on the social 

scale than other members of the nobility. Gold workers 

among the Nicarao probably formed another sub-stratum of 

the nobility (Martyr D'Anghera 1912:dec. 6, bk. 6, p. 228; 

cf. Chapman 1960:40-41). 

Noble Residences 

The caciques lived in elite residences which, at 

least for the Nicarao, are well described in the ethno

historic literature. Cereceda wrote to Peter Martyr: 

The dwellings of the caciques are a hundred paces 
long and fifteen broad. Their facades are open, and 
the rear wall is solid. The floors of these residences 
are half a man's height above the ground, and in the 
other houses they are on a level with the ground. 
These houses are sustained by beams and roofed with 
thatch, having only one roof and no ceilings, as is the 
case with the temples .... The main facade of the 
cacique's dwelling is protected by a large open square, 
according to the size and plan of the village .... 
The royal square is surrounded by the houses of the 
nobles, and in the centre stands a building where the 
jewelers live. (Martyr D'Anghera 1912:dec. 6, bks. 
5-6, pp. 226-228) 

Oviedo gave a very detailed description and a 

sketch of the "royal square" of Tecoatega, the town of 
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Agateyte (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 13, 

pp. 109-110, Lamina 3). Since Lothrop (1926, vol. 1:31-32) 

has translated and quoted this description at length, a 

brief summary will suffice here. According to Oviedo's 

description, there was a storehouse of maize and other 

provisions at the entrance, on the north side, of the plaza 

in which Agateyte's residence was located. Opposite the 

storehouse, to the south of the entrance, was the house of 

the cacique, his wife, and concubines. The house was about 

100 paces long, and it formed the east side of the plaza. 

Contrary to Cereceda's description, quoted above, it was 

walled and had no windows. The only opening in the house 

was a doorway which was so low that a man had to stoop to 

enter. The house was kept closed during the day to keep 

out mosquitoes. 

On the north side of the plaza, oriented east-west, 

was a covered arcade about 80 paces long and about 10 paces 

wide. This structure had a thatched roof supported by 

posts which divided it into three chambers. Beneath the 

roof of the eastern chamber was the cacique's day bed; it 

was made of cane and straw mats and measured about 10 or 12 

f eet in length and 5 or 6 feet in width. The central and 

western chambers of the portico had two rows of straw mats 

stretched out on the ground on which the nobles (indios 

principales; these must have been calpullec and other 

officials) rested during the day and waited· to receive 
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10 or 12 nobles in each chamber of the arcade. 
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Forming the west side of the plaza was another 

long, enclosed house which, to judge from Oviedo's plan, 

was similar in construction to the cacique's residence and 

slightly smaller in dimensions. The women of the cacique 

occupied this house by day, and the nobles slept in it at 

night. At the north end of this structure four long, 

heavy canes were erected on which were mounted the heads of 

deer which the cacique had killed with his own bow. Oviedo 

noted that this was a symbol of status and of dexterity 

with the bow. On the south side of the plaza was another 

covered arcade where 40 or 50 women prepared tortillas for 

the cacique and nobles. Within the plaza were two small 

structures which were sepulchers of the cacique's two sons 

who had died in childhood. The plaza was surrounded by 

fruit trees which provided shade and privacy from outsiders. 

Located on the perimeter of the plaza were guard houses 

where soldiers stood watch during the night. 

There is no evidence from Oviedo's description 

that elite residences at Tecoatega were built on raised 

platforms as is indicated by Cereceda's description and 

as was probably the case at Cihuatan. It is unfortunate 

that with the exception of the Southeast Patio complex of 

the West Ceremonial Center no high-status residences have 

been excavated at Cihuatan. A number of long, low 
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platforms form plazas within the so-called East Ceremonial 

Center, and one of these plaza groups was probably the 

"royal square." 

Commoners 

Turning to the commoners of Pipil-Nicarao society, 

the ethnohistoric and archaeological data indicate a wide 

range of economic and occupational specialization for this 

social class. The ethnohistoric evidence concerning 

commoners is weighted in favor of the Nicarao, but for the 

Pipil there is good archaeological evidence on this segment 

of society from Cihuatan and Santa Maria. 

The ethnohistoric data, especially those from 

Oviedo and Martyr, permit the resolution of several full

time or part-time economic and occupational pursuits of 

commoners. Agriculturalists, hunters, fishermen, soldiers, 

traders, market vendors, artisans and craft specialists, 

and prostitutes are specifically referred to in the sources. 

As evidenced by the following passage from Oviedo, 

sexual division of labor was important. 

The men have charge of providing the household with 
the labor of the fields and agriculture and of hunting 
and fishing, and the women of trade and merchandise: 
but before the husband leaves the house, he must leave 
it swept and the fire lit, and then he takes his arms 
and goes to the field, or to the labor of it, or to 
fish or to hunt or to do what he knows and has for 
excercise. (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, 
eh. 1, p. 39) 

While hunting was practiced by the nobility as a 
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form of elite-class recreation (the skulls of deer slain 

by the cacique Agateyte were mounted on poles in the "royal 

square" of Tecoatega), cultivation of the fields, and 

probably also fishing, were activities limited to commoners. 

In the discourse between Gil Gonzalez Davila and the 

cacique Nicaragua, Gonzalez admonished the cacique and his 

nobles for their propensity toward warfare. The Nicarao 

were not pleased: 

They made a grimace ... at what was said about 
war, asking what they should do with their javelins and 
golden helmets, their bows and arrows, their war 
ornaments and their standards, glorious emblems of 
bravery. "Shall we abandon them to the women? Shall 
we spin and weave like them, or cultivate the earth 
like peasants?" (Martyr D'Anghera 1912:dec. 6, bk. 5, 
p. 225) 

This passage clearly indicates that agriculture was not 

considered a pursuit fit for the nobility. It also 

indicates that certain crafts, such as spinning and weaving, 

were considered to be the exclusive province of women. 

Many commoner men were professional soldiers. A 

military career was probably the aspiration of most young 

men of the Pipil-Nicarao, for through valiant deeds of 

warfare they could achieve high social status. More will 

be said about this in discussing social segmentation 

according to the principle of association. Soldiers also 

had a convenient means of acquiring personal property, for 

Pipil and Nicarao warriors were allowed to keep whatever 

goods they plundered in battle, and the enemies that they 
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captured often became their slaves (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-

1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 3, p. 53; Fuentes y Guzman 1932-

1933:pt. 2, bk. 3, eh. 5, p. 127). The desirability of a 

military career is emphasized by Garcia de Palacio's 

statement (1881:41) that when a male child was born among 

the Mita Pipil, they placed a bow and arrows in his hand. 

The occupation of warrior was apparently a full

time one. For the Pipil, Garcia de Palacio (1881:44) 

stated that men who were not warriors cultivated the milpa 

lands of the cacique and the priests, and from their own 

lands they contributed to the support of the army. The 

implication of this statement is, of course, that soldiers 

did not farm. Oviedo often gave population estimates 

stating separately the number of warriors in each town 

(Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 5, pp. 67-68; 

eh. 11, p. 93), a further indication of their specialization. 

Itinerant traders may also have been full-time 

specialists. Bobadilla was told that these traders went 

from region to region and from town to town exchanging 

merchandise (ibid., eh. 3, p. 54). There is no evidence, 

however, that these merchants formed a special bourgeois 

class as did, for example, the Aztec pochteca. 

The markets in which these traders carried on their 

transactions were probably the focal points of Pipil

Nicarao communities. Andagoya (1945:405-406) mentioned the 

markets of the Nicarao, as did Cereceda in his report to 
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that: 
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... they have their plazas and markets for their 
negotiations and trade in each principal town; but no 
one is admitted to these fairs or plazas except those 
of the same tongue, and if these others go, it is that 
they are taken to be sold to be eaten or as slaves. 
(Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 1, p. 37) 

The markets were referred to by the Nicarao as tianguez 

(ibid. , pt. 1 , bk. 6 , eh. 1 7 , p. 2 0 4 ; bk. 9, eh. 11, p. 

345; pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 3, p. 54; eh. 12, p. 104), equiva

lent to the Aztec tianquiztli which has the same meaning 

("market" [Molina 1944: 113, obverse]) . 

Market vendors were women, and men of the town in 

which the market was held were not even allowed to enter 

its confines. Bobadilla was told: 

... no one of the town (that is a man) is permitted 
to enter the tianguez (which is the plaza of the 
market) to buy, nor to sell, nor for any other purpose, 
nor may he stand looking in from outside; and if he is 
seen, he is scolded, and were he to enter, he would be 
beaten and considered a rascal .... But all the 
women go to the tianguez with their merchandise, and 
men and women, if they are from other towns and 
strangers, can enter these tianguez and markets without 
penalty. But this custom is not general for the 
strangers from all regions, but only among allies and 
confederates. And all sorts of women go to said 
markets, and even boys (if they have not slept with 
women). There slaves, gold, mantles, maize, fish, 
rabbits, and many kinds of game birds are sold, and all 
else which is traded, bought, or sold amongst ourselves, 
of what we have and what there is in our land and what 
is brought from other regions. (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-
18 55: pt. 3, bk. 4 2, eh. 3, p. 5 4) 

It is possible to infer that the "foreign" men who 

were permitted into the markets were itinerant traders. 
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Each Nicarao market was governed by two adjudicators who 

were appointed by the monexico from among its members. At 

least one of them was always in the market to prevent the 

use of force and short measures and to insure that fair 

exchanges were made. Oviedo remarked that their presence 

compelled a better welcome and greater courtesy toward 

strangers (ibid., eh. 12, p. 104). As far as I know, there 

are no ethnohistoric data concerning Pipil markets, but 

there is no doubt of the importance of the market in Pipil 

social and economic organization. Itinerant traders and 

market vendors probably played ~entral roles in Pipil 

economic organization just as they did in that of the 

Nicarao. Since markets and marketplaces, with the possible 

exception of the Classic Maya (R. E.W. Adams 1977:147-148), 

are generalized features of virtually all major 

Mesoamerican communities, there must have been a tianguez, 

or possibly several of them, at Cihuatan. Unfortunately, 

there are no archaeological data of which I am aware that 

would indicate its location. 

Among the items available in Pipil-Nicarao markets 

would have been the products of artisans and craft

specialists. The ethnohistoric and archaeological evidence 

permit the recognition of a number of full-time or part

time craft specializations in which Pipil-Nicarao commoners 

engaged. These include the production of woven textiles, 
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groundstone implements, ground and polished stone ornaments 

and tools, chipped stone tools and weapons, pottery, worked 

bone artifacts, wooden artifacts, straw mats and other 

articles of straw, and featherwork. Whether or not the 

specialists in these industries worked on a full-time 

basis to turn out their finished products is a question 

that remains largely open, and most industries may have 

involved various levels of specialization. Among the Nicarao 

there were highly specialized tattoo artists who were very 

expert and who lived by their skills (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-

1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 1, p. 38). Nicarao goldsmiths 

were probably also full-time specialists, but, as indicated 

above, they probably formed part of the nobility rather 

than the commoner class. 

Bobadilla's informant included mantles in the list 

of items bought and sold in Nicarao markets (ibid., eh. 3, 

p. 54), and the disdainful question put to Gonzalez Davila 

by the cacique Nicaragua or one of his nobles (Martyr 

D'Anghera 1912:dec. 6, bk. 5, p. 225) indicates that 

spinning and weaving were craft specialties performed by 

Nicarao women. That this was also true of Pipil women is 

indicated by Garcfa de Palacio's description (1881:41) of 

the ritual performed upon the birth of a girl child. This 

involved placing a spindle whorl and a ball of cotton in 

the infant's hand. Spindle whorls found at Cihuatan and 

Santa Marfa indicate that the manufacture of cotton 
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towns. 
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A portion of the commoner population of every major 

Pipil-Nicarao community was probably engaged in the produc

tion of lithic artifacts. Smaller communities may have 

been largely given over to the specialized production of 

groundstone, ground and polished stone, and chipped-stone 

artifacts. It is also possible that the inhabitants of 

certain barrios of the larger communities specialized in 

these industries. The great availability of native 

andesite at Cihuatan suggests local production of ground

stone implements (principally manos and metates). It is 

less likely that the ground and polished stone industry was 

locally viable since the raw materials on which it would 

have depended, such as jadeite, nephrite, and soapstone, 

were mostly exotic. Small-scale specialization in this 

industry might, however, be viewed as a possibility for 

Cihuatan. 

Regarding the chipped stone industry, although 

obsidian, its principal raw material, was also 

imported to the Central Basin, I have little doubt that 

the industry was a significant one at Cihuatan and Santa 

Mar{a. The products of each stage of core reduction out

lined in the behavioral model presented by Sheets (1975) 

are well represented in the lithic assemblages of the two 

sites. One major obsidian workshop and at least two 
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smaller ones associated with domestic structures have been 

identified at Cihuatan (Bruhns 1980:23, 41-42, 55). At 

Santa Maria a residential zone (barrio?) to the north of 

Zone A appears to have been the center of a number of 

workshops specializing in prismatic blade production 

(Fowler and Solis 1977; Fowler 1978:280). The low 

incidence of hinge fractures observed on prismatic blades 

from Cihuatan and Santa Marfa (Chapter 1) indicates a high 

level of proficiency in blade production and suggests at 

least partial occupational specialization in the chipped 

stone industry of the two sites. This inference also finds 

support in the metric data on platform length and width, 

blade width and thickness, and the length of eraillure of 

prismatic blades from the two sites (Chapter 1) which 

exhibit a narrow range of variation, thereby suggesting 

standardized manufacturing techniques. Casual (non full

time) production and modification of chipped-stone tools 

of obsidian and other materials are indicated by the 

relatively frequent occurrence at Cihuatan of chipping 

debris (core-blade debitage and thinning flakes) 

and exhausted polyhedral cores in contexts that cannot be 

interpreted as specialized workshops. Santa Maria shows a 

similar but less pronounced pattern with regard to core

blade debitage and spent polyhedral cores. 

Pottery production may have been another important 
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i ndustry of Cihuatan and Santa Maria. While no actual 

evidence of local pottery production (such as sintered 

vessels or "kiln wasters") has been found at either of the 

sites, the relative frequencies of occurrence of the Las 

Lajas Coarse, Tamulasco Plain, and Garcia Red ceramic 

groups, would appear to indicate that these groups were 

locally produced, if not at Cihuatan and/or Santa Maria, at 

least in the Central Basin region. Together, these three 

ceramic groups account for 87.3% and 93.4% of all sherds 

classified from Cihuatan and Santa Maria, respectively, in 

the present analysis (Chapter 1). It is certainly unlikely 

that the outsized vessels and effigies of the Las Lajas 

Coarse group would have been transported any great distance. 

On the basis of the similarity in paste with the Tamulasco 

Plain and Garcia Red ceramic groups, the Zancudo White 

Polychrome and Jejen Red Polychrome groups also seem to 

have been produced by local potters. These potters, it 

might be assumed, were members of the commoner class of 

Cihuatan, Santa Maria, or neighboring towns or villages. 

Some villages might have specialized in pottery production 

much as those in the vicinity of San Rafael Chalatenango do 

today. 

The potters of these modern villages are women, and 

Garcia de Palacio provided some evidence that the 

prehistoric Salvadoran ceramic industry may also have been 
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in the hands of women. An important sixteenth-century 

Salvadoran pottery-producing center was Ahuachapan which 

was occupied by the Pipil before it was taken over by the 

Pokoman just prior to the Conquest. 

There is made the best and the most handsome 
pottery in the manner of the Indians that there are in 
these provinces. It is principally made by and is the 
function of women who work it without a wheel or any 
type of instrument, but rather once the clay is 
prepared, they thin it down and smooth it with their 
hands, so that they make very well any kind of vessel 
that is ordered. (Garcia de Palacio 1881:21) 

Palacio went on to say that the Ahuachapan pottery was 

painted (or slipped?) with a fine suspension of bright red 

clay which bubbled up in wells which the potters dug by the 

side of a stream (ibid.). Other sources also mention this 

distinctive red pottery (loza colorada) of Ahuachapan: 

Ciudad Real (1873, vol. 1:321), Pineda (1925:352), Vazquez 

de Espinosa (1969:pt. 1, bk. 5, eh. 13, p. 156), and Gage 

(1958:301). 

Pottery is one of the items of tribute listed in 

the Pipil tribute records from the Sonsonate region 

published by Fuentes y Guzman (1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 2, eh. 

11, p. 109). Perhaps Ahuachapan paid tribute in pottery to 

the town(s) to which the tribute lists pertained. 

Concerning the Nicarao, while Oviedo (1851-1855: 

pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 12, p. 105) extolled the excellent 

quality of the black pottery of the island of Chira in the 

Gulf of Nicoya, he does not appear to have mentioned 
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Nicarao pottery at all. Nicarao ceramics are, however, 

relatively well known archaeologically, principally through 

the work of Lothrop (1926) and Healy (1974, 1980). 

Comparison between the Postclassic period ceramics of 

central and western El Salvador and those of contempora

neous periods of southwest Nicaragua are drawn in Chapter 1. 

The worked bone artifacts recovered in the excava

tion of the Southeast Patio of the West Ceremonial Center 

of Cihuatan provide evidence of yet another craft specia

lization in which some inhabitants of the site were engaged. 

The care with which these objects were made suggests a high 

level of skill and perhaps even full-time specialization. 

Admittedly, there is no strict evidence that the craftsmen . . 

that produced these artifacts were commoners, and they 

could just as well been members of the nobility. As far a 

I know, there are no ethnohistoric data on worked bone 

industries among the Pipil-Nicarao. 

Woodworking is another industry that may be 

hypothesized for Pipil-Nicarao commoners. This is an 

industry for which we have no archaeological evidence 

except for certain chipped stone tools such as scrapers 

and spokeshaves which woodworking specialists might have 

used. Nevertheless, the ethnohistoric data indicate the 

importance of this industry. The manufacture of wooden 

weapons or the wooden components of weapons such as 

atlatls, spear shafts, or the wooden stocks of macanas 
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may have been carried out by the warriors who used them or, 

perhaps more likely, by military craftsmen with special 

skills in woodworking. The elaboration of wooden elements 

of houses was probably a casual pursuit engaged in by most 

commoner men (see Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, 

eh. 12, p. 103). An interesting wooden artifact used by 

the Nicarao nobility was the duho, a small bench or stool 

which also functioned as a headrest. Oviedo (ibid., eh. 13, 

p. 109) described the duho used by the cacique Agateyte as 

"a small bench with four legs, slightly concave 

very beautiful and smooth wood very well worked 

. of 

" 

Duhos were also used by the Chorotega caciques (ibid., eh. 

11, p. 96). The duho was not a common Mesoamerican trait, 

and it may have been borrowed by the Nicarao and the 

Chorotega from their Chibchan neighbors (cf. Stone 1966: 

217). Larger wooden benches were used by the Pipil 

nobility. Caciques and priests of the Mita Pipil were 

buried seated on these benches (Garcia de Palacio 1881:36, 

41). An interesting figurine excavated from or near 

Structure P-16 at Cihuatan, published by Boggs (1972:54, 

fig. 23), depicts a personage seated on a four-legged bench. 

This figurine may in fact represent a priest or deceased 

priest prepared for burial. It is also worthy of note that 

the two Xipe Totec effigies from Lake Gliija (Boggs 1976b) 

are seated on benches. The fact that duhos and benches 
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were closely associated with the nobility (and at least one 

deity) implies that they must have been made with care, and 

one might speculate that certain woodworkers specialized in 

their manufacture. Another important article of wood is 

the Pipil or Nicarao "calendar board" described and 

illustrated by Fuentes y Guzman (1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 2, 

eh. 12, pp. 110-111). This board was apparently carved not 

only with calendrical data but also contained information 

on conquests and tribute. 

Like wooden artifacts, articles made of straw have 

left no archaeological trace at Pipil-Nicarao sites, but we 

can be reasonably certain that the manufacture of woven 

straw mats (petates) and other items such as baskets 

constituted a significant industry among Pipil-Nicarao 

commoners. Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 13, pp. 

109-110) stated that the cacique Agateyte and his nobles 

rested and slept on straw mats. As they are today through

out Mesoamerica, petates were probably a basic article of 

all Pipil-Nicarao households. Straw mats are among the 

tribute items mentioned in the Pipil tribute lists 

described and illustrated by Fuentes y Guzman (1932-1933: 

pt. 2, bk. 2, eh. 11, p. 109). The structure of this 

industry is open to speculation, but if it was like the 

modern straw-working industry it probably involved a small 

number of full-time specialists and a great many part-time 
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specialists. In modern El Salvador, Nahuizalco and 

Cojutepeque, which were major prehistoric Pipil towns, are 

important centers for the manufacture and sale of petates, 

baskets, and other articles of straw. 

A final industry in which some Pipil-Nicarao 

commoners probably engaged, posited here on the basis of 

ethnohistoric evidence, is featherworking. Oviedo (1851-

1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 3, p. 53) noted that the shields of 

Nicarao warriors were adorned with featherwork, and Garcia 

de Palacio (1881:35) described a quetzal feather headdress 

worn by the high priest of the Mita Pipil (see "Clothing 

and Personal Adornment," below). Alvarado (1924:79) 

mentioned the impressive plumage worn by the Pipil warriors 

in the battle of Acajutla, and Fuentes y Guzman (1932-1933: 

pt. 2, bk. 3, eh. 5, p. 126) reported that distinguished 

Pipil warriors wore quetzal feather headdresses. Feathers 

are also mentioned in the Pipil tribute lists published by 

Fuentes y Guzman (ibid., bk. 2, eh. 11, p. 109). In 

addition to quetzal feathers, which would have been 

obtained from the highlands of Guatemala and El Salvador, 

the feathers of tropical birds such as parrots, parakeets, 

macaws, and toucans were probably basic raw materials of 

this industry. 

This survey certainly does not exhaust all the 

possible economic activities and occupations of Pipil-



Nicarao artisans and craft specialists. The industries 

discussed here are only those for which there is clear 

archaeological and/or ethnohistoric evidence. 
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Another economic pursuit open to lower-status 

Nicarao and probably also Pipil women was prostitution. 

The ethnohistoric data on prostitution pertain entirely to 

the Nicarao, but this institution was probably also 

prevalent among the Pipil. Oviedo stated: 

There are public women who earn and who yield 
themselves to whoever wants them for ten cacao beans 
of those which it has been said is their money; and 
some of them have ruffians, not to give them part of 
their earnings but to serve them, and they accompnay 
them and guard the house when they go to the markets 
to sell themselves and to do whatever strikes their 
fancy. (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 
1, p. 37) 

Prostitutes were called guatepoZ by the Nicarao 

(ibid., pt. 1, bk. 8, eh. 30, p. 316) which was translated 

by Oviedo (ibid.) as "meretrix" (meretriz) or "ramera" 

(both words may be translated into English as "harlot," 

"prostitute , " or "whore") . According to Lehmann ( 1920, vol. 

2:1012), guatepol may be etymologized as cihuat ("woman")/ 

tepoZli ("male member"). 

Oviedo is corroborated by one of Bobadilla's 

informants in that the "ruffians" did not share in the 

earnings of the prostitutes (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 

3, bk. 42, eh. 3, p. 51). Elsewhere, Oviedo (ibid., eh. 

12, p. 102) stated that the "ruffians" were paid in meat 
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for their services to the prostitutes. He also noted that 

there were bordellos run by "madams" who, for a price, 

provided room and board for the prostitutes (ibid.). 

Commoner Residences 

Through archaeological surveys and excavations of 

the habitational zones of Cihuatan (Bruhns 1980a; J. H. 

Kelley 1980; Fowler, this study) and Santa Maria (Fowler 

1978), we know a certain amount about the residences and 

special-purpose buildings of the commoners of the two 

towns. As discussed in Chapter 1, the spatial patterning 

of the remains of these structures appears to indicate that 

the communities were segmented into discrete residential 

wards (barrios) dispersed in a wide area around a ritual/ 

administrative precinct. Some barrios show definite plaza

group arrangement of residential and other types of 

structures. More common is a linear arrangement of 

structures built on artificially leveled terraces. 

From the few residences that have been excavated, 

we know that some, perhaps most, were single-room 

structures. Others were divided by a partition into two 

rooms, and others were multi-room structures. Some 

structures are rather small in size, measuring some 3-4 

by 4-6 m. Larger structures range from 4 to 7 m in width 

and 8 to 11 m in length. These are usually associated with 

smaller outbuildings. The variation in size and complexity 
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of residential structures at Cihuatan and Santa Maria is 

probably due to some degree to economic status differentia

tion within the commoner class. 

Residences at the two sites also show a wide range 

of variation in building technique and materials. In 

general, house floors were raised- above the surrounding 

ground surface on a low platform about 25 to 50 cm in 

height constructed of packed earth and stone fill within a 

rectangular stone foundation. Many commoner houses were 

probably built on platforms composed of midden material, 

but only one such house, HP-102 (Bruhns 1980a:36, 66-67), 

is known through excavation at Cihuatan. Foundations were 

made of large stones or boulders, often with natural or 

worked flat surfaces turned toward the exterior of the 

platform. These were bound with mud mortar. Most founda

tions were built with a single row of stones on each side, 

but double-row foundations are not uncommon. Foundation 

materials also included river cobbles. Floors were made of 

a thin layer of packed earth or clay covering a cobbled 

subfloor. In some houses low walls, about 1 m in height, 

of stones bound with mud mortar were built on the founda

tions, presumably to stabilize the upper walls which were 

usually constructed of bajareque (thick-walled wattle and 

daub) or simple wattle and daub, but cane or other 

perishable material may also have been used for walls. The 
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walls of some houses, such as NW-3 (Bruhns 1980a:68), did 

not have a lower wall, but rather the bajareque or wattle

and-daub wall was built directly upon the stone foundation. 

Roofs were probably thatched. 

Less substantial, non-residential structures, such 

as storehouses, used by Cihuatan and Santa Mar{a commoners 

did not have foundations, although many of them probably 

had cobbled floors. The walls of these strucutres were 

probably made of cane or cane and thatch, and some of them 

may not have had walls at all. Open sheds were probably 

built to provide shaded areas for performing certain tasks. 

These impermanent structures would have consisted of little 

more than four posts supporting a thatched roof. 

Slaves 

Slaves comprised the lowest-ranking Pipil-Nicarao 

social class. Before discussing the data pertaining to 

Pipil-Nicarao slavery, the concepts of "slave" and 

"slavery" require definition. As Fried (1967:217) has 

pointed out, concern for these definitions "is not merely 

a matter of sociological pedantry or haitsplitting." Fried 

followed the definitions of these terms formulated by 

Nieboer (1900) which emphasize the central features of 

slavery: the ownership of one person by another and 

compulsory labor. Using these criteria, a "slave" may be 

defined as one who is the personal property of another 
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person or a group of persons, bound in servitude as an 

instrument of labor. "Slavery" may be defined as the 

institution whereby persons are the possessions of others 

and subjected to involuntary servitude. Slavery is a 

relatively recent human institution. Its earliest 

appearance may be traced to the Old World Neolithic (White 

1949:128). Slavery is known to exist in some societies 

based on a hunting and gathering economy, but its occurrence 

shows a high positive correlation with advanced agricul

tural societies (Hoebel 1958:427). 

The evidence for the Pipil-Nicarao slave class is 

strictly ethnohistoric. This social class, unlike the 

noble and commoner classes, was apparently not hereditary. 

While it is unlikely that a noble, unless he were captured 

in war by an enemy, would ever have been reduced to slavery, 

commoners could, in times of dire property, sell themselves 

or their children into slavery, and certain crimes were 

punishable by making the offender a slave. Most Pipil

Nicarao slaves, however, were probably not impoverished or · · 

felonious commoners but instead aliens captured in war. 

The existence of a slave class among the Pipil is 

attested by several statements made by Garcia de Palacio 

(1881:44) and Fuentes y Guzman (1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 2, eh. 

5, p. 92; bk. 3, eh. 5, p. 127), but Oviedo's data on 

Nicarao slavery are more explicit. Among the items sold in 
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Nicarao markets enumerated by one of Bobadilla's informants 

were slaves (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 

3, p. 54). Most of these would appear to have been 

foreigners and, by inference, war captives. As Oviedo 

(ibid., eh. 1, p. 37) noted, the only foreigners to be 

found in a Nicarao market were those who were for sale as 

slaves. Oviedo (ibid., pt. 1, bk. 8, eh. 30, p. 316) 

stated that a slave could be bought for a price of around 

100 cacao beans. This statement implies that anyone who 

could raise the price of a slave was eligible to be a 

slaveholder. 

One might think that an enslaved war captive would 

make an effort to escape his condition of servitude and 

return home, but escapes were probably rare. Fuentes y 

Guzman (1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 3, eh. 5, p. 127) stated that 

if a warrior who was captured by the enemy, returned to 

his town, he was immediately put to death by his own people 

for they believed that he had disgraced them. 

Concerning those who became slaves from within 

Nicarao society, Bobadilla was told: 

One who is in extreme necessity and has sold all 
that he has, it happens that parents may sell their 
children, and each one may even sell himself if he 
wants and for whatever price he wants, but they may 
ransom each other with the consent of the master of 
such slaves and by no other means. (Oviedo y Valdes 
1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 3, p. 51) 

As Lothrop (1926, vol. 1:47) pointed out, this practice was 
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probably relatively rare, for Bobadilla was informed that 

begging was accepted and that mendicants were well treated 

by the wealthier members of society (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-

18 5 5 : pt . 3 , bk . 4 2 , eh . 3 , p . 5 4 ) • 

Among the Nicarao robbery and rape were punishable 

by enslaving the offender. One caught in theft was obliged 

to repay whatever he had stolen. If he was unable to pay, 

he became the slave of his victim (ibid., p. 51). A rapist 

was forced to pay a ransom to the parents of his victim. 

If he could not pay the required sum, he became the slave 

of the girl's parents; if her parents were deceased, the 

rapist became the slave of his victim (ibid.). In contrast, 

the Mita Pipil regarded the same crimes as capital offenses 

(Garcia de Palacio 1881:44). Among this group, one who 

lied in a matter of warfare was enslaved (ibid.), and, as 

mentioned below, any man who had sex with another's slaves 

was made a slave unless he was pardoned by the high priest 

(ibid.) . 

There is little direct evidence from the sources 

concerning the tasks performed by Pipil-Nicarao slaves, but 

we may safely assume that male slaves worked in the milpas 

and cacao orchards (Fuentes y Guzman 1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 

2, eh. 5, p. 92), hauled firewood and water, and performed 

other mundane chores. Female slaves aided the wives of 

their masters in food preparation (Oviedy y Valdes 
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1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 13, p. 110), and they were 

used as sexual objects (ibid., eh. 3, p. 50; Fuentes y 

Guzman 1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 2, eh. 5, p. 92). After a 

period of exploitation slaves were probably sacrificed and 

eaten (see discussion of human sacrifice and cannibalism, 

below). 

There are no clear archaeological data on slavery 

from Cihuatan, Santa Marla, or any other prehistoric Pipil 

community of which I am aware. Of course, the young woman 

who was sacrificed and buried at Structure 0-4 at Cihuatan 

(Boggs 1972) and the sacrificial victims found at Miramar, 

Chiapas (Agrinier 1978) may very well have been slaves. 

But in the absence of a knowledge of the range of variation 

in burial types of these two sites, such a conclusion would 

be insupportable. Once a considerable burial population is 

known from Cihuatan, we may find definite archaeological 

evidence of this social class. 

Association 

The final principle of Pipil-Nicarao social segmen

tat ion to be discussed here is association. Like social 

classes, associations cross-cut membership in descent 

groups, and in some societies, such as our own, the 

principle of association even cross-cuts social classes. 

Many associations are not formally organized. All human 
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societies and many non-human societies differentiate their 

members, either implicitly or explicitly, on the basis of 

age and sex. The guegues or elders of Nicarao society 

constitute a good example of non-organized association. 

There is no evidence that guegues were affiliated with 

formally organized associations, or sodalities, based 

solely on their status as elders, but nevertheless they 

constituted a very real segment of Nicarao society. They 

were accorded great respect by other members of society, 

and they were recognized specifically for their advanced 

age, wisdom, and accomplishments (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855: 

pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 1, p. 36). The status of guegue would 

seem to have been a prerequisite to membership in the 

council, or monexico (ibid., eh. 12, p. 104). Parenthe

tically, it should be noted that guegues were always nobles 

(ibid. ) . 

Formally organized associations, or sodalities, 

were also important in Pipil-Nicarao social organizations, 

and they provided a means whereby commoners could elevate 

themselves to the class of nobles. These sodalities are 

the special military orders alluded to in the discussion of 

warfare and militarism, below. The members of these orders 

were recognized for their especially gallant feats on the 

battlefield. Among the Nicarao they were called tapaZigue 

( i bid., pt. 2, bk. 29, eh. 21, p. 106; pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 1, 
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p . 38). Molina (1944:130, reverse) defined the equivalent 

Aztec tlapaliui as "grown and marriageable young man." A 

related word, tZapaZZieztZi, was defined by Molina (ibid.) 

as "nobility of blood and lineage." As Molina (ibid.) 

noted, the meaning of this word is metaphorical, deriving 

from tZapaZZi, meaning "something dyed," a reference to 

the colorful clothing worn by nobles. 

The Nicarao tapaligue wore a distinctive hairstyle 

(Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 1, p. 38) as 

did their Pipil counterparts (Fuentes y Guzman 1932-1933: 

pt. 2, bk. 3, eh. 5, p. 126). Although Oviedo gave no 

detail on the clothing worn by the Nicarao tapaZigue, they 

must have dressed similarly to the honored warriors of the 

Pipil who, like the nobles, wore cotton garments dyed in 

rich colors, vests of jaguar skins, and other insignia of 

their rank (ibid.). Anyone who misappropriated these 

s u ffered the death penalty (ibid.). 

The element of social mobility of the Pipil warrior 

societies was emphasized by Fuentes y Guzman (ibid.) who 

stated that commoner warriors who distinguished themselves 

were declared to be nobles, with all the concomitant 

privileges, and that their descendants enjoyed the same 

status and privileges. 
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Summary and Conclusions 

The archaeological, ethnohistoric, and linguistic 

evidence combine to present a fairly clear picture of Pipil

Nicarao social organization. The evidence indicates that 

Pipil-Nicarao society was stratified and segmented 

according to the social organizational principles of 

descent, social class, and association. The principle of 

descent ranked members of society and the descent groups 

themselves relative to one another in a pyramidal or 

conical structure. Pipil-Nicarao society was markedly non

egalitarian in character. Strong emphasis was placed on 

noble descent and primogeniture; power and privilege were 

consistently concentrated in the line of the first-born 

sons of the highest-ranking nobility (the aristoi). A 

tendency toward endogamous marriage among the aristoi 

is evident. This evidence indicates that conical descent 

was a salient feature of Pipil-Nicarao social organization. 

Apart from the nuclear family, the conical descent group 

(calpuZZi) was probably the fundamental integrative unit of 

Pipil-Nicarao society. As with the Aztec, the calpullis of 

the Pipil-Nicarao were administrative-territorial units 

within their communities, and they functioned as land

holding corporations and units of land tenure. Their 

leaders, or calpuZZec, were the liasons between the other 

members of the calpuZZi and the cacique, especially in 
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matters of military importance. Another important function 

of the caZpuZZi was to muster the armies which were so 

important in Pipil-Nicarao social organization, and each 

one probably maintained its own military barracks. 

Cross-cutting the descent groups were social 

classes. Membership in social classes was largely 

dependent upon descent, but those who were not born into 

the nobility could achieve this status through outstanding 

military service. The evidence outlined here permits the 

definition of three Pipil-Nicarao social classes: nobles, 

commoners, and slaves. I am not entirely satisfied with 

this tripartite division and suspect that future archaeo

logical investigation might indicate that the commoner class 

was internally stratified into at least upper and lower 

divisions. The accumulation of a good body of data on 

mortuary patterns at Cihuatan could be a good start toward 

solving this problem. 

The examination of Pipil-Nicarao social classes 

involves identifying the economic and political roles held 

by the members of the various social classes. The cacique, 

or head chief, was the wealthiest and the most powerful 

political figure of any Pipil-Nicarao community. Sharing 

his power was the high priest who, although he was the 

spiritual leader of the community, took part in the 

decision-making process regarding secular as well as 



religious affairs. Both the cacique and the high priest 

had a number of subordinates or assistants. The cacique 

presided over a council of elders who in turn had their 

own assistants. The caZpuZZec also formed part of the 

cacique's retinue. The priesthood included, in addition 
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to the high priest, the "keeper of the sacred books," the 

assistant priests, and the so-called mayordomo (ritual 

executioner). These positions brought the nobility into 

the secular and religious power structure of the community. 

War captains and confessors were also selected from among 

the nobility. All these offices existed apart from the men 

that occupied them, and they were subject to strict, well 

defined rules of succession which excluded commoners from 

eligibility. 

The majority of the population of Pipil-Nicarao 

towns and villages was, of course, comprised of commoners. 

They occupied a wide range of distinct economic roles, some 

of which are specified in the documentary sources while 

others may be recognized archaeologically. Farming, 

fishing, hunting, soldiering, selling and trading, craft 

manufacturing, and prostitution are among the occupational 

and economic pursuits of Pipil-Nicarao commoners for which 

we have good evidence. Most of these activities were 

probably engaged in on a part-time rather than a full-time 

basis. There is very good ethnohistoric evidence, however, 
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that warriors were full-time specialists, and the archaeo

logical evidence from Cihuatan and Santa Marla suggests 

that some obsidian knappers were fully specialized. Tatoo 

artists are also known ethnohistorically to have been full

time specialists. 

Slaves formed the third broadly defined Pipil

Nicarao social class. As noted above, most of these were 

war captives who, after a period of labor or dispensing 

sexual favors for their masters, were eventually consigned 

to the sacrificial altar and cannibalized. Impoverished 

Pipil-Nicarao commoners could also sell themselves or their 

children into slavery, but they could be manumitted by the 

payment of a ransom to their masters. Criminals could be 

punished by bondage to those against whom their crimes were 

committed. The important point to be noted about Pipil

Nicarao slavery is that the slave class, unlike the classes 

of nobles and commoners, was not hereditary, or at least 

heredity was not the only means of entry into this class. 

The data do not tell us whether children of slaves were 

born free, nor, if so, whether their slave parents had the 

right to sell them as free parents could. 

In accordance with the socioeconomic importance of 

warfare among the Pipil-Nicarao, sodalities of warriors 

also constituted an important segment of Pipil-Nicarao 

society. Such groups resulted from social segmentation 
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according to the principle of association. Warriors who 

were admitted to these sodalities were elevated to the 

status of nobles as were their families. It is probably 

a safe assumption that some military captains and perhaps 

even some calpullec and members of the council entered 

these offices via membership in the warrior sodalities. 
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LAW AND JUSTICE 

From the ebhnohistoric sources, particularly Oviedo, 

Garcia de Palacio, and Fuentes y Guzman, we know a certain 

amount about the Pipil-Nicarao legal system. But before 

examining these data, the theoretical issue of the defini

tion of "law" must be addressed. E. A. Hoebel, who was 

trained in the legal profession, pessimistically remarked 

that "to seek a definition of law is to set forth upon a 

quest for the Holy Grail" (1958:467). One of the most 

difficult problems in defining "law" is to distinguish it 

from "custom" (see discussions by Fried [1967:14-26] and 

Service [1975:83-90]). Social behavior is governed by both 

custom and law, but the enforcement of custom does not 

carry with it the threat of physical force, confiscation of 

property, fines, imprisonment, and so on. It is the 

privileged use of physical force or its substitutes by an 

official authority to enforce laws that separates custom 

from law. This leads to the working definition of "law" 

propounded by Hoebel (1958:471): "A law is a social norm 

the infraction of which is sanctioned in threat or in fact 

by the application of physical force by a party possessing 

the socially recognized privilege of so acting." Hoebel 

(1958:484) went on to say that: 

Law has four major functions: (1) to identify 
acceptable lines of behavior for inclusion in the 
culture and to penalize contradictory behavior, so as 
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to maintain at least minimal integration between the 
activities of individuals and groups within the society; 
(2) to allocate authority and to determine who may 
legitimately apply force to maintain the legal norms; 
(3) to settle trouble cases as they arise; and (4) to 
redefine relationships as the conditions of life change, 
so as to help keep the culture adaptable. 

The definition and the functions of law, as formu

lated by Hoebel, apply to both private law and public law. 

Private law usually rests the responsibility and privilege 

of enforcing the law with the injured party and his or her 

kinsmen (ibid., pp. 484-485). The enforcement of private 

law is possible because the kinsmen of the offender 

recognize, or are impelled by public opinion to recognize, 

the rightness of the plaintiff's case (ibid., p. 485). 

Public law places the responsibility for the prosecution 

and punishment of crimes with the entire society or its 

specially appointed or elected agents (ibid.). 

Nicarao Law 

The data on the Nicarao legal system indicate that 

it took the form of private law. As Lothrop (1926, vol. 1: 

63) remarked, there are no data on the manner in which the 

Nicarao adjudicated legal cases, "but it is doubtful if any 

complicated legal procedure existed, otherwise the necessary 

institutions would scarcely have escaped the notice of 

Oviedo." Certain acts that were regarded as crimes by the 

Nicarao and the resultant punishments have been mentioned 

previously in the discussions of marriage, markets, and 
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slavery. For the sake of completeness, these will be 

reviewed here. The data on these crimes and punishments 

are derived from Bobadilla's interview with a number of 

Nicarao caciques, nobles, and elders (Oviedo y Vald~s 1851-

1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 3, pp. 50-51, 54). The data were 

taken from Oviedo by L6pez de Gomara (1946:283) and from 

G6mara by Herrera y Tordesillas (1934-1957:dec. 3, bk. 4, 

eh. 7, pp. 394-395). 

Depending on their nature and severity, crimes 

among the Nicarao could be punished by beating, confiscation 

of property, banishment, restitution, enslavement, and 

death. As mentioned above, a man who was caught in the 

marketplace of his town suffered a severe beating (Oviedo y 

Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 3, p. 54). Disobe

dience in warfare was met with the same penalty, and to add 

to the insults that accompanied the injury, the recalci

trant soldier was beaten with his own weapons after which 

he was banished (ibid.). His execution was not proscribed 

by law, but if his captain should happen to kill him the 

Nicarao felt there was no harm done (ibid.). An adulterer 

caught in an affair with a married woman was given a 

beating by the women's husband (ibid., p. 50). There is 

no evidence that the adulterer suffered automatic divorce 

as did an adulteress (ibid.). No punishment was inflicted 

upon a man who stole another's wife and went to live in 
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another region (ibid.). This fact is, perhaps, a reflection 

of zones of jurisdiction. Also concerning physical abuse, 

Bobadilla was told that homosexuals ran the risk of being 

beaten and stoned to death by Nicarao boys (ibid., p. 51). 

There is no evidence, however, that homosexuality was 

considered a criminal offense. 

Regarding confiscation of property and banishment, 

these penalties were meted out for bigamy, and the same 

punishments were given a woman who married a man knowing 

that he was already married (ibid., p. 50). A bigamist 

was also automatically divorced from his first wife, and 

his confiscated property was given to her (ibid.). As 

noted above, insubordinate soldiers were also banished. 

Larceny was dealt with by requiring the thief to 

make restitution of the goods that he had stolen (ibid., 

p. 51). He was bound and kept that way by the owner of 

the stolen property until he repaid whatever he had taken 

(ibid.). If unable to make restitution, the thief became 

the slave of his victim (ibid.). If he did make the 

necessary repayment, his hair was shorn to indicate that he 

was a criminal (ibid.). The murder of a freeman was also 

punished by a form of restitution or indemnification. 

Bobadilla was told: 

... if one kills another, the dead remains dead, and 
he [the murderer] is given no penalty, nor is he harmed: 
but if one kills another who is free, he gives a male 
or female slave or clothing or whatever he has to the 



victim's parents and wife, and he is not given any 
other punishment. (ibid.) 
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This statement also tells us that the killing of a slave 

was not considered a crime by the Nicarao. Bobadilla must 

have been surprised at the Nicarao attitude toward homocide, 

for upon receiving this information he asked about the 

punishment for the murder of a cacique (ibid.). He was 

told that such a thing would never occur because the 

cacique had no contact with lower-status persons (ibid.). 

From this we may infer that it was unheard of, or at least 

unthinkable, that a Nicarao noble should commit murder. 

The punishment for rape also involved indemnifica

tion and the threat of enslavement (ibid.). If a rapist 

was caught in the act, he was apprehended by people who 

responded to the victim's cries and taken bound to the 

house of the girl's parents (ibid.). He was held prisoner 

by the girl's father for five or six days or until he 

ransomed himself (ibid.). If he did not compensate for his 

crime within the prescribed period of time, he became the 

slave of the girl's parents: if she had no parents, he 

became her slave (ibid.). 

Apparently, the only crime that was regarded as a 

capital offense by the Nicarao was fornication between a 

male slave and his master's daugher (ibid.). If this 

occurred, the two offenders were unceremoniously buried 

alive (ibid.). The enforcement of this punishment was 
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carried out by the members of the household in which the 

crime was committed (ibid.). The purpose of this law was 

obviously to prevent the engendering of offspring by such 

a union. 

In summary, the following crimes were considered to 

be serious offenses by the Nicarao and were punished with 

varying degress of severity: military insubordination, 

adultery, bigamy, theft, the murder of a freeman, rape, and 

sex between a male slave and a girl of the household which 

he served. The murder of a slave and wife-stealing (as 

long as the couple fled town) could be committed with 

impunity. The Pipil criminal code was similar to that of 

the Nicarao, but, in .general, crimes committed among the 

Pipil were met with more severe punishment. 

Pipil Law 

The data on Pipil crime and punishment were recor-

ded by Garcia de Palacio (1881:43-44) and Fuentes y Guzman 

(1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 2, eh. 5, p. 92; bk. 3, eh. 5, pp. 

126-127). Palacio was repeated almost verbatim by Herrera 

(1934-1957:dec. 4, bk. 8, eh. 10, pp. 147-148). 

According to Garcia de Palacio (1881:44), among the 

Mita Pipil the only crime punished by beating the offender 

was lying, but if the lie involved a matter of warfare the 

liar was enslaved. Enslavement was also the fate of any 
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man who had sexual intercourse with a slave not belonging 

to him, but the sentence could be suspended by the high 

priest if the guilty party were an outstanding warrior 

(ibid.). Confiscation of property and banishment were 

the penalties suffered by a man who made lewd speech or 

lascivious gestures toward a married woman (ibid.). The 

death penalty was incumbent upon a man who had sex with the 

wife of another (ibid.). Other crimes which involved the 

death penalty were sacrilege, incest, theft, and rape. 

(ibid., pp. 43-44). Palacio specified ritual sacrifice as 

the form of death which befell the rapist (ibid., p. 44), 

but one would think that the same treatment would have been 

accorded those convicted of the other four capital offenses 

as well. 

The Pipil described by Fuentes y Guzman appear to 

have had both a civil and a military code of law, and this 

may have been true of all Pipil groups and possibly the 

Nicarao as well. Fuentes specified only two crimes and 

their punishments covered by the civil code. Thieves were 

either banished or hanged, and murderers were executed by 

being thrown from a high cliff (Fuentes Guzman 1932-1933: 

pt. 2, bk. 2, eh. 5, p. 92). Other crimes, Fuentes stated, 

were punished with proportionate and reasonable severity, 

but he did not give any detail on these (ibid.). 

The military code was apparently more severe, as 
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all crimes were met uniformly with the death penalty (ibid., 

bk. 3, eh. 5, pp. 126-127). Military crimes specified by 

Fuentes include the misappropriation of sodality insignia, 

theft of a captain's attire or his victuals, robbery of 

another warrior's booty, treason or giving aid to the 

enemy, desertion, disobedience, and attacking the enemy 

without orders (ibid.). As mentioned in the discussion of 

slavery, above, if a Pipil war captive escaped from the 

enemy and returned home he was put to death (ibid.). The 

execution of warriors found guilty of these crimes took 

place in public, and sometimes the entire population of a 

region was convoked to witness the ceremony (ibid.). 

Although Fuentes did not say so, the military sodalities 

probably had judicial authority in these crimes. 

The Pipil legal system, as described by Garcia de 

Palacio and Fuentes y Guzman, seems to have embodied both 

private and public law. This is in contrast to the Nicarao 

system which seems to have been based entirely on private 

law. The reasons for this difference lie in the realm of 

cultural evolution. As cultures become more complex, so 

do their legal systems (Hoebel 1958:482-483; Service 1975: 

84-90). While the sixteenth-century Nicarao and their 

prehistoric predecessors may be characterized with 

reasonable certainty as representatives of the "chiefdom 

level of sociocultural integration" (Service 1962:170-174), 
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the sixteenth-century Pipil probably came close to having 

attained the state-level of sociocultural development. The 

institutions of the latter were accordingly more complex. 

A major difference between chiefdoms and states is 

in the use of legitimized force (Service 1962:174; Fried 

1967:236-237). Flannery (1972:404) has emphasized this 

point: 

The state attempts to maintain a monopoly of force, 
and is characterized by true law; almost any crime may 
be considered a crime against the state, in which case 
punishment is meted out by the state according to 
codified procedures, rather than being the responsibi
lity of the offended party or his kin, as in simpler 
societies. While individual citizens must forego 
violence, the state can wage war .... 

In connection with this statement, the Pipil law against a 

warrior attacking the enemy without official sanction 

assumes great importance. 

More will be said about the cultural evolu-

tionary differences between the Pipil and the Nicarao in 

the concluding chapter of this thesis. 

WARFARE AND MILITARISM 

"Intertribal" and "international" warfare were 

among the most salient features of the Mesoamerican 

Postclassic (M. Coe 1962c:130; Willey 1966:152-153). This 

is not to say that warfare and competition over resources 

did not always play an essential role in the evolution of 

Mesomaerican civilization (Sanders and Price 1966:94-97), 



but during the Postclassic warfare took on unprecedented 

importance, military orders were formed, and specialized 

warriors achieved high social and political status. 

Political, ethnic, and linguistic borders were in a 

constant state of flux as certain groups expanded their 

territory at the expense of others through military 

dominance. The southeastern periphery was no exception 
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to this pattern as it was primarily through warfare that 

the invading Pipil-Nicarao dislodged resident populations 

and took over much of northern Central America. Indeed, 

segments of the Pipil-Nicarao population were later dis

lodged from their "new" territory by other Nahuat invaders 

and Highland Maya groups. 

War was defined by E. A. Hoebel (1958:508) as 

"organized assault by one social group upon another with 

the intent to further the interests of the one group at the 

expense of the other through destruction of life and goods." 

Hoebel (1958:511) set forth four criteria of true war: 

1. A group motive rather than merely individual 

ones, 

2. Leadership (command and direction), 

3. Tactical operations (movement designed to 

bring the warriors to advantageous fighting positions), and 

4. Ability to sustain a series of assaults until 

the aim of the war is attained; on the highest levels of 

warfare, the ability to plan and carry through campaigns. 
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Hoebel's definition and criteria of war fail to 

make a distinction between raiding warfare and conquest 

warfare, which, in an economic and evolutionary sense, is 

important, but the criteria do form a handy framework for 

organizing a discussion of primitive warfare. We may now 

examine Pipil-Nicarao warfare within this framework. 

Motives 

The Nicarao told Bobadilla that the principal 

motivations for the wars that they fought were disputes 

over territorial boundaries and to take land away from 

other groups (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, 

eh. 3, p. 53). It is likely that the desire to obtain war 

captives for slaves and for sacrifice was also an important 

factor (Lothrop 1926, vol. 1:50). The same causes of war 

are evident among the Postclassic populations of Guatemala 

and El Salvador. Fuentes y Guzman (1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 1, 

eh. 9, p. 56) stated that the Pipil lost a great deal of 

territory in the war in which they were allied with the 

Tzutujil and the Mam against the Quiche and the Cakchiquel. 

Pipil losses of life and property in this war were so 

great that their cacique Tonaltut was forced to seek a 

unilateral peace treaty with the Quiche and the Cakchiquel. 

One of the terms of the treaty was free passage for Quiche 

and Cakchiquel warriors and merchants through Pipil 

territory (ibid., p. 58). The Pipil sacrificed war captives 
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in a specific manner described by Garc1a de Palacio (1881: 

38-39). 

Leadership 

The Nicarao were led in war by a supreme war chief 

who was appointed by the council or by the cacique with the 

approval of the council (Oviedo y Vald~s 1851-1855:pt. 3, 

bk. 42, eh. 3, p. 53). The duties of the war chief were to 

command his troops in battle and to exhort them to bravery 

(ibid.). The Nicarao cacique did not go into battle unless 

he was an exceptionally brave man (ibid.). He remained in 

the town and greeted his returning troops with joy if they 

were victorious and with great sorrow if they were defeated 

{ibid.). If the war chief was slain in battle and the 

cacique was present he took charge of the army himself or 

immediately appointed another commander. 

~ 

The Pipil described by Fuentes y Guzman {1932-1933: 

pt. 2, bk. 2, eh. 5, pp. 90-92) were also led in battle by 

a supreme war chief who had four assistants from the council 

designated as ministers of war. Among this particular 

Pipil group the war chief was the eldest son of the cacique 

{ibid., p. 91). From Garcia de Palacio's account (1881:38), 

it appears that the cacique of the Mita Pipil accompanied 

his army onto the battlefield. 

As far as rank is concerned, the Nicarao conferred 

special recognition and privileges on warriors who had 
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distinguished themselves by winning hand-to-hand combat in 

the sight of both armies. Oviedo noted that these warriors 

were called tapaligue, and they were recognized by their 

special hairstyle: they shaved their head except for a 

three-cornered patch of hair at the crown; the hair was 

about two inches long with a longer tuft of hair, 

resembling a tassel, growing from the center of the crown 

(Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 2, bk. 29, eh. 21, p. 106; 

pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 1, p. 38). Oviedo stated that these 

warriors were accorded great respect and prestige (ibid., 
~ 

pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 1, p. 38). Fuentes y Guzman (1932-1933: 

pt. 2, bk. 3, eh. 5, pp. 126-127) reported that Pipil 

warriors who had defeated four enemies in hand-to-hand 

combat and passed other rigorous tests were granted 

special status. They wore their hair braided with a red 

ribbon and were permitted to wear fine cotton clothing of 

various colors, sumptuous jewelry, and quetzal feather 

headdresses. They were inducted into special military 

oroers and accorded the same status and privileges as 

nobles (ibid.). Garcia de Palacio (1881:39) stated that 

the bravest warriors among the Mita Pipil performed penis 

perforation more often than the others. 

The Nicarao and the Pipil both had barracks where 

common soldiers slept at night. Bobadilla was informed 

that only unmarried Nicarao soldiers slept in the barracks, 



or galpon (caZpuZZi) (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, 

ck. 42, eh. 3, p. 53). Garcia de Palacio (1881:39) 

reported that among the Mita Pipil married and unmarried 

soldiers alike slept in the barracks (calpules). 

Tactics 
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From the accounts of Gil Gonzalez Davila and Pedro 

de Alvarado it is evident that the surprise attack from 

strategic points was a major tactical operation of 

Nicarao and Pipil armies. Gonzalez Davila (1883:15) 

reported that the cacique Nicaragua attacked him and his 

troops as they were retreating from an earlier attack by 

the Chorotega (?) cacique Diriangen (cf. Oviedo y Valdes 

1851-1855:pt. 2, bk. 29, eh. 21, pp. 104-106). The Pipil 

abandoned their towns and refused to meet Alvarado and his 

troops in combat unless they could organize themselves in 

a strategic position. Much to Alvarado's dismay, they 

did this at least four times abandoning the town of 

Mopicalco (Mochixicalanco?=Cara Sucia), Acatepeque (Santa 

Catarina Acatepeque?, on the coast of Ahuachapan), 

Miaguaclam (Miahuacan?, west of Armenia), and Cuxcaclan 

or Cuzcaclan (Cuscatan/Cuscatlan) (Alvarado 1924:79-83). 

The Pipil engaged in two full-scale battles against 

Alvarado at Acaxual (Acajutla) and Tacuxcalco (Tacuzcalco?, 

near Sonsonate). In both of these battles they took up 
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strategic positions and waited for the Spaniards (Alvarado 

1924:79-83). Baron Castro (1942:119-120) estimated that a 

total of about 11,500 Pipil warriors fought in the two 

battles. Daugherty (1969:116-117) has challenged this 

estimate and raised the minimum number of troops involved 

in these two battles to an estimated 25,000. 

The formation of the aboriginal army at Acajutla 

reveals that the Pipil were probably more accomplished at 

guerrilJawarfare tactics than at open-field encounters. 

Alvarado (1924:80) narrated how they awaited his attack 

near the edge of a forest. The obvious intent was to draw 

the Spaniards into the woods where the Pipil troops would 

have had the advantage. Alvarado ordered a retreat, 

however, and the Pipil made the tactical error of pursuing 

them onto an open plain. The quilted cotton armor worn by 

the Pipil warriors hampered their maneuverability in the 

open, and they suffered heavy losses of personnel. 

Alvarado (ibid.) stated that the "destruction ... made 

amongst them was so great that in a short time none were 

left alive" (Mackie translation). After similar heavy 

losses in the battle of Tacuxcalco, the Pipil limited their 

strategy to defensive guerrilla . raids. They abandoned their 

towns, even the capital of Cuscatlan, and fled to the 

nearby hills (ibid., p. 83). Alvarado (1924:85) tried for 

17 days to bring them out of the hills and subdue them, but 



his efforts were fruitless. 

The strategies that an army may employ are 

dependent on the types of weapons that their culture 
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makes available. Oviedo noted that the weapons and arms 

used by the Nicarao included lances, bows and arrows, 

macanas (wooden swords edged with chipped stone blades), 

shields, and quilted cotton armor (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-

1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 3, p. 53). The shields were made 

of tree bark or lightweight wood and covered with cotton 

and featherwork (ibid.). The padded cotton armor, Oviedo 

stated, extended to the warriors' waists and sometimes 

covered the thighs (ibid.). In another passage, taken 

from Gonzalez D~vila (1883:12-13), which seemingly refers 

to the Chorotega but probably applies equally to the 

Nicarao, Oviedo mentioned the same weapons and arms and 

added that quilted cotton was also used for helmets (Oviedo 

y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 2, bk. 29, eh. 21, p. 104). In the 

same passage Oviedo added throwing sticks (varas para tirar) 

to the list of weapons (ibid.). These were probably 

atlatls (Lothrop 1926, vol. 1:43). According to Andres de 

Cereceda, the Nicarao temples were used as armories (Martyr 

D'Anghera 1912:dec. 6, bk. 5, p. 227). 

This was the basic weapon complex used by virtually 

all the aboriginal armies of Postclassic Mesoamerica. 

Regarding the Pipil, Alvarado (1924:79) reported that when 

he prepared to enter the battle of Acajutla he "saw the 



fields full of its warriors with their plumage and 

insignias and with their offensive and defensive arms" 

(Mackie translation). He mentioned that the Pipil were 
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armed with arrows and lances in this battle and, concerning 

their padded cotton armor, "they came so heavily armed that 

those who fell to the ground could not get up, and their 

arms are corslets of cotton three fingers thick, reaching 

to their feet" (ibid., pp. 80-81 [Mackie translation]). At 

the battle of Tacuxcalco, Alvarado was impressed by the 

appearance of the Pipil army: "To see them from afar was 

terrifying, because most of them had lances thirty palms 

long, all raised high" (ibid., p. 82 [Mackie translation]). 

Fuentes y Guzman (1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 4, eh. 3, 

pp. 178-179) illustrated the Pipil weapons mentioned above, 

and he described and illustrated an interesting war machine 

that was used by the Pipil of Jumay, eastern Guatemala, 

against the Spaniards (ibid., bk. 3, eh. 8, pp. 142-143). 

This consisted of two forked poles supporting a crossbar 

from which was suspended a heavy wooden beam about two 

meters long on a thick rope. This structure was erected on 

the crest of a hill. Beneath the rope the Pipil stacked a 

large pile of stones. The rope was twisted into a very 

tight coil. When the tension on the rope was released the 

beam whipped around violently propelling the stones down 

the slope into the path of the approaching enemy (ibid.). 



935 

The archaeological record rounds out the picture of 

the Pipil-Nicarao arsenal. Borhegyi (1965a:52) interpreted 

the appearance and relative abundance of bifacially chipped 

points in the Guatemalan highlands in the Postclassic, and 

their presence on the surface of many fortified hilltop 

sites, as indicators of increased military activities and 

warfare during the period. Wauchope (1975:35) noted that 

the apparent increase in frequency of bifaces during the 

Early Postclassic Tohil phase at Zacualpa, in the northern 

highlands of Guatemala, may reflect increasing militarism. 

Bifacially chipped knives and points and points made from 

prismatic blades appear at Chalchuapa during Late Classic/ 

Early Postclassic times (Sheets 1978a:15, 21). The latter 

were probably projectile points for arrows. 

These two artifact types are important 

elements of the chipped stone industry at Cihuatan (Chapter 

1). Sheets (1978a:75) has suggested that the "shift toward 

bifacial flaking at Chalchuapa may be reflective of a 

Nahua (or Pipil) conquest of the region. The newcomers may 

have used biface lance points as weapons, and possibly as 

symbols of ethnic identity and social status." All 

bifacially chipped implements found in excavations at 

Quelepa occurred in late contexts (Andrews V 1976:160). In 

the Rivas region of Nicaragua, Healy (1974:525) has noted 

that the Late Polychrome period is marked by an increase in 
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frequency and diversity of stone tools including points and 

knives. 

Planning and Executing Campaigns 

Concerning the ability of the Pipil-Nicarao to 

sustain a series of assaults against their enemies, the 

fact that they did very often push resident populations out 

of territory which they desired is evidence of this 

capacity. It is clear that among the Nicarao the decision 

to make war against an enemy had to be approved by the 

council (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 3, 

pp. 52, 54). Among the Pipil it is uncertain whether or not 

this was the case, but Fuentes y Guzman (1932-1933:pt. 2, 

bk. 2, eh. 5, p. 91) stated that in military affairs the 

supreme war chief and his ministers of war were not sub

ordinated by any authority other than the cacique. Garcia 

de Palacio (1881:38) reported that the head priest, shaman, 

and four assistant priests of the Mita Pipil divined whether 

or not war would occur. If the divination was positive 

they called in the cacique and the war captains who then 

went in search of their enemies. The strict veracity of 

this statement might be doubted, but it at least indicates 

that religious prophecies were important in the planning 

of Pipil military campaigns. 
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RELIGION AND WORLD VIEW 

The data on Pipil-Nicarao religion and mythology 

may be grouped within the following categories: the priest

hood, temples, the pantheon, religious mythology, the 

calendar, religious festivals and ceremonies, human sacri

fice, and cannibalism. Most of the evidence bearing on 

these matters comes from the ethnohistoric sources, but the 

ethnohistoric data may be supplemented by the archaeological 

and linguistic data for a fuller reconstruction. 

The Priesthood 

The Pipil-Nicarao had a specialized priesthood which 

may have formed a special caste among the nobility (Lothrop 

1926, vol. 1:71; Chapman 1960:38). According to Bobadilla, 

the Nicarao called their priests t amagast (Oviedo y Valdes 

1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 3, p. 53). This word is 

probably a corruption of tamagazqu e (Le6n-Portilla 1972:97) 

which is cognate with the Aztec tZamacazque or tZamacaz qui , 

defined by Molina (1944:125, obverse) as "ministers and 

servants of the temples of the idols." According to Le6n

Portilla (1972:97), the closest translation of this word is 

ofrendador ("one who makes offerings"). There were various 

positions in the priestly hierarchy. These are not enumer-
,. 

ated in the Nicarao data, but Garcia de Palacio (1881:35) 

noted that the Pipil of Asuncion Mita distinguished three 

different priestly offices. The first is the position of 



938 

high priest or tecti. This is probably a corrupt form of 

tecuti which would be equivalent to Aztec tecutli or tecuh

tli, translated by Molina (1944:93, reverse) as "gentleman 

or noble." A more exact translation, however, would be 

"lord" as in Mictlantecuhtli ("Lord of the Underworld"). 

Note that a variation of the same word (teyte [Oviedo y 

Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 3, p. 52]) was applied to 

the Nicarao cacique. The second priest of the Mita Pipil 

held the title tehuamatlini (Garcia de Palacio 1881:35). 

I have been unable to arrive at a satisfactory full 

etymology for tehuamatlini (and it is curious that the 

title is in Nahuatl rather than Nahuat) but it certainly 

contains the element amat(l) (bark paper~ book, codex) 

which ties in with one of the duties of the priest--2 

keep the sacred books (ihid.). There were four assistant 

priests referred to as teupixqui (ibid.). Molina (1944:101, 

obverse) gave the meaning of teop i xqui as "ecclesiastic, 

cleric, or friar." In addition, there was a so-called ma y or

domo who performed sacrifices (Garcia de Palacio 1881:35). 

The priests wore special clothing and accoutrements 

distinguishing them from other members of the nobility. 

Andres de Cereceda described Nicarao priestly attire to 

Peter Martyr: 

The priests wear upon their shoulders mantles of 
different stuffs, from which straps a finger thick, and 
with indented edges, hang down as far as their calves; 
pockets in which they carry their stone razors and 
packets of powder, made from dry herbs, are fastened 



to their ends. 
pp. 231-232) 
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(Martyr D'Anghera 1912:dec. 6, bk. 7, 

A good description of Pipil priestly garb and paraphernalia 

was given by Garcia de Palacio. According to him, the high 

priest, or tecti, dressed 

... in a long blue robe and wore on his head a dia
dem and sometimes a miter, worked in different colors, 
at the peaks of which was a bunch of very good ·feathers 
from a bird that there is in this land, called quetzal. 
He ordinarily carried a staff in his hand, similar to 
that of a bishop .... (Garcia de Palacio 1881:35) 

The four assistant priests, or teupixqui, wore full-length 

robes falling to their feet. Each assistant priest wore a 

different color: black, red, green, or yellow (ibid.). 

The duties of the high priest were to perform ritu

als, preside · over ceremonies, act as an intermediary between 

the gods and the people, and provide spiritual guidance for 

the people (Oviedo y Vald~s 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 1, 

p. 37; eh. 3, pp. 53, 56; Garcia de Palacio 1881:35, 37-43). 

L6pez de G6mara (1946:283, 284) stated that the Nicarao 

high priest performed marriages, but this was contradicted 

by Bobadilla's Nicarao informants who stated that this duty 

was performed by the cacique (Oviedo y Vald~s 1851-1855:pt. 

3, bk. 42, eh. 3, p. 50). Garcia de Palacio (1881:42-43) 

reported that the high priest was present at Pipil marriages, 

but the ceremony was performed by the cacique. Since Boba

dilla's information came directly from Nicarao informants, 

and confirmation is provided by Palacio that marriages were 

performed by the cacique, I am inclined to believe that 
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G6mara, a secondary source, was confused on this matter. 

Of course, the cacique may have been wed by the high priest. 

The duties of the tehuamatlini, whom Garc1a de Palacio 

(1881:35) described as the mayor hechicero (the major sorce

rer or shaman) and the one best versed in Pipil books and 

arts, were to make auguries and predictions and to keep 

their sacred books. Palacio (1881:50) noted that in 

the territory through which he traveled books seemed to be 

very rare. In the vicinity of Copan, Honduras, he acquired 

what he believed to be the only extant book in the region 

(ibid.). The present location of this manuscript, or indeed 

whether or not it still exists, is unknown. Fuentes y Guz

man (1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 2, eh. 11, pp. 108-110; eh. 12, 

p. 110) discussed various types of Pipil documents, and he 

frequently cited a Pipil manuscript which was in his posses

sion (ibid., eh. 5, p. 91; bk. 3, eh. 8, p. 143; bk. 4, eh. 

1, p. 172; bk. 4, eh. 10, p. 204). Although Bobadilla's 

Nicarao informants expressly denied the existence of native 

manuscripts (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 2, 

pp. 41, 44), Oviedo (ibid., eh. 1, p. 36; for English trans

lation see Lothrop 1926, vol. 1:41) gave a good description 

of screenfold manuscripts of deerskin which were in use in 

sixteenth-century Nicaragua. L6pez de G6mara (1946:284) 

noted that these were used only by the Mexican-speaking 

groups of Nicaragua. Herrera (1934-1957:dec. 3, bk. 4, eh. 

7, p. 395) was surely confused when he stated that only the 
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Chorotega had books. Since the office of the tehuamatlini 

is so well defined for the Pipil, the Nicarao probably also 

had a special priest who took charge of their sacred books 

and made prophecies. 

The teupixqui formed an ecclesiastical council and 

assisted the high priest in religious ceremonies (Garcia de 

Palacio 1881:35). When the high priest died, his successor 

was chosen from among the teupixqui (ibid., p. 36). The 

new high priest in turn selected a new member of the teupix

qui who was ideally a son of the dead tecti; if he had no 

sons, a son of one of the other priests was chosen (ibid.). 

The duties of the mayordomo were to guard the jewels 

and sacrificial implements and to perform sacrifices (ibid., 

p. 35). It is a relatively safe assumption, in my opinion, 

that the offices of teupixqui and mayordomo also existed 

among the Nicarao. 

The priests of the Nicarao and the Pipil lived in 

the temples or in special residences near the temples. The 

Nicarao told Bobadilla that their priests lived in the 

temples where they received offerings of food brought to 

them by small boys (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, 

eh. 2, pp. 47-48; cf. Andagoya 1945:406). In a very impor

tant passage, Garcia de Palacio (1881:37) reported that the 

residence of the Pipil tecti was adjacent to the main 

temple. This information leads me to suspect that the 

Southeast Patio of the West Ceremonial Center of Cihuatan 



(Chapter 1) probably functioned as a priestly residence, 

perhaps even the residence of the high priest and his 

retainers. 
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Another religious office reported by Bobadilla for 

the Nicarao was that of "confessor." The friar asked his 

informants to whom did they confess their "sins." He was 

told that there were specially appointed elders to whom they 

confessed in secret and who absolved them of their wrong

doings (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 3, p. 

55). The Nicarao gave Bobadilla a few examples of the types 

of "sins" for which they would ask the confessor for absolu

tion, such as not properly honoring a feast day or blas

pheming their deities (ibid.). As penitence, Bobadilla was 

told, the confessor would often order the transgressor to 

sweep the temples or take firewood to them (ibid.). As a 

symbol of his authority, the confessor wore a gourd suspen

ded around his neck (ibid., p. 56). When a confessor died, 

his successor was chosen by the council (ibid.). The 

qualifications for the office required a well respected, 

unmarried, elderly man (ibid.). Confessions were not made 

in the temples or oratories but rather in the confessor's 

own house (ibid.). Apparently, the confessor was not given 

any particular title, for when Bobadilla asked the Nicarao 

what name they gave to the "confessor of the gourd" they 

replied that he kept the same name that he had before 

assuming the office (ibid.). Although this office is not 



943 

mentioned by any of the ethnohistoric sources on the Pipil, 

it is possible that they too had confessors who functioned 

in a capacity similar to those of the Nicarao. 

Temples 

The Nicarao called their temples tescuit or teoba 

(Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 2, p. 46; 

eh. 3, p. 53). Garc1a de Palacio (1881:36) gave the word 

teupas for Pipil temples. Teoba and teupa are corruptions 

of teopan, defined by Molina (1944:101, obverse) as "church 

or temple." Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 1, p. 37) 

also mentioned that the Nicarao temples were called "orchi

lobos, as in New Spain." This word, of course, is a corrup

tion of the name of the Aztec tribal deity, Huitzilopochtli, 

and this statement can be dismissed as having resulted from 

Oviedo's impression of the strong cultural and linguistic 

similarities between the Aztec and the Nicarao. 

Oviedo (ibid.) described the temples of the Nicarao 

as "a great mound of earth built by hand, as high as a 

lance, narrow at the top and wide at the bottom ... with 

steps dug in it by which the priest of the devil and the 

[sacrificial] victim ascend." Andres de Cereceda reported 

that the construction of the superstructures of Nicarao 

temples was similar to that of the caciques' residences, 

"sustained by beams and roofed with thatch" (Martyr 

D'Anghera 1912:dec. 6, bk. 5, p. 227). Neither the temples 

-~ 



nor the residences of the caciques had ceilings (ibid.). 

Cereceda also described another type of Nicarao temple: 
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Standing in the open and in front of the temples, 
numerous mounds have been built of rough brick cemented 
by a kind of bitumen; they resemble tribunes and are 
used for various purposes. They are reached by eight, 
sometimes twelve or fifteen steps, and the arrangement 
of the top differs according to the kind of mysteries 
thereon celebrated. On one of these mounds there is 
space for ten men and in the centre stands a block of 
marble as long and wide as a man's height. This sini
ster stone is the altar upon which human victims are 
immolated. (ibid.) 

This description seems to be parallel to that of Oviedo, 

quoted above. 

Turning to the archaeological evidence (see Chapter 

1), Cereceda's description would be perfectly apt for the 

structures of the ceremonial centers of Cihuatan and Santa 

Maria. In view of their associated artifacts, these struc

tures at the two sites almost certainly functioned as temple 

platforms: Structures P-1, P-2, P-5, P-7, P-8, P-12, and 

P-20 at Cihuatan; and Structures A-1, A-2, A-3, B-2, B-3, 

B-4, B-5, B-6, and C-1 at Santa Maria. On the basis of 

their spatial proximity to structures that appear to have 

been temple platforms, Structures P-9, P-10, and P-11 at 

Cihuatan might be added to this list. Many other Cihuatan 

structures could be hypothesized as having had the same 

function. Structures P-7 and C-1 are the principal struc

tures (pyramids) at the two sites. They are impressive in 

size, standing about 18 and 12 m, respectively, above their 

surrounding plazas. One could reasonably speculate that 
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these two imposing platforms might well be analogous to the 

"sacrificial mounds" described by Oviedo and Cereceda. 
# 

Other temple platforms at Cihuatan and Santa Maria 

are generally rectangular in plan, although some are T

shaped. Their size varies greatly from about 6 m by 8 m to 

about 20 m by 36 m. Their height ranges from about 1 m to 

2.5 m above the ancient ground surface. Like Structures P-7 

and C-1, their cores consist of talpuja (consolidated 

volcanic ash) slabs, boulders, and smaller stones in a 

matrix of earth. Building materials vary with each plat

form; these include uncut stones, lajas (flagstones), 

cobblestones, talpuja slabs, and small pumice "cubes." 

These materials were bound with mud mortar. Most temple 

platforms (and elite residential structures) were probably 

faced with plaster made of ground marine shells and pumice. 

Access to platform summits was generally provided by a 

stairway on the west side of the structure. Some platforms 

have stairways on the north and south as well as the west 

side. Stairways were often framed by balustrades with 

talud-tablero (slope and panel) design elements. The 

superstructures of all temple platforms investigated at 

Cihuatan and Santa Maria had walls of bajareque (a type of 

wattle and daub), and their roofs were probably thatched 

(see Cereceda's description of temple superstructures, 

above). The well-preserved bajareque walls of the super

structure of Structure P-8 were painted red, suggesting 
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that the interior walls of other temples may also have 

been painted. Some temples were apparently open on the 

west side and supported on that side by a colonnade _ (as, 

for example, were Structure A-1 at Santa Maria and Struc

tures P-1 and P-2 at Cihuatan). The edges of many temple 

roofs may have been adorned with fired-clay almenas (battle

ments or parapets with alternating merlons and embrasures) 

which are found in fragments associated with a number of 

temple platforms at both sites. 

Each of these temples was probably dedicated to a 

very specialized purpose. The temples located in or near 

the ceremonial centers were probably consecrated to a 

specific deity. The distribution of temple platforms out

side the ceremonial centers strongly suggests that each 

barrio (residential ward) had its own temple for the wor

ship of a patron deity. Among the Nicarao, the temples 

were supported and maintained by voluntary offerings of 

food, firewood, and other necessities (Oviedo y Vald~s 

1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 2, p. 47; eh. 3, p. 53). The 

temples did not own property and had no formal source of 

income (ibid., p. 56). Le6n-Portilla (1972:97) has pointed 

out this is completely different from the situation in the 

central highlands of Mexico where the temples owned lands 

(teopantZaZZi) and exacted labor tribute for their culti

vation and for temple maintenance. There are no direct 

data on the maintenance of Pipil temples . . 
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The Pantheon 

Bobadilla's data on the Nicarao pantheon (Oviedo 

y Valdes:1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, chs. 2-3, pp. 40-54) have 

been studied in detail by Lothrop (1926, vol. 1:65-70) and 

Le6n-Portilla (1972:63-72). There are few additions or 

emendations to be made to these studies, and the following 

three paragraphs are a brief summary of their findings. 

The creator gods of the Nicarao were Tamagastad 

(Tamagazque) and Cipattoval (Cipactonal). The former was 

thought of as a man and the latter as a woman. The name 

Tamagazque (=Aztec Tlamacazqui), which was also a Nicarao 

term for "priest," is one of the many designations for the 

rain god, Tlaloc (ibid., p. 64; cf. Sahagun 1956:bk. 1, 

eh. 4, p. 45). His consort, Cipactonal, whose day sign or 

destiny (tonalli) was the earth monster (cipat/cipactl i ), 

was also an important creator deity associated with Tlaloc 

Tlamacazqui in central Mexico (Lothrop 1926, vol. 1:66-67; 

Le6n-Portilla 1972:65-68). Other principal Nicarao deities 

who also took part in the creation were Oxomogo, Calchit

guegue (Chalchiuhtlicue?, the goddess of the jade skirt), 

and Chicociagat (Chicoace Acat, "6 Reed," a calendrical 

name of Cinteot, the god of maize). In central Mexican 

religious thought, Oxomogo (Oxomoco) was the male companion 

of Cipactonal, and they were considered to be the creators 

of the calendar (Lothrop 1926, vol. 1:67; Le6n-Portilla 
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1972:65, 68). Chalchiuhtlicue was the female consort of 

Tlaloc and was also identified with the feminine aspect of 

the supreme creator deity (Le6n-Portilla 1972:68; cf. Saha

gun 1956:bk. 1, eh. 11, pp. 50-51). Chicociagat or Cinteot 

was closely associated with Tlaloc in his role as the pro

vider of sustenance (Le6n-Portilla 1972:66, 69). 

Another manifestation of Tlaloc as the sender of 

rain was the Nicarao deity Quiateot. The Nahuatl equivalent 

of this name is Quiauhteotl which means literally ''god of 

rain" (ibid., p. 69). The father and mother of Quiateot 

were called Omeyateite and Omeyatecigoat. This pair is 

equivalent to the supreme duality of the Aztec, Ometecuhtli 

and Omecihuatl (ibid., pp. 69-70; see Lothrop 1926, vol. 1: 

68-69 for a different opinion). 

The god Mixcoa was invoked by the Nicarao to gain 

favor in commercial transactions. The Aztec equivalent of 

this deity was Mixcoatl ("Cloud Serpent") who was the god 

of hunting and warfare (Lothrop 1926, vol. 1:69-70; Le6n

Portilla 1972:70). This god is thought to be one of the 

most ancient of Nahua deities, and as Lothrop (1926, vol. 1: 

70) noted, his appearance among the Nicarao with different 

attributes tends to confirm this hypothesis. The Nicarao 

god of hunger was named Bisteot. This is probably a 

corruption of Apizteot which is a compound of apizte 

("hunger") and teat ("god"); the name could also mean 

"glutton," and Le6n-Portilla (1972:71) has suggested that 
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representations of the so-called "fat god" might depict 

this deity. The god of air was called Chiquinaut and Hecat 

by the Nicarao. These two names correspond with the calen

drical name of Quetzalcoatl: Chicnaui Ehecat ("9 Wind"), 

and one of Quetzalcoatl's manifestations was as the god of 

wind (Lothrop 1926, vol. 1:69; Le6n-Portilla 1972:71). The 

Nicarao lord of the underworld was Miqtanteot, identical 

with the Aztec deity Mictlantecuhtli (Lothrop 1926, vol. 1: 

70; Le6n-Portilla 1972:71). The gods Macat ("deer") and 

Toste ("rabbit") were invoked by the Nicarao for good for

tune in hunting these animals (Lothrop 1926, vol. 1:70; 

Le6n-Portilla 1972:71). 

In addition to the gods mentioned in Bobadilla's 

report, Oviedo himself gave a short list of other Nicarao 

deities (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 11, 

p. 101). These include Thomatheot (Tomacteot), a generic 

title that could be applied to any of the principal deities, 

and Theotbilche (Teopiltzin, "son of god," or possibly 

Topiltzin, "our son" or "our prince") (Le6n-Portilla 1972: 

71-72). 

Garcia de Palacio (1881:36) mentioned two Pipil 

deities by name: Quetzalcoatl ("Quetzal Feather Serpent") 

and '.Itzcueye ("Possessor of Obsidian Skirt"). The latter 

is an earth-mother goddess of Gulf Coast origin (Nicholson 

197lb;421). Garcia de · Palacio (1881:36) also reported that 

the Pipil worshipped the sun, and he mentioned a god of 



950 

hunting and fishing (ibid., pp. 40-41). The latter may have 

been Mixcoat, but this is probably unlikely since Mixcoat 

did not preside over these activities among the Nicarao. 

In view of the strong similarities between the 

Nicarao and the Aztec pantheons, and considering that the 

Nicarao were not historically connected with the Aztec as 

they were with the Pipil, the Pipil pantheon was probably 

generally similar to that of the much better historically 

documented Nicarao pantheon. While there may have been 

minor differences in the functions of certain deities, since 

the separation between the two groups took place at most 

only about five centuries before the Conquest, it would be 

illogical to expect any sharp contrasts or divergencies in 

their deities. 

The importance of Tlaloc (Tamagazque?--or, perhaps 

more likely, Quiateot) in the Pipil pantheon is indicated 

by the many effigies of this deity found at Cihuatan (Long

year 1944:16; Boggs 1972:52, Figures 16a-c) and other Salva

doran Postclassic centers (Spinden 1915:475, 477; Lothrop 

1927:192, Figure 15b; Boggs 1949). These representations 

take the form of bottles (Figure 31c) or modeled decoration 

on large biconical censers. Associated with the Tlaloc 

bottles are life-size, ceramic toad effigies (Figure 31a; 

Spinden 1915:478; Lothrop 1927:195, Figure 16b). The 

connection between this animal and the rain god is easy 

to understand. Large toads are omnipresent at Cihuatan 
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during the rainy season (I expelled dozens of them from 

our field house during the 1979 season). Representations 

of Tlaloc are prominent among the Igualtepeque petroglyphs 

found on the southeast shore of Lake Gliija, not far from 

Asunci6n Mita (Longyear 1944:21; Jimenez 1959). Garcia de 

Palacio (1881:33-34) noted the sacred importance of Lake 

Gliija to the natives of the region. Many of the Igualte

peque boulders are now located on the grounds of the Museo 

Nacional "David J. Guzman" in San Salvador. 

The worship of Mictanteot (Mictlantecuhtli) by Post

classic Salvadoran populations is indicated by finds of 

death head effigies at Cihuatan and other Salvadoran 

sites, especially at Cara Sucia, on the Pacific coastal 

plain (Boggs 1976a:Figure 9), and at Los Guapotes, on 

Lake Gliija (Boggs 1977). 

An especially important deity to the Pipil, and 

probably to the Nicarao, was the flayed god, Xipe Totec. 

Life-size or near life-size ceramic effigy statues of Xipe 

are known from Chalchuapa (Boggs 1944b), Lake Gliija (Boggs 

1976b), and Cihuatan (Casasola 1975). These specimens are 

very similar to Xipe Totec effigies from central Mexico 

(Saville 1897, 1929; Linne 1934), dated io the Early Post

classic Mazapan horizon (Linne 1934:83-86; Vaillant 1941: 

77; Boggs 1944b; Nicholson 1972:215; Fowler 1978:292). 

These effigies all depict a personage wearing the flayed 

human skin of a sacrificial victim. The central element 
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in the Xipe cult was precisely the sacrifice of human vic

tims, followed by the donning of their skins by ritual 

impersonators of the deity (Nicholson 1972:213; cf. Sahagun 

1956:bk. 1, eh. 18, pp. 65-66; bk. 2, chs. 21-22, pp. 142-

149). Interpretations of the meaning of this ritual have 

been dominated by Seler's hypothesis that it symbolized the 

annual renewal of the earth's vegetation at the beginning 

of the rainy season (Seler 1899). But Nicholson (1972:216) 

has noted that a more economical and more historically 

oriented hypothesis would view the Xipe cult as being origi

nally connected with warfare: the slain enemy's flayed skin 

was worn as a war trophy. 

Rather surprisingly, the worship of Xipe Totec was 

not mentioned by Garcia de Palacio for the Pipil nor by 

Oviedo for the Nicarao. Oviedo mentioned the custom of 

wearing flayed skins in battle practiced by the Maribio 

(Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 11, p. 101). 

Andagoya (1945:436) reported that the Coiba and the Cueva 

of Panama kept flayed trophy skins stuffed with ash, sug

gesting that the Xipe cult, or at least some of its elements, 

were spread throughout lower Central America. The practice 

of taking trophy heads, which was prevalent among the Nica

rao (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 3, pp. 

52, 53), is closely linked with the Xipe cult (Moser 1973: 

47-48), and I suspect that the Nicarao practiced other 

elements of the cult as well. 
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In addition, each of the day signs of the calendar, 

discussed below, was also considered to be a minor deity of 

the Nicarao (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 3, 

p. 52). 

Religious Mythology 

The Nicarao believed that the world had been created 

by Tamagazque and Cipactonal (ibid., eh. 2, pp. 40-45). 

They lived in the heavens, and they were made of flesh; they 

were identical in appearance to the Indians (ibid.) They 

ate the same food as the Indians, but they were also 

believed to eat human hearts and blood (ibid.). 

After the first creation, the Nicarao believed that 

the world had been destroyed by an enormous flood (ibid.; 

Martyr D'Anghera 1912:dec. 6, bk. 5, p. 221). After this 

cataclysm, the world was recreated by Tamagazque and Cipac

tonal (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 2, pp. 

40, 42, 44). These myths indicate that the Nicarao believed 

in the concept of world ages, which is not surprising since 

this belief was widespread throughout aboriginal Mesoarnerica 

(Le6n-Portilla 1972:72-73). 

Concerning other religious beliefs, the Nicarao told 

Bobadilla that after death the souls (yuiio; Molina [1944: 

44, obverse] translated yuli as "live thing"; the word may 

_also be translated as "heart," cf. yoli [ibid., p. 39, 

reverse]) ofwarriors who died in battle or of those who had 
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lived a good life went to the heavens to serve the gods 

(Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 2, pp. 41-45, 

4 9) . The soul of one who died in his house or one who was 

wicked went to the land of Mictanteot, the underworld 

(ibid., pp. 40-41, 44, 48). According to the cacique Avago

altegoan, religious devotion was the factor separating those 

who were "good" from those who were "wicked" (ibid., p. 42). 

The Nicarao also believed that children who died before 

they were weaned or before they had eaten corn returned to 

life and to the house of their parents (ibid., p. 41). 

The Nicarao believed in the "evil eye." They told 

Bobadilla that there were certain persons among them who 

could, with a simple glance, harm or kill an infant (ibid., 

eh. 3, p. 5 5) . 

The Calendar 

The Pipil-Nicarao calendar has been studied by a 

number of scholars. Among the most important previous 

studies are those by Squier (1853:153-158), Seler (1888, 

English translation 1939), Schuller (1925), Lothrop (1926, 

vol. 1:73-75), and Le6n-Portilla (1972:85-88). 

Briefly summarizing the data, when Bobadilla 

inquired into Nicarao religious festivals, his informants 

recited the day names of their calendar (Oviedo y Vald~s 

1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 3, p. 52). Bobadilla then 

asked them specifically how many days comprised the Nicarao 
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year. He was told that a year was composed of 10 cempuales 

(20-day periods) (ibid.). Since there is no known Meso

american calendar based on a period of 200 days, the latter 

statement must be considered erroneous, perhaps the result 

of a transcription error (Lothrop 1926, vol. 1:74). The 

conclusion reached by Seler (1888, 1939), that the day 

names recorded by Bobadilla coincided with the Aztec tonal

pohualli (sacred calendar or almanac), would appear to be 

beyond all reasonable doubt. The tonalpohualli was a period · 

of 260 days with different names formed by the combination 

of 20 day signs with 13 numerical coefficients from one to 

13 (Caso 1967:4). This period has often been incorrectly 

referred to by the name tonalamatl, which was actually a 

book in which records of the tonalpohualli were kept (Caso 

1967:4-5). Except for the sequence in which they were listed, 

the 20 day names of the Nicarao calendar recorded by Boba

dilla are equivalent to those of the Aztec tonalpohualli. 

Lothrop (1926, vol. 1:74), on the other hand, convinced 

himself that the Nicarao day names were those of a solar 

calendar of 18 "months" of 20 days each plus five days at 

the end. His basis for this conclusion was that "it is 

more probable that in the Spanish text diez [ten] was 

mistakenly written for diez y ocho [eighteen] than for 

trece [thirteen], and this opinion is strengthened by the 

statement of G6mara [L6pez de G6mara 1946:284] that they 

had eighteen months." Such a system would be parallel to 
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the Aztec solar calendar, or xihuitl (Caso 1967:33-39), 

which consisted of 18 named "months" of 20 days each plus 

five intercalatory days, or nemontemi, at the end (cf. 

Sahagun 1956:bk. 2, chs. 1-19, pp. 109-132). The day names 

of the xihuitl were the same as those of the tonalpohualli. 

In my opinion, neither Seler nor Lothrop was mis

taken, as it seems most likely that the Nicarao (and the 

Pipil) used both the 260-day sacred calendary and the 365-

day solar calendar 

Bobadilla listed the day names in the following 

sequence: Agat, Ocelot, Oate, Coscagoate, Olin, Tapecat, 

Quiauit, Sochit, Cipat, Acat, Cali, Quespal, Coat, Misiste, 

Macat, Toste, At, Izquindi, Ocomate, Malinal, Acato (Oviedo 

y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 3, p. 52). The repe

tition of the first day name, Agat, in a variant form, 

Acato, accounts for there being 21 rather than 20 days in 

the list. Table 20 compares these day names, giving their 

proper Nahuat forms, with their equivalents in the Aztec 

tonalpohualli. Following Squier (1853) and Seler (1888, 

1939), the Mexican sequence of the days is preserved. Their 

sequence as recorded by Bobadilla may, in fact, be correct 

or may be the result of a transctiption error. 

An intriguing problem is posed by a Guatemalan list 

of day names which Seler (1939:97) supposedly took from the 

Cronica de la Provincia del Santisimo Nombre de Jesus de 

Guatemala, a history of the Franciscan order in Guatemala 
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Table 20. Comparison of Nicarao and Aztec Day Names. 

Nicarao 

1. Cipat (Cipacti) 

2. Acat (Ehecat) 

3. Cali (Calli) 

4. Quespal (Cuetzpal) 

5. Coat 

6. Misiste (Miquizti) 

7. Macat (Mazat) 

8. Toste (Tochti) 

9. At 

10. Izquindi (Izcuinti) 

11. Ocomate (Ozomati) 

12. Malinal 

13. Agat (Acat) 

1 4 . Ocelot 

15. Oate (Cuauhti) 

16. Coscagoate 
(Cozcacuauhti) 

17. Olin 

18. Tapecat (Tecpat) 

19. Quiauit 

20. Sochit 

Aztec 

Cipactli 

Ehecatl 

Calli 

Cuetzpallin 

Coatl 

Miquiztli 

Mazatl 

Tochtli 

Atl 

Izcuintli 

Ozomatli 

Malinalli 

Acatl 

Ocelotl 

Cuauhtli 

Cozcacuauhtli 

Ollin 

Tecpatl 

Quiahuitl 

Xochitl 

English 

Earth Monster 

Wind 

Rous~ 

Lizard 

Serpent 

Death 

Deer 

Rabb i t 

Water 

Dog 

Monkey 

Grass, Twisted 

Reed 

Ocelot, Jaguar 

Eagle 

Vulture 

Movement, 
Earthquake 

Flint 

Rain 

Flower 

Based on Squier (1853:154-155), Seler (1939:97-98), Lothrop 
(1 926, vol. 1:74), and Le6n-Portilla (1972:87). 
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written by Francisco de Asis Vazquez de Herrera from 1683 to 

1713-1714. Seler did not cite a specific page number, and 

I was unable to locate the list in the more recent published 

edition of the Cronica (Vazquez 1937-1944). The list has 

two curious aspects. First, it is written in Nahuatl rather 

than Nahuat. In spite of this fact, Caso (1967:74) attrib

uted the list to the Pipil. Second, four of its day names 

are different from those of the Nicarao or the Aztec list 

(Table 20). Instead of Ocelot or Ocelotl in position 14, 

Teyollocuani ("sorcerer, shaman") occurs. Tecolotl ("owl") 

is substituted for Cozcacuauhti or Cozcacuauhtli in position 

16. Tecpilanahuatl (translated by Seler [1939:97] as 

"temple" ["disposition, temper, mood"] and by Caso [1967: 

Cuadro IX] as "el pectoral del pr{ncipe" ["the pectoral of 

the prince"]) occurs in position 17 instead of Olin. 

Finally, Ayutl ("turtle") appears in position 19 instead of 

Quiauit or Quiahuitl. I amke no attempt here to explain 

these anomalies but wish merely to point out that they 

exist. 

The Pipil or Nicarao "calendar board" illustrated 

by Fuentes y Guzman (1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 2, eh. 12, p. 111) 

shows clearly the glyphs for the days Calli, Coat, Sochit, 

and possibly Acat and Tecpat (Thompson 1948:14). On the 
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same page Fuentes illustrated a bundle of thin sticks tied 

together, which is the glyph for the completion of a 52-

year cycle (ibid.). The 52-year cycle, or xiuhmoZp iZ Zi, was 

formed by the meshing of the sacred year and the solar year 

(Caso 1967:40-41, 79). A combined date from the two calen-

dars could be repeated only at intervals of 18,980 days, or 

every 52 years (18,980 is the product of 260 times 365 divi

ded by their common denominator 5). Fuentes y Guzm~n (1932-

1933:pt. 2, bk. 2, eh. 12, p. 111) stated that the Pipil 

divided the year into 18 months of 20 days with five days 

added at the end of the year. This statement and the xiuh

moZpiZZi glyph indicate that the Pipil-Nicarao calculated 

time as did the Aztec and most other native Mesoamericans, 

in terms of the sacred and solar calendars. 

Religious Festivals and Ceremonies 

Each day sign of the calendar was considered to be 

a minor deity (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk . 42, eh. 

3, p. 52), and there was a religious festival 

celebrated in each 20-day 

period. (ibid., eh. 2, p. 47; eh. 3, p. 52). The Nicarao 

told Bobadilla that these days were reserved for resting, 

inebriation, dancing, and singing (ibid., p. 47). There 

was, however, at least one restriction: 

On these feast days we do not work nor do we do 
anything at all except get drunk; but we do no t sleep 
with our women, and those days, in order to avoid the 
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occasion, they sleep inside and we sleep outside the 
house. And he who on such days has sex with his woman, 
our gods soon give him great pains from which he dies; 
for that reason no one dares to do it, for those days 
are dedicated to our gods. (ibid., eh. 3, p. 52) 

Andagoya (1945:406) also made reference to the Nica

rao custom of drinking on feast days: 

They make a wine in a certain way from plums which 
is kept for a year, and it is of about the same strength 
as the wine of Spain, although its effect passes quickly. 
In all the lands that I have mentioned above, all their 
happiness is to drink wine which they make of corn, 
which is similar to beer, and with it they get drunk as 
with wine of Spain; and what they do on all the feasts 
is drink. 

L6pez de G6mara (1946:284) stated that "great dances 

and drunken sprees" were held in connection with sacrifice 

ceremonies. 

A good description of a Nicaraguan (probably Nica

rao) dance ceremony (mitote) was given by Girolamo Benzoni 

(1857:151-152): 

Two or three hundred, or even three or four thous
and, of them assemble together, according to the popu
lation of the province, and having carefully swept the 
place where they are going to dance, one of them comes 
forward to lead the rest. He goes nearly always back
wards, turning himself occasionally, and so do all the 
others, by threes and fours in regular order. Those 
who beat the drums begin to sing some of their songs, 
and the man who leads the dance is the first to answer. 
Then the rest do the same progressively. Some carry a 
fan in their hand, some a calabash with pebbles in it, 
some wear feathers on their head, others wear rows of 
sea-shells on their arms and legs; some turn in one 
way some in another, some raise their legs, others 
flourish their arms; some act the blind man, others 
pretend to be lame; some laugh, others cry; and thus 
with many other gestures, and frequently drinking their 
cacavate [cacao], they dance all the day, and sometimes 
part of the night also. 
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The Italian traveler also provided an illustration 

of a mitote (ibid., p. 151) from which it appears that the 

drum to which he referred is similar or identical to the 

Aztec teponaztli, or two-toned wooden drum. 

Oviedo witnessed two major ceremonies in the Nicarao 

town of Tecoatega, Nicaragua. The first of these involved 

a dance similar to that described by Benzoni, but the high

light of this event which was held in honor of the god of 

cacao and occasioned by the end of the cacao harvest, was 

the famous volador ("flier") ceremony. Oviedo's excellent 

description of the volador ceremony (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-

1855:pt. 3, bk. 42., eh. 11, pp. 93-94) has been translated 

by Squier (1853:145-147) and Lothrop (1926, vol. 1:75-76), 

and there is no need to include another translation here. 

According to Fuentes y Guzman (1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 3, eh. 

11, pp. 151-154), the ceremony was very popular in the 

region of Antigua, Guatemala during the last half of the 

seventeenth century, and he mentioned in passing its 

presence in the Pipil town of Escuintla, Guatemala (ibid.). 

Termer (1957:222-227) has discussed its distribution in 

the ethnographic present in the Quiche, Cakchiquel, and 

Tzutujil regions of the Guatemalan highlands. There is 

no evidence of the volador ceremony among other Maya groups 

(ibid.), which leads to the conclusion that either it was 

adopted from the neighboring Pipil by these Toltec-influ

enced Highland Maya groups, or it was introduced by the 
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Toltec ancestors of their ruling lineages. 

The center of origin of the voZador ceremony may be 

traced to the Veracruz Gulf Coast region (Krickeberg 1933: 

71-75). It may still be seen today performed by Totonac 

voladores in Papantla, Veracruz and at the archaeological 

sites of El Tajin and Cempoala. Its diffusion to central 

Mexico did not occur until the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries (ibid.), but it was reported in Iguala, Guerrero 

in 1540, suggesting its antiquity in the Mexican Pacific 

Coast region, and it also appears to have been present among 

the ancient Otomi of the sierra of Puebla and Hidalgo (Dahl

gren de Jordan 1954:246). The ceremony is also documented 

in the latter two areas, as well as in the Huasteca region 

of the northern Gulf Coast, for the ethnographic present 

(ibid. ) . 

The second major Nicarao ceremony observed by Oviedo 

in Tecoatega was the comeZagatoazte (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-

1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 13, pp. 111-112). The name, accor

d i ng to Le6n-Portilla (1972:79), is probably derived from 

cuauh ("wood") and maZacatozte ("the action of revolving"). 

Lehmann (1920, vol. 2:1011) etymologized the word similarly: 

cuauh ("wood") / meZaga=melactic ("long and straight thing") 

I toazte=itohuaztZi ("with which one dances in a revolving 

circle"). To perform this ceremony two men mounted oppo

site ends of a wooden pole which was fixed in the middle 

of a wooden cross-member supported by two posts set in the 
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ground. The two counterpoised performers set the pole in 

a rapid revolving motion by throwing the weight of their 

bodies in complementary movements. Oviedo stated that the 

comeZagatoazte ceremony was also present among the Chorotega 

(Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 13, p. 112). 

In sixteenth-century Nicaragua, the ceremony appears to have 

been regarded simply as a recreational activity (ibid.), but 

in former times it probably had important religious conno

tations. 

Dahlgren de Jordan (1954:250) has linked the voZador 

and the comeZagatoazte ceremonies with the tZacacaZiztZi 

(arrow sacrifice) and the so-called "gladiatory sacrifice" 

as four elements of an ancient ritual complex which has its 

origins in the Gulf Coast region. Among the Aztec and other 

historically known Mesoamerican groups these ceremonies were 

associated with the worship of Xipe Totec and Tlazolteotl 

(the Earth Goddess) (Dahlgren de Jordan 1954: 246-252; Krick

eberg 1961:159-161). While there is apparently no clear 

documentary evidence that the latter two ceremonies were 

present among the Pipil or the Nicarao, the archaeological 

evidence for the worship of Xipe by the Pipil certainly 

suggests that they may have performed these rites. The 

arrow sacrifice was widespread throughout Mesoamerica at 

the time of the Conquest, and it even reached North America 

where it is well known ethnographically in the form of the 

Pawnee "Morning Star" sacrifice (Linton 1922). There is 
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evidence from the Popol Vuh (Recinos 1947:229) and the 

Annals of the CakchiqueZs (Recinos and Goetz 1953:72-75) 

that the arrow sacrifice was present among the Quiche, the 

Cakchiquel, and the Tzutujil. Both of these sources also 

include reference to a symbolic form of the arrow sacrifice 

in which branches or sticks, rather than arrows, were shot 

at the "victim" (Recinos 1947:229; Recinos and Goetz 1953: 

75). This is reminiscent of another ceremony that Oviedo 

witnessed in Tecoatega in which the cacique hurled sticks 

tipped with balls of wax at a group of warriors (Oviedo y 

Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 11, pp. 94-95). 

Archaeological evidence reveals that the ball game 

was another important ritual activity of the Pipil. 

Enclosed, I-shaped ballcourts are salient features of the 
~ 

ceremonial centers of Cihuatan and Santa Maria. The same 

ballcourt type occurs at many Postclassic sites in high

land Guatemala (A. L. Smith 1955, 1961; Clune 1963:27-28) 

where it is considered to be a product of Toltec influence 

(Borhegyi 1965:55; cf. Recinos 1947:122, 125-126, 150, 

161-163, 171). An unexcavated ballcourt at Cara Sucia, on 

the Pacific coast of southwestern El Salvador, appears to 

have the same plan (Boggs 1976a:39, Figure 2). The geo

graphical distribution of yugos, hachas, and paZmas in 

Guatemala and El Salvador, discussed above, are 

also indicators of the importance of the ball game in the 

region. 
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Another interesting Pipil ceremony centered on the 

planting of cacao. Garcia de Palacio (1881:16) mentioned, 

but gave very little detail on, cacao-planting ceremonies 

performed by the Pipil of Izalco. He noted that the cacao 

beans were very carefully selected and planted under a full 

moon (ibid.). 

Human Sacrifice 

The most spectacular, and certainly the most note

worthy to early Spanish observers, of all Pipil-Nicarao 

ceremonies was human sacrifice. There were two types of 

human sacrifice performed by the Pipil and the Nicarao. 

The first is auto-sacrifice in which penitents willingly 

inflicted wounds on particularly tender portions of their 

own bodies in order to extract blood offerings for the gods. 

The second form of human sacrifice involved the execution 

of human victims (very often slaves or war captives) by 

specially designated sacerdotal officials. The documentary 

sources offer a comparatively good body of data on these 

practices. 

We will examine first the data on auto-sacrifice. 

One of the first Europeans to witness a sacrificial cere

mony in the New World was Andres de Cereceda. In his 

letter written to Peter Martyr in 1524, Cereceda described 

a Nicarao auto-sacrifice ceremony in detail: 

At the head of the procession walk the priests, 
wearing bands round their foreheads. The people 
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follow, carrying multi-coloured banners of woven cot
ton on which are embroidered figures of gods .... 
The cacique and his principal nobles, each~in his 

· proper place, accompany the priests, after which fol
lows the confused popular multitude. Nobody is absent, 
for every man who can stand must assist at this festi
val of superstition. When the procession reaches the 
appointed place, fragrant herbs are first thrown on the 
ground, after which draperies are spread, so that the 
idol shall not touch the earth. The procession stops, 
but the priests continue supporting the idol, in whose 
honour they chant their accustomed hymns. Young men 
perform sacred dances, lead the singing, and play dif
ferent games, in which they display their agility in 
throwing javelins and using their shields. 

When the priests give a signal, each man takes a 
razor and cuts his tongue, turning his eyes toward the 
divinity; some pierce the tongue, others cut it in such 
wise as to cause a great flow of blood. Each man then 
rubs the lips and beard of this odious idol, with his 
blood, ... after which the powdered herbs are sprink
led on the fresh wounds. Such is the virtue of this 
powder, that the wounds close in a few hours so that no 
trace of them is ever again visible. When the ceremony 
is finished, the priests lower the idol somewhat and 
then, first the cacique, after him the nobles, and 
finally the people address it. They expose their anxi
eties or supplicate it to give ear to their wishes and 
petitions, always speaking softly with bent heads and 
in a tremor of respect; when this priestly mummery is 
finished they go home. (Martyr D'Anghera 1912:dec. 6, 
bk. 7, pp. 231-232) 

It should be pointed out that L6pez de G6mara (1946: 

284) incorporated this information from Martyr, combining 

it with a statement by Oviedo y Valdes (1851-1855:pt. 3, 

bk. 42, eh. 11, p. 98) that blood drawn from the penis was 

sprinkled over maize to bless it, and the maize was eaten. 

In this statement, however, Oviedo was referring to the 

Chorotega, not the Nicarao. L6pez de G6mara misleadingly 

implied that this was a Nicarao ceremony, as did Herrera 

(1934-1957:dec. 3, bk. 4, eh. 7, p. 397), who appears to 
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have been quoting G6mara. This error has been perpetuated 

by Squier (1852, vol. 2:360, 1853:144-145) and~more recently 

by Chapman (1960:61). 

Andagoya (1945:406) also made a brief mention of 

tongue laceration as a form of auto-sacrifice practiced by 

the Nicarao. When Bobadilla inquired into the reasons for 

this custom, his Nicarao informants explained that it was a 

way of propitiating the god Mixcoat to obtain his favor in 

commercial transactions (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, 

bk. 42, eh. 2, p. 48). Bobadilla also asked about penis 

sacrifice, and the Nicarao replied that it was not a general 

custom among them. It was done, they said, only by "certain 

rascals" who wished "to give more pleasure to the women" 

(ibid.). Evidently, the practice referred to in this pas

sage is subincision. 

Auto-sacrifice was also prevalent among the Pipil. 

Garcia de Palacio (1881:36) reported that the inauguration 

ceremony of a newly elected high priest of the Mita Pipil 

involved blood offerings from the tongue and penis of the 

chosen one. During planting ceremonies the four teupixqui 

(assistant priests) and the high priest drew blood from 

their ears, noses, tongues, and penises and offered it to 

the gods (ibid., p. 40). The husband of a woman experien

cing difficulty in parturition, as a last resort sacrificed 

blood from his ears and tongue (ibid., p. 41). A brave 

warrior among the Mita Pipil could be recognized by the 
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number of perforations in his penis (ibid., p. 39). Nor 

was the practice of auto-sacrifice limited to males, for 

Garcia de Palacio (1881:39-40) stated that Pipil woman drew 

blood from their ears and tongues and from all over their 

bodies. 

Turning to the mortal form of human sacrifice, it 

is clear that the Nicarao and the Pipil recognized two types 

of sacrificial victims: domestic and imported. The latter 

were war captives, and a different type of sacrificial 

ritual was accorded to each class of victim. Cereceda seems 

to have been the earliest observer of the Nicarao to recog

nize this distinction: 

There exist among them two grades of human victims, 
namely, those taken in war and those fattened at home. 
Each cacique and each noble, according to his means, 
fattens in his own house from their childhood, men 
destined to be sacrificed. These unfortunate creatures 
are not ignorant of the fate awaiting them; they know 
why they are well fed and are not disturbed thereby, 
since from their earliest years they live in the con
viction that upon leaving this life they will go 
straight to heaven. They enjoy absolute freedom of the 
villages, are received with honour by everybody, as 
though they were already heroes; everything they want, 
whether food or ornaments, is given to them, and the 
givers believe that the day on which they make such 
presents is a lucky one for themselves. 

These different kinds of victims are immolated in 
different ways. All alike are stretched upon the 
sacrificial stone and their breasts are opened with a 
knife, in order to tear out the hearts, while the same 
ceremonies are observed in annointing the lips and 
beard of the idol with their blood. But in sacrifi
cing victims captured from the enemy, the priest, 
acting as herald, walks three times round the victims 
extended on the stone, holding his knife in his hand, 
and chanting dismally; after which he opens the breast 
and cuts the victims in pieces. The hands and feet 
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are given to the caciques, the hearts go to the priests, 
their wives, and children,--for this is their share--the 
legs go to the nobles, and the remainder, chopped up 
\nto small bits, to the people .... 

Domestic victims are sacrificed with the same cere
monies, but their bodies are treated different l y. Each 
member of their bodies is honoured. The feet, hands, 
and entrails are deposited in a terra-cotta vase which 
is buried at the gates of the temple. The heart and 
other parts are burnt upon a great pyre near those trees 
which represent the enemy, and their ashes are scattered 
amidst those of the first victims of the campa i gn. 
While this ceremony is being performed, the pr i ests who 
are present manifest their joy in melodious chants. 
(Martyr D'Anghera 1912:dec. 6, bk. 6, pp. 229-230) 

The same distinction was made by the Pipil . Garcia 

de Palacio (1881:37-39) reported two types of Pipi l sacri

ficial rites. Illegitimate male children born among them, 

from six to 12 years of age, were the victims of an occult 

sacrificial ceremony that was celebrated twice annually, at 

the beginning of winter (the rainy season [summer solstice?]) 

and at the beginning of summer (the dry season [winter sol

stice?]). This sacrifice was not public and was witnessed 

only by high-status members of society (ibid., p. 37). The 

public did, however, participate in, or at least were 

allowed to witness, the preliminary ceremony. 

They sounded their trumpets and drums for a day and 
a night; when the people had assembled in the aforesaid 
manner, the four priests came out of the major temple 
with four small braziers of fire, in which they put 
copal [resin incense] and rubber. All four of them 
went directly toward where the sun rises, and t hey knelt 
down before the sun and they perfumed it with incense, 
uttering words and invocations. This done, they divided 
toward four directions, east, west, north, and south, 
and they preached their rites and ceremonies; when the 
sermon was finished, they went running into some houses 
that they had built to the four winds, and they rested 
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high priest, which was next to the major t~mple, and 
there they took the boy that was to be sacrificed, 
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and they went four times around the patio dancing and 
singing. When they finished going round the patio, 
the high priest came out of his house with the shaman 
and mayordomo, and they ascended to the temple with 
the cacique and nobles who remained at the door of the 
temple; and then the four priests took the boy in their 
arms, seizing him by his hands and feet, and they then 
went out to the mayordomo, who had bells on his feet 
and hands, and from the left side they took out his 
heart and gave it to the high priest who put it in a 
small embroidered bag and closed it. The four priests 
took the blood of the victim in four j{caras, which 
are vessels of a certain fruit that the Indians use 
[morro], and they went out one behind the other, descen
ded to the patio, and sprinkled the blood with their 
right hands, in the direction of the four winds. And 
if any blood was left over, they returned it to the 
high priest who put the blood, the heart, and the bag 
in the body of the victim, through the same wound, and 
they buried him in the temple itself. This was the 
sacrifice that they made for the seasons of the year. 
(ibid., pp. 37-38) 

The other type of sacrifice involved the execution 

of war captives. This ceremony was public. 

The sacrifice was made in this manner: all those 
who had been to war returned in order, singing and dan
cing, and they brought those that would be sacrificed 
decorated with feathers and jade on their feet and 
hands, with strings of cacao beans around their necks, 
and in the middle of them were the war captains. The 
high priest and the assistant priests came out with 
the others of the town to receive them with music and 
dance, and the caciques and captains offered those 
Indians for sacrifice to the high priest. Then they 
all went together to the patio of their temple, and 
they danced all the aforesaid days and nights, and in 
the middle of the patio they put a stone, like a bench, 
and upon it they stretched the Indian who would be 
sacrificed, and the four priests held the Indian by 
his feet and hands. The mayordomo came out with many 
feathers and loaded with bells, with a great stone 
knife in his hand, and he opened the breast of the 
victim and took out his heart, and in taking it out 
he threw it high in the air in the direction of the 
four winds, and the fifth time he threw it as high as 
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he could straight to the middle of the patio, and he 
said: "Take, 0 God, the reward of this victory." 
This sacrifice was public, and so it was witnessed by 
great and small. (ibid., pp. 38-39) 

Garcia de Palacio (1881:38) stated that war captive 

sacrifices were devoted to Quetzalcoatl and Itzqueye. If in 

honor of the former, the accompanying mitote (dance cere

mony) lasted for 15 days with a sacrifice on each day; 

ceremonies in honor of the latter lasted for five days, 

again with daily sacrifices. 

There is little doubt that sacrifices were made to 

other deities as well. Bobadilla learned that the Nicarao 

sacrificed young boys and girls to Quiateot in order to 

petition for rain (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, 

eh. 2, p. 46). According well with Garcia de Palacio's 

account, Bobadilla was told that the bodies of the young 

victims were buried and that their hearts remained with 

their bodies (ibid.). The bodies of adult victims, however, 

were eaten by the caciques (ibd.). I shall return to this 

point in the discussion of cannibalism below. 

Women were also sacrificed, but as Bobadilla's 

Nicarao informants noted, female victims were not sacri

ficed in the main temple, but in secondary temples outside 

the plaza of the main temple (ibid., p. 47). At Cihuatan, 

the only human burial yet discovered is that of a young 

woman, found by Boggs (1972:53-54) at the base of the west 

side, below the steps, of Structure 0-4, located in the 
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so-called East Ceremonial center, about 200 m to the east 

of Structure P-7. The burial was found in association with 

the osseous remains of a dog and 70 Las Lajas Coarse 

mi niature vessels. 

Osteological inspection performed by Boggs (ibid.) indicated 

that the apparent cause of the woman's death was a severe 

blow to the right temple. Boggs (ibid.) noted that "an 

obvious implication of this evidence is that the young woman 

and the dog were sacrificed and interred in the str ucture 

for some ritual motive associated with a special religious 

significance of the building." 

At the site of Miramar, Chiapas, which appears to 

have been occupied by a population related to that of Cihua

tan and Santa Maria, Agrinier (1978) excavated a sacrifi

cial mass burial that included the skeletal remains of 11 

young adult males, at least one young adult female, 11 

adults of indeterminate sex (five of which are classified 

as "young," one as "middle-aged," and the remainder simply 

as "adult"), and a child approximately eight years old at 

death. The latter individual was found in the arms of a 

young adult, possibly female, which Agrinier (1978:8) 

speculated may have been the child's mother. Most of these 

24 sacrificial victims appear to have been clubbed to death, 

a l though some may have had their throats slit (ibid., pp. 

15-16). Three individuals were represented by skulls only 

( i bid., p. 3), suggesting decapitation as a mode of 
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execution. 

Decapitation was a favorite form of sacrifice among 

the Nicarao, apparently associated exclusively with the 

sacrifice of war captives. Bobadilla was told that victims 

were decapitated in the temples by a priest using a flint 

knife, who then smeared the blood of the victim on the idols 

in the temple (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 

3, p. 53). The severed heads were placed on trees in front 

of the temples (ibid., p. 52). Cereceda corroborated this 

statement: 

The heads are suspended as trophies to the branches 
of certain small trees, which are grown especially for 
that purpose a short distance from the scene of the 
sacrifice. Every cacique has special trees cultivated 
in a garden near his residence, each bearing the name 
of a hostile country, and to whose branches the heads 
of the sacrificed war prisoners are suspended. (Martyr 
D'Anghera 1912:dec. 6, bk. 6, pp. 229-230) 

It seems obvious that these trophy-head trees were the func

tional equivalent of the Aztec tzompantli, or "skull rack" 

(Le6n-Portilla 1972:76). Decapitation was also a common 

form of ritual sacrifice among Toltec-influenced Maya groups 

of Yucatan and highland Guatemala (Thompson 1970:178-179). 

The possibility of other forms of human sacrifice 

practiced by the Pipil-Nicarao, such as the arrow sacrifice 

and the gladiatorial sacrifice, associated with the worship 

of Xipe Totec, has been discussed above. 

In the face of the archaeological and ethnohistoric 

evidence for human sacrifice among the Pipil, the statement 

made by Fuentes y Guzman (1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 2, eh. 5, 
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p. 90) that the Pipil objected to this practice must be con

sidered apocryphal. 

Cannibalism 

Closely related to the practice of human sacrifice 

was ritual cannibalism on which the sources are very explicit 

for the Nicarao. There is no direct documentary evidence of 

which I am aware for cannibalism among the Pipil. It is not 

possible to conclude, however, on the basis of this negative 

evidence that cannibalism was not practiced by the Pipil. 

I suspect that it was, although certainly not to the same 

extent as among the Nicarao. Cannibalism was widespread in 

aboriginal Nicaragua (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 

39, eh. 3, p. 14; bk. 42, eh. 1, p. 37, eh. 11, p. 101) 

where it was developed to an extreme as a form of socio

political terrorism with ritual overtones. 

The evidence indicates that the taste for human 

flesh was also highly developed. As Lothrop (1926, vol. 1: 

35) noted, "slaves were bred in captivity for consumption, 

just as any other domestic animal might be; also there is 

evidence that raids were conducted in hope of plunder and 

high living in the form of human flesh." There is, however, 

no clear demarcation between gustatory and ritual cannibal

ism in the Nicarao data. Indeed, it appears that the 

distribution and consumption of human flesh among the Nica

rao was always accompanied by religious ceremonies. For 
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cannibalism" but not necessarily implying that it l acked 

a gustatory or economic aspect. 
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One of Bobadilla's Nicarao informants exto l led the 

taste of human flesh, and he described the method of its 

preparation and the accompanying ceremony: 

... the head of the one who is to die is cut off, and 
the body is cut into small pieces, and these are put to 
cook in large ollas [ceramic jars or pots], and to this 
is added salt and chilies and whatever is necessary to 
cook it. After it is cooked, they bring bunches of 
maize, and with much gluttonous merriment the caciques 
seat themselves on their duhos [stools], and they eat 
the meat, and they drink mazamorra [a mixture of honey 
and ground corn] and cacao. And the head is neither 
cooked nor roasted nor eaten; but it is placed on trees 
which are in front of the oratories and temples. And 
this is the ceremony that we have in eating this meat 
which tastes to us like turkey, or pork, or xulo (id 
est, those dogs of theirs) which is exquisite food 
among us; and this dish of human flesh is highly 
esteemed. The entrails of those whom we eat like this 
are for the trumpeters, whom we call escoletes, those 
who sound their trumpets when the cacique eats or 
feasts, and when he lies down to rest, as the Chris
tians do for their great captains. These escoletes 
wash the entrails and they eat them, as meat. (Oviedo 
y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 3, pp. 51-52) 

Prior to receiving this information, Bobadilla had 

asked the Nicarao what they did with the cadavers of sacri

ficial victims. He was told that the bodies of adults were 

eaten by the principal caciques, and that the other members 

of society did not eat human flesh (ibid., eh. 2, p. 46). 

It is this statement, perhaps, that led Stone (1966:231) 

to infer that "ceremonial cannibalism seems confined to the 

upper-ranking Nicarao and Chorotega. II This would 
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appear to be contradicted, however, by Cereceda's state

ment, quoted above, concerning the distribution of the 

body parts of sacrificial victims: the hands and feet went 

to the caciques, the hearts to the priests and their fami

lies, the legs to the nobles, and the remainder, chopped 

into small bits, to the people (Martyr D'Anghera 1912:dec. 

6, bk. 6, p. 229). Cereceda stated further: "Anybody 

present at such a banquet who failed to obtain a portion 

of the human victim, no matter how small, would feel con

vinced the year would be an unlucky one for him" (ibid., 

p. 230). Assuming that lower-status members of Nicarao 

society also practiced ritual cannibalism, the distribution 

system of the victims' flesh appears to have been a func

tional mechanism for reinforcing the social hierarchy. 

Another apparent contradiction that arises from an 

examination of the ethnohistoric data on Nicarao cannibal

ism is whether or not domestic sacrificial victims were 

eaten. Cereceda stated explicitly that they were not 

(Martyr D'Anghera 1912:dee. 6, bk. 6, pp. 229-230), and he 

was followed on this by L6pez de G6mara (1946:284) and 

Herrera (1934-1957) :dee. 3, bk. 4, eh. 7, p. 396). At the 

same time, however, Cereceda stated that domestic victims 

were fattened (Martyr D'Anghera 1912:dee. 6, bk. 6, p. 229), 

which would seem to imply that their ultimate destiny was 

the cooking pot. Oviedo noted with aversion that parents 

sold their children in the markets knowing that they would 
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be eaten (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 11, 

p. 101). From my examination of the text, it seems to me 

that Oviedo was referring to the Maribio with this statement, 

not to the Nicarao as implied by Chapman (1960:44-45, 59). 

The statement made by one of Bobadilla's informants that the 

bodies of Nicarao children who were sacrificed were buried 

and not eaten (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 

2, p. 46) supports Cereceda. 

The bodies of female sacrificial victims were also 

eaten on certain occasions, but since women were not allowed 

in the temples, the priests did not partake of female flesh 

(ibid., p. 47). Bobadilla was told that the bodies of women 

who were sacrificed were eaten by the caciques (ibid.). 

As one can see from the foregoing synthesis, the 

anthropophagous tendencies of the Nicarao are well documen

ted in the ethnohistoric sources. As noted above, the 

sources are silent on Pipil cannibalism. However, given 

the very close cultural ties between the Nicarao and the 

Pipil, I am inclined to think that the latter probably also 

practiced ritual cannibalism, although perhaps not with the 

same fervor as their Nicaraguan relatives. The importance 

of Xipe Totec in the Pipil pantheon, attested to by the 

archaeological evidence, supports this hypothesis. Among 

the Aztec the tlacaxipehualiztli ("flaying of men") 

ceremony, which was held on the last day of the 20-day 

period of the same name in honor of Xipe Totec, involved 
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the ritual consumption of the flesh of sacrificial victims: 

"They cooked the meat with maize and gave to each one a 

piece of the meat in a bowl or cajete, with its broth and 

its stewed maize, and they called that food tlacat l aoZZ i ; 

after they had eaten drunkenness prevailed" (Sahagun 1956: 

bk. 2, eh. 21, p. 14 3) . 

Since ritual cannibalism was such an import ant 

aspect of the ceremony held in honor of Xipe in central 

Mexico, the probability is high that the Pipil also ate 

human flesh in honor of this deity and possibly on other 

occasions as well. 

Concluding Remarks 

This discussion and reconstruction of Pipil-Nicarao 

religion and religious mythology emphasizes the strong 

degree of cultural similarity between the Nahuat-speaking 

populations of Guatemala, El Salvador, and Nicaragua. 

Similarities in religious thought and practices between 

the Pipil-Nicarao and the Aztec have also been discussed. 

These are particularly important as they reinforce the 

hypothesized cultural and linguistic identity of t he anci

ent inhabitants of Cihuatan and Santa Maria and other 

Postclassic centers of central and western El Salvador as 

Nahuat-speaking Pipil. 

The importance of Tlaloc and Xipe Totec, major 

Mexican deities, to the inhabitants of these sites, 
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as detected through their archaeological remains, is espe

cially good evidence that the sites were occupied by Nahua 

speakers. 
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CLOTHING AND PERSONAL ADORNMENT 

A great deal is known from the ethnohistoric sources 

about Pipil-Nicarao clothing and personal adornment. As is 

the case with so many other topics discussed here, Oviedo 

is our best and most extensive source on Nicarao dress and 

personal embellishment, while Garc{a de Palacio and Fuentes 

y Guzman are our best sources on these matters for the 

Pipil. The data from these sources can be augmented to a 

certain degree with the information conveyed by figurines 

and effigies which are known archaeologically. 

Clothing 

In general, Pipil-Nicarao dress was typically 

Mexican. The basic articles of Pipil-Nicarao daily attire 

were the loincloth and sleeveless tunic for men and the 

skirt and huipiZ ("shift") for women. ·Lower-status men and 

women often went bare-breated. High-status men wore long 

robes or capes; high-status women wore ankle-length skirts 

and ruffs. Among the Nicarao, however, it appears that 

clothing was considered optional, and nudity and semi-nudity 

were totally acceptable, even for those of the nobility. 

Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 12, pp. 109, 111) 

reported that when he went to Tecoatega to visit Agateyte 

he found the cacique in dishabille wearing only a thin 

cotton mantle which was draped around his body. The 



981 

following exchange between Bobadilla and one of his (high

status) Nicarao informants is pertinent: 

F. [Friar Bobadilla] Why do you go about nude 
when you could dress, and you have much very good 
cotton? 

Y. [Nicarao informant] Because it is customary, 
and our fathers and forefathers went about in this 
manner. (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 
3, p. 55) 

The same custom may have been present among the Pipilas 

well, but it is not mentioned by the relevant sources. 

But clothing did have its place and purpose among 

the Nicarao, and it was described by Oviedo in the following 

words: 

The men wear fine sleeveless tunics of cotton and 
of many interwoven colors and narrow sashes of white 
cotton as wide as hand, and they twist them until they 
are as thick as, or thicker than a thumb, and they wind 
them many times around the body, from the breast down 
to the hips; and the end which is left over they draw 
between the buttocks and pull it up in front, and with 
it they cover their private parts, and they fasten it 
on one of the folds of the sash; and they loosen this 
end of the sash to urinate and to discharge the 
bowels and to do what suits them. The women wear 
naguas [skirts] on their lower parts down almost to the 
knee, and those who are nobles wear thinner skirts 
almost to the ankles and cotton ruffs which cover their 
breasts. (Oviedo y Valdes 1815-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, 
eh. 1, p. 38; see Lothrop 1926, vol. 1:36 for a 
slightly different translation) 

Nicarao attire was also described by Andagoya (1945:405): 

The people of this land went about well dressed in 
the manner of Indians: the women with their mantles 
similar to those of Coiba, and another certain type of 
apparel which they pulled over their heads that covered 
their breasts and half their arms; and the Indian men 
covered their private parts with long strips made of 
cotton which they wrapped many times over the buttocks 



to the loins, and in the town they wore their mantles 
like capes beneath the arm .... 
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The upper garment worn by women to which Andagoya referred 

would appear to be the huipil. 

Lopez de Gomara (1946:283) and Herrera (1934-1957: 

dee. 3, bk. 4, eh. 7, p. 393) also gave brief descriptions 

of Nicarao clothing. Gomara took his information from 

Oviedo, and Herrera followed Gomara. 

Antonio de Ciudad Real, who traveled with Alonso 

Ponce through Nicaragua in 1586, reported that the women 

of El Viejo, which is the name the Spanish gave to Tecoatega 

(Radell 1969:40), wore, instead of the huipil, a short 

black vest with two peaks, one in front and one in back, 

cinched by a wide sash (Ciudad Real 1873, vol. 1:352). 

This garment was common all through the region from 

Nacaome to Granada (ibid.). Citing the same passage from 

Ciudad Real, Stone (1966:222) has somehow gathered that the 

vest was worn with "a colored knee-length skirt," but I 

find no mention of a skirt in this statement. 

Turning to the Pipil, Fuentes y Guzman (1932-1933: 

pt. 2, bk. 3, eh. 5, p. 126) stated that commoners wore 

rough-textured clothing of henequen (sisal~ maguey fiber) 

and that the use of cotton garments was limited to the 

nobility. The latter garments were richly dyed in various 

colors (ibid.). Persons of high-ranking authority in the 

government or priesthood wore long, flowing robes, the use 
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of which was proscribed to other members of society. The 

different colored robes worn by members of Jutecotzimit's 

council (ibid., bk. 2, eh. 5, p. 91) and those worn by the 

Mita Pipil priests (Garcia de Palacio 1881:35) have been 

described previously. Members of the warrior sodalities 

wore vests of jaguar skin over their cotton garments 

(Fuentes y Guzman 1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 3, eh. 5, p. 126). 

These were adorned with emblems depicting the warriors' 

outstanding deeds (ibid.). Garcia de Palacio (1881:41) 

mentioned in passing the panetes ("trunks") worn by Pipil 

men. By this term he was probably referring to the loin

cloth. Pipil women (presumably those of all social classes) 

wore the typical skirt and huipiZ (Fuentes y Guzman 1932-

1933:pt. 2, bk. 3, eh. 9, p. 147). Some Pipil women 

covered their heads with a mantle which extended down their 

shoulders and about halfway down their backs (ibid., p. 

146). Most of these articles of Pipil clothing are also 

seen in the figurines from Cihuatan. 

Body fragments of figurines are encountered infre

quently in excavation of Cihuatan, but the few that are 

known show details of clothing which are consistent with 

expectations derived from the ethnohistoric evidence. Some 

torso fragments of male figurines depict the sleevless 

tunic (Figure 59e). The loincloth is shown on some lower

body fragments (Bruhns 1980a:94). One male figurine shows 
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a seated personage wearing a long robe (Boggs 1972:Figure 

23). As suggested above, this figurine may represent a 

priest, or perhaps a cacique or a council member. Female 

figurines represent individuals wearing skirts and huipiZs. 

Both males and females are sometimes depicted with no 

upper garment. Bruhns (1980a:95) has suggested that some 

of these may have been "dressed" in upper garments of 

perishable material, but, considering the ethnohistoric 

evidence that persons of both sexes often went shirtless, 

this would appear unlikely. 

Footgear 

Many Pipil-Nicarao may not have worn any sort of 

footgear. Others wore sandals, and this is attested both 

ethnohistorically and archaeologically. In his general 

description of Nicarao attire, Oviedo wrote: 

The men wear shoes, which they call gutaras 
[huaraches], that are of two soles of deerskin and 
without tops, but which are fastened from the toes to 
the ankles with cotton cords or straps, in the manner 
of alpergates [alpargatas, sandals]. (Oviedo y Valdes 
1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 1, pp. 38-39) 

This statement might imply that Nicarao women usual l y went 

barefoot or wore some other sort of footwear, but I would 

think that they probably wore sandals at times, though 

perhaps not as frequently as the men. Oviedo (ibid . , eh. 

11, p. 98) also mentioned that Chorotega women wore 

gutaras. Fuentes y Guzman (1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 3, eh. 9, 
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p. 147) stated that Pipil men and women alike wore sandals. 

The feet of Cihuatan figurines very rarely show any 

detail at all, but some are shown with sandals. Life-size 

or near life-size effigies and effigy fragments from 

Cihuatan and other Postclassic Salvadoran centers also 

depict sandaled feet. These representations show two 

distinct types of sandals worn by the Pipil. 

The first type is a simple sandal which would fit 

Oviedo's description, above. A cord or strap passes from 

the anterior edge of the sole through the first and second 

and third and fourth toes of the foot. The strap is tied 

in a bow at the front of the ankle. This is the type of 

sandal shown on some Cihuatan figurines, and it is repre

sented on an effigy fragment found by Bruhns (1980a:24, 

Figure 18b) at Cihuatan Structure SS-49. The same sandal 

type is also shown on an effigy fragment from Los Guapotes, 

on Lake Gliija (Boggs 1977:Figure 3a). One of the two Lake 

Guija Xipe Totec effigies wears similar sandals with a wide 

strap around the ankles (Boggs 1976b:Figures la, b). The 

sandals worn by the Chalchuapa Xipe Totec effigy are also 

similar (Boggs 1944b:Figures 2a, b, c, d), but these have 

broad lateral straps on either side of the ankle (ibid., 

p. 2) • 

The second type of Pipil sandal might be approp-

riately called a "Toltec" sandal, for it figures very 
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prominently among representations of sandals worn by Toltec 

warriors depicted at Tula (Acosta 1941:Figure C; Tozzer .1957, 

vol. 12:Figures 561, 562, 563) and Chichen Itza (Tozzer 

1957, vol. 12:Figures 553a, b, f, h, i, j, k, 554, 556, 

558, 560). This type of sandal consists of the basic 

sandal described above with the addition of a squared heel

piece. The sandal is bound to the foot in the same manner 

described above, but the ends of the strap (or tassels) 

often extend down the dorsum of the foot. This type of 

sandal is represented on the three Xipe Totec effigies from 

Cihuatan published by Casasola (1975:Figures 1, 2, 3). 

The most spectacular representation known of this type of 

sandal is a fragment of a polychrome-painted, life-size 

effigy found on the surface of Cihuatan Structure P-20 

(Figure 4 5) . 

The first type of sandal is still very common in 

rural areas of El Salvador where it is referred to by the 

name caite, from the Nahuat cacti, meaning "sandal" 

(Geoffroy Rivas 1975:54). The second type of sandal , with 

a heelpiece, is worn today in the highlands of Chiapas and 

Guatemala. 

Hairstyles 

Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 12, pp. 108-

109) noted that the Indians of Nicaragua were very given to 
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combing and arranging their hair, and he described their 

combs which were made from deer antler tines or hard wood. 

He also reported that Nicarao men shaved the front and 

sides of their heads leaving a lock of hair from ear to 

ear just back of the crown (ibid., eh. 1, p. 38: for 

English translation see Lothrop 1926, vol. 1:37). Lopez 

de Gomara (1946:283) and Herrera (1934-1957:dec. 3, bk. 4, 

eh. 7, p. 393) stated that the hair was sometimes tied at 

t h e nape of the neck or the crown of the head. I have been 

unable to find the original source of this information, as 

Oviedo said nothing, to my knowledge, about tying the hair. 

Nor do I know the original source of the statement made by 

Gomara (1946:283) that some Nicarao men wore their hair 

long and braided in two halves. The distinctive hairstyle 

of the tapaZigui, or distinguished Nicarao warriors, who 

shaved their entire heads except for a three-cornered patch 

at the crown (Oviedo y Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 4 2, 

eh. 1, p. 38), is described in the discussion of warfare 

and militarism, above. 

The Pipil counterparts of the tapaZigui wore their 

hair long and braided with a red ribbon (Fuentes y Guzman 

1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 3, eh. 5, p. 126). They were not, 

however, permitted to wear gold or silver pendants at the 

ends of their braids, as the use of these was limited to 

caciques and their family members (ibid.). Some Pipil 
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women wore their hair elaborately braided with the braids 

wrapped around the top of the head, wound in a bun at the 

crown of the head, or wound in buns on either side of the 

head (ibid., eh. 9, p. 146). Woven into the braids was a 

white or colored ribbon (ibid.). Different colored 

ribbons signified the different towns from which the women 

came (ibid.). 

Most Cihuatan-Santa Maria figurine heads depict 

individuals wearing headgear, and details of hairstyles are 

difficult, if not impossible, to make out. Some female 

figurines show the hair braided and wrapped around the head 

in the style mentioned by Fuentes y Guzman. The braids are 

clearly visible across the forehead (Figure 59d), bu t they 

are not shown on the rear of the head which is generally 

flattened and devoid of detail. One specimen, apparently 

representing a male (Figure 59c), may depict shoulder-length 

hair. 

Headgear 

As far as I know, there is no explicit ment i on in 

the ethnohistoric sources of Nicarao headgear. But , as 

mentioned previously, Gonzalez Davila (1883:12-13) and 

Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 2, bk. 29, eh. 21, p. 104) reported 

that Chorotega warriors wore quilted cotton helmets , and 

these were probably worn by the Nicarao and the Pipi las 
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as well. Several Cihuatan figurines represent male 

individuals wearing what appear to be conical-shaped 

helmets. One of these, from J. H. Kelley's excavations 

(#1080-56), shows that the helmet was held in place with 

a chin strap. 

Garc{a de Palacio (1881:35) gave a description, 

quoted in translation above, of the headdress worn by the 

high priest of the Mita Pipil. The description of this 

headdress, which Palacio referred to as a "diadem" or 

"mitre" with quetzal feathers at its peaks (ibid.), 

coincides well with the details of the headdress shown on a 

Cihuatan figurine published by Boggs (1972:Figure 23). The 

figure wears a two-cornered headdress which could be called 

a "diadem" or "mitre" (Garcia de Palacio 1881:35). At the 

peaks on either side of the headdress are vertical applique 

elements which could represent quetzal feathers (ibid.). 

Alvarado (1924:79)" mentioned the plumage worn by 

Pipil warriors in the battle of Acajutla, an obvious 

reference to their feathered headdresses. Fuentes y Guzman 

(1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 3, eh. 5, p. 126) likewise stated 

that quetzal feather headdresses were worn by the members 

of Pipil warrior sodalities. Elaborate headdresses are 

portrayed on some Cihuatan figurines, and, although their 

detail is often poor, I assume that the intent was to 

represent feathered headdresses such as those mentioned in 

the ethnohistoric sources. One figurine fragment found in 
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the excavations of the Southeast Patio of the West 

Ceremonial Center (Figure 59h) has a modeled feather motif 

with unusually clear detail. 

Turbans, such as the one depicted on a Cihuatan 

_figurine head illustrated by Bruhns (1980a:Figure 35b), 

were probably another form of Pipil headgear. To my 

knowledge, turbans are not mentioned ethnohistorically. 

Personal Adornment 

Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 1, p. 38) 

stated that Nicarao men and women pierced their ears with 

large holes. This was done presumably for the insertion of 

earplugs which were a common article of personal adornment 

among the Pipilas well. Fuentes y Guzman (1932-1933: 

pt. 2, bk. 3, eh. 5, p. 126) reported that the members of 

sixteenth century Pipil warrior sodalities wore gold or 

silver earplugs as emblems of their rank. Referring to 

Pipil women, Fuentes (ibid., eh. 9, p. 146) stated that 

those of the nobility wore earplugs of gold or silver, and 

commoners wore earplugs of shell or stone. Fired clay ear

plugs were probably also worn by Pipil commoners. Many 

Postclassic Salvadoran figurines and effigies are depicted 

wearing earplugs (Spinden 1915:Figure 79; Lothrop 1927: 

Figures 15b, c, 16a; Boggs 1949:Figure 1, 1972:Figures 16a, 

b, 1977:Figures la, b; Casasola 1975:Figure 3; Bruhns 1980a: 
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1944b) has pierced ears but no earplugs. Figure 59c 

illustrates a Cihuatan figurine with earplugs. 
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Noseplugs and nose rods were also worn by certain 

Pipil and Nicarao, probably as status symbols. Bobadilla 

was told that a Nicarao cacique who had spent his year of 

devotion in a temple had his nose pierced (Oviedo y Valdes 

1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 2, p. 46). Fuentes y Guzman 

(1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 3, eh. 5, p. 146) also mentioned 

noseplugs and nose rods of gold, silver, and precious stone 

worn by high-status sixteenth-century Pipil women. Labrets 

may also have been worn by the Pipil-Nicarao, but they were 

mentioned by Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 11, p. 98) 

only in connection with the Chorotega, and not, to my know

ledge, by any sources on the Pipil and the Nicarao. 

Necklaces, pendants, bracelets, and anklets were 

also important. Oviedo (ibid., eh. 1, p. 39) stated that 

Nicarao women wore". 

at the neck. II 

.. strings of beads and other things 

Garcia de Palacio (1881:39) reported 

that war captives of the Mita Pipil were bedecked with 

bracelets and anklets of jade and feathers and necklaces of 

cacao beans. The two Xipe Totec effigies from Lake Gliija 

wear bracelets (Boggs 1976b:Figures la, b, 2a, b), and one 

of them (ibid.:Figure la) wears a circular pectoral. An 

effigy fragment from Los Guapotes, on Lake Gliija, depicts 
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figurine from Cihuatan published by Boggs (1972:Figures 

23a, b, c) wears an elaborate necklace with a round pec

toral as does a similar specimen (#1323-1) excavated by 

J. H. Kelley from a structure in the San Dieguito barrio 

of Cihuatan. Tubular, subspherical, and trapezoidal 
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jadeite beads have been found at Cihuatan, and an unfinished 

bead of muscovite mica is also known (Chapter 1). Beads of 

shell, bone, and other perishable materials were probably 

also worn by the Pipil-Nicarao. Some of the worked bone 

objects described in Chapter 1 may have been worn as beads. 

Leg bands were an important article of Pipil male 

attire. They are not mentioned for the Nicarao but may 

have been worn by them as well. They were reported for the 

Pipil by Fuentes y Guzman (1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 3, eh. 9, 

p. 147). The Pipil leg band consisted of a band of cloth 

or leather wound around the upper calf just below the knee 

or at mid-calf, often fastened by some sort of decorative 

closure. The closure may have incorporated beadwork or 

featherwork, and by the sixteenth century the leg-band 

closure worn by some Pipil men included elements of gold, 

silver, or copper (ibid.). Leg bands depicted on Pipil 

effigies and figurines have been illustrated by Boggs 

(1972:Figures 23a, b, c, 1977:Figure 3a). These may be 

compared with the leg bands worn by the Toltec of Chichen 
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559) . 

Tattooing and Body Painting 
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Tattooing was common among the Nicarao and may also 

have been practiced by the Pipil, although there is no 

ethnohistoric reference to this custom for the latter. 

Oviedo describes the practice as follows for the 

Nicarao: 

They are accustomed to paint [their bodies] with 
perforations or [cuts made with] flint knives, and in 
the cut part they put powder of a certain black carbon, 
which they call tiel, and the paint endures as long as 
the life of the one who is painted. And each cacique 
or lord has has mark or manner of this paint with which 
his people are branded; and there are masters of this 
[art], and very dexterous, who live by it. (Oviedo y 

Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 1, p. 38) 

Lothrop (1926, vol. 1:38), who offered a slightly different 

translation of this same passage, identified tiel as indigo. 

I regard this identification as doubtful since Oviedo 

stated very clearly that the pigment was a carbonized 

substance. Tiel is a transcription error for tile, and 

Oviedo (1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 6. eh. 17, p. 204) described 

in detail the process of manufacture of tile from 

carbonized pine wood. Oviedo also stated that tile was 

sold in the markets and used for branding slaves as well as 

for personal decoration by freemen (ibid.). The Aztec 

equivalent of tile is tlilli, translated by Molina (1944: 
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(1944:147, reverse) as tinta (ink or dye). Related words 

listed by Molina (ibid.) are tZiZeuac ("blackened or 

smudged or black thing"), tZiZhuianitZa ("to smudge or 

blacken something"), and tZiZiuhqui ("black thing"). The 

word tile in modern Salvadoran Spanish means "soot" 

(Geoffroy Rivas 1975:111). 

Body painting is attested in the sources for both 

the Pipil and the Nicarao. Fuentes y Guzman (1932-1933: 

pt. 2, bk. 3, eh. 9, p. 147) stated that Pipil women 

applied an unction of vermillion, balsam, and liquidambar 

to their lips, cheeks, and breasts. Aside from its dec

orative aspect, the astringent action of this concoction, 

according to Fuentes (ibid.), helped to maintain firmness 

of the skin and flesh. For the Nicarao, Oviedo (1851-1855: 

pt. 3, bk. 42, eh. 12, p. 111) noted that the entire body 

of the cacique Agateyte was painted, but he gave no detail 

on the colors or the motifs of the cacique's body paint. 

According to Oviedo (ibid.:pt. 1, bk. 8, chs. 5-6, pp. 

296-298), the two main pigments used for body painting 

were derived from the fruits of the xagua tree (genipap, 
I 

Genipa americana) and the bixa plant (annatto, achiote, 

Bixa oreZZana). From the former a black dye was produced 

and from the latter a red dye. Both dyes were mixed with 

certain gums to enhance their adherence properties (ibid.). 

The dyes were very durable; Oviedo (ibid., eh. 5, p. 297) 
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stated that genipap dye could not be removed for 15 or 20 

days after its application (this is borne out by a modern 

observation [Wagley 19 7 7 :,12 9 J ) and that a chi o t e dye could 

not be removed "until many days had passed" (Oviedo y 

Valdes 1851-1855:pt. 1, bk. 8, eh. 6, p. 298). Oviedo 

(ibid., chs. 5-6, pp. 297, 298) also noted that both had 

an astringent effect on the skin. He reported that body 

paint from the two dyes was worn by warriors going into 

battle and by both men and women on festive occasions 

(ibid.) . 

Although there is no direct ethnohistoric evidence 

that these two plant dyes were used by Postclassic 

Salvadoran populations, their prehistoric importance is 

strongly suggested by their presence and use in modern El 

Salvador. David J. Guzman (1975-1976, vol. 1:44-45) 

reported that genipap (called jagua, irayol, or caruto) 

dye is fairly common and that an excellent wine can be 

made from the fruit. Medicinal properties for curing 

gonorrhea are attributed to the genipap root (ibid.), and 

genipap wood has many uses (ibid., vol. 2:36). Achiote is 

used as a dye, and the seeds are also used as a condiment 

(ibid., vol. 1:416-417). 

Possible archaeological evidence for body painting, 

or perhaps even tattooing, among the Pipil consists of the 

vertical red stripes painted on the face of the Xipe Totec 
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effigy from Chalchuapa (Boggs 1944b:3, Figures 2a, b, e). 



Chapter 5 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

The aim of this study has been to produce a well 

documented ethnography of the Pipil-Nicarao of Central 

America using evidence from archaeology, linguistics, and 

ethnohistory and interpreting the evidence within the 

boundaries of anthropological theory. Almost all 

Postclassic cultures of Mesoamerica are well suited to this 

approach, and I hope that the benefits of attempting 

ethnographic reconstruction in this manner have been made 

obvious. 

THE STUDY OF THE PIP.IL-NICARAO 

The study differs from previous works on the Pipil 

and the Nicarao in several respects. First, previous 

treatments have usually dealt with only one group or the 

other, failing to recognize the significance of the histor

ical, linguistic, and cultural connections between the 

Pipil and the Nicarao. Only in studies of the migrations 

of Nahuat speakers from Mexico to Central America (Lehmann 

1920; Thompson 1948; Borhegyi 1965a; Jimenez Moreno 1959, 

1966) have tne two groups been meaningfully connected. A 

distinct advantage of considering the two groups together is 

997 
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the amplification of the ethnohistoric data base not only 

for the resolution of historical problems but also for 

sociocultural reconstruction. 

Second, previous studies have tended to pursue a 

single line of evidence. Other sources of information are 

usually relegated to introductory summaries with little or 

no attempt to correlate the data from distinct fields of 

inquiry. Archaeological works on relevant regions (for 

example, Lothrop 1926; Thompson 1948) have included 

perceptive summaries of linguistic and ethnohistoric data 

with no attempt to articulate the data with the archaeo

logical evidence. Lehmann (1920) correlated the linguistic 

and the ethnohistoric evidence, but in his time there was 

precious little archaeological evidence with which to work. 

Recent historical linguistic studies are linked with the 

archaeological record but not in any great detail (Kaufman 

1974b; Luckenbach and Levy 1980). Papers and monographs 

based on ethnohistoric evidence include no correlations with 

the 1archaeological and linguistic data (Chapman 1960; Stone 

1966; Armas Molina 1974). These remarks are not intended 

as negative criticisms but as clarifications of the 

differences in scope and intent between previous research 

and the present work. 

A criticism I would like to make, however, is of 

works that rely on historical sources but fail to include 

the necessary critical analysis of the sources. To 
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reiterate the methodological statements made in Chapter 3, 

historiographic analysis is a crucial step in ethnohistoric 

research, and good ethnohistory must be based on a solid 

foundation of critical analysis. Through such analysis, 

needless errors (such as seeking confirmation of the state

ments of Lopez de Gomara in those of Martyr [Chapman 1960: 

59]) can be avoided. 

RECAPITULATION 

The Pipil-Nicarao were among the many Nahuat

speaking immigra~ts who moved into various parts of Central 

America in a complex series of population movements which 

began around A.D. 700-900 and lasted until about A.D. 1250-

1350. The close linguistic relationship between Mexican 

Gulf Coast Nahuat and Salvadoran Pipil Nahuat supports the 

traditional account by Torquemada (1969, vol. l:bk. 3, eh. 

40, pp. 331-333) that the Pipil-Nicarao moved into Central 

America via the Veracruz coastal lowlands and the Isthmus 

of Tehuantepec. The latter two regions are also closely 

linked through archaeological evidence with prehistoric El 

Salvador (Andrews V 1972; 1976:184-185; Boggs 1972, 1973; 

Casasola 1976-1977; Agrinier 1978; Bruhns 1979). 

Two important Postclassic sites of central El 

Salvador, Cihuatan and Santa Maria, bear the imprint of a 

Nahua invasion of the region. On the basis of the radio

carbon dates discussed in Chapter 1, the sites are dated to 
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approximately A.D. 900-1200, and these dates are taken as 

the temporal boundaries of the Early Postclassic period in 

central El Salvador. No evidence of occupation prior to 

this period has been recognized at either site. A number 

of sites of the preceding Middle to Late Classic periods 

are known in the Central Basin of El Salvador, and their 

material culture inventory contrasts sharply with that of 

Cihuatan and Santa Maria. New cultural traits which appear 

in the basin in the Early Postclassic include talud-tabl ero 

(slope and panel) architectural construction, rubble-core 

columns, enclosed I-shaped ballcourts, T-shaped platforms, 

hollow life-size effigies, large biconical censers, geo

metric polychrome ceramics, wheeled figurines, Mazapan 

figurines, and probably bifacial chipped stone artifacts. 

Most if not all of these traits are derived from central 

and southern Mexico. The outstanding traits of the Middle 

to Late Classic occupations in the basin, particularly the 

Copador and related ceramic groups, are absent from 

Ci huatan and Santa Maria. 

According.to the interpretation presented here, 

Ci huatan and Santa Maria were occupied by one of the many 

Nahuat-speaking groups who pushed into the southeastern 

periphery of Mesoamerica from the Gulf Coast region of 

Mexico during the Postclassic. Especially indicative of 

their cultural, ethnic, and linguistic affiliations are the 

depictions on life-size ceramic erfigies found at both 
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sites of Nahua deities: Tlaloc, Xipe Totec, and 

Mictlantecuhtli. The archaeology of Cihuatan and Santa 

Maria is reported on in Chapter 1 in order to present a well 

documented picture of two prehistoric Central American 

Nahuat communities. 

Historical evidence indicates that at the time of 

the Conquest the Pipil held most of the southeast Pacific 

coast and piedmont of Guatemala, a portion of the south

eastern highlands of Guatemala, and most of western and 

central El Salvador. The Nicarao, who had separated from 

the Pipil around A.D. 1200, were located in the northwestern 

part of Nicaragua, the Isthmus of Rivas in southwestern 

Nicaragua, and possibly the Guanacaste region of north

western Costa Rica. There were also small enclaves of 

Pipil in Honduras, particularly in the northeastern part of 

th~ country. The Honduran Pipil are not well enough 

documented, however, for extensive consideration in this 

study. 

The glottochronological evidence exar.1ined in Chapter 

2 has been correlated with the migration sequence, and 

there are three divergence episodes clearly visible in the 

lexicostatistic data which can be linked with the movements 

of the Pipil-Nicarao. These are dated to approximately A.D. 

650-850, 900-1100, and 1200-1350. These times of separation 

cannot be correlated with specific migrations, but rather 

should be thought of as periods of migration, each 
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America. 
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The evidence from loan words indicates that even 

before early Nahua speakers began to move into Mesoamerica, 

they had already begun to adopt important elements of 

Mesoamerican culture. Many of these lexical borrowings are 

ultimately from Mixe-Zoquean, the language of an extremely 

important cultural group of Preclassic Mesoamerica. The 

loan words were almost certainly not directly transmitted 

from Mixe-Zoquean to Nahua but indirectly via contacts with 

Teotihuacan sometime around A.D. 300-500 while Nahua 

speakers were situated on the northwestern fringe of 

Mesoamerica. Once Nahuat speakers arrived in Central 

America, they in turn exerted a linguistic influence on 

other indigenous groups of the area. A number of Nahuat 

loan words have been identified in Xinca, Lenca, Cacaopera, 

and Matagalpa (Campbell 1976b:177) and possibly Mangue and 

Subtiaba (Lehmann 1920, vol. 2:853, 951). 

A detailed historiographic analysis of the docu

mentary sources on the Pipil-Nicarao is found in Chapter 3. 

The highest level of classification of the sources results 

in a division between native sources and European/Creole 

sources. Although the Nicarao denied that they kept any 

form of written records to Bobadilla, the existence of 

manuscripts among both groups is indicated by statements 

made by Oviedo, Lopez de Gomara, Garcia de Palacio, and 
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Fuentes y Guzman. The latter was the proud owner of at 

least four Nahuat documents: a Pipil manuscript probably 

from southeastern Guatemala which recorded historical, 

genealogical, and sociopolitical information; two Pipil 

tribute lists probably from one of the towns in the vicinity 

vicinity of Sonsonate; and a Pipil or Nicarao "calendar 

board" reportedly from Nicaragua which carried not only 

calendrical records but also political and economic informa

tion. The important Highland Maya 1 documents, the Annals 

of the Cakchiquels and the Popol Vuh, also include relevant 

data. 

The European/Creole sources are classified on the 

basis of the personal status or positions of their authors 

into those written by conquistadors, historians and q uasi

ethnographers, royal officials, and travelers. 

The most important conquistador sources are Pedro 

de Alvarado, Gil Gonzalez Davila, and Andres de Cereceda. 

Alvarado was particularly interested in native military 

tactics and weapons, population and settlement size, and 

geography. He and his army met the Pipil in two major 

battles in western El Salvador, and he gave awesome 

descriptions of these encounters.· G6nzalez D~vila and 

Cereceda were among the first Europeans to contact the 

Nicarao. Gonzalez Davila apparently took little note of 

native culture, but Cereceda wrote two important documents 

concerning the Nicarao and other indigenous groups of 
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lower Central America. The first of these is a list of the 

caciques contacted in the region, the amount of gold that 

each contributed to the mission, and the number of conver

sions effected in each town or village. This report is 

available in published form. The second Cereceda manu

script, which is apparently now lost, included much 

valuable information on the Nicarao such as settlement 

patterns, markets, ceremonial and elite residential archi

tecture, religious ceremonies, human sacrifice, cannibalism, 

and priestly attire and paraphernalia. Cereceda turned 

this report over to Peter Martyr who fortunately summarized 

and quoted it extensively. The data were repeated and 

quoted almost verbatim from Martyr by Lopez de G6mara who 

was in turn cop±ed by Herrera y Tordesillas. Minor con

quistador sources include Bernal D1az del Castillo, Pascual 

de Andagoya, and Juan Vazquez de Coronado. 

The major historians and quasi-ethnographers who 

recorded information on the Pipil and the Nicarao are Peter 

Martyr D'Anghera, Gonzalo Fern~ndez de Oviedo y Vald~s, 

Francisco de Bobadilla, and Francisco Antonio de Fuentes y 

Guzman. Martyr is a secondary source but an extremely 

important one since he reported data from now unavailable 

primary sources such as Cereceda's ethnographic report on 

the Nicarao. Oviedo had direct contact with the Nicarao in 

1528-1529, and he is by far the most valuable primary 

source on the native groups of Nicaragua. He also included 
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in his history a transcription of an interview conducted by 

Bobadilla with several Nicarao caciques, priests, and 

elders. Bobadilla's investigation was primarily of Nicarao 

religion, but he also obtained data on matrimonial ritual, 

law, prostitution, slavery, cannibalism, social and politi

cal organization, and many other topics. The Creole 

patriot Fuentes y Guzman is a secondary source, but he 

relied heavily on native documents which are now lost or 

destroyed. We are indebted to him for preserving data on 

Pipil history, social and political organization, 

calendrics, and writing systems. Other sources included in 

this category are Bartolome de las Casas, Francisco de 

Lopez de Gomara, Antonio de Herrera y Tordesillas, Toribio 

de Benavente ("Motolinia"), Juan de Torquemada, Fernando 

de Alva Ixtlilxochitl, Domingo Juarros, Antonio Vazquez de 

Espinosa, and Francisco Ximenez. 

The next category of European/Creole sources is 

that of royal officials. These are Diego Garcia de Palacio, 

Juan Lopez de Velasco, and Juan de Pineda. Garcia de 

Palacio was a diligent official with high ethnographic 

capabilities. He conducted firsthand ethnographic research 

to prepare for writing his account, and there is some 

evidence that he consulted a Pipil manuscript. He probably 

also relied on reports from Spanish priests and officials 

in Guatemala and El Salvad0r. Unfortunately, he did not 

cite the sources of his information. The most valuable part 
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of his reZacion is a description of Pipil culture around 

Asuncion Mita in eastern Guatemala. His report was later 

quoted by Herrera, and it was also used by Vazquez de 

Espinosa. Lopez de Velasco is a secondary source, and his 

comments on Central America are mainly a tribute record 

based primarily on the 1548-1551 Tasacion de Zos NaturaZes 

... , a revisionist tribute assessment. Pineda's report 

also deals largely with native tribute, and he included a 

bit of economic information on sixteenth-century Pipil 

communities. Because of its exaggeration, this report must 

be used with caution. 

Included in the category of travelers are Girolamo 

Benzoni, Alonso Ponce, Thomas Gage, and Pedro Cortes y 

Larraz. Benzoni is a minor authority, but he did include 

some interesting statements on the Nicarao and a comment on 

cacao cultivation at Izalco, El Salvador. Ponce and his 

secretary Antonio de Ciudad Real traveled through Central 

America in 1586. The latter kept a travelogue of their 

trip which contains a great deal of data on the economic, 

linguistic, and physical geography of the Pipil, the 

Nicarao, and their neighbors. Gage wrote an account of his 

life and adventures in Mexico and Central America and his 

trip from Guatemala through El Salvador, Nicaragua, and 

Costa Rica to Panama. He was fluent in Pokoman, among whom 

he lived for seven years. His importance stems from the 

proximity of the Pokoman and the Pipil in eastern Guatemala 



1007 

and the fact that he spoke to the Indians of Chalchuapa, 

El Salvador, in their language, Pokoman. (The Pokoman had 

seized Chalchuapa from the Pipil in late preconquest times). 

Cortes y Larraz traveled through Guatemala and El Salvador 

in three trips from 1768 to 1770. He reported population 

figures for most of the towns and parishes in the area, and 

he usually specified the native language spoken in each 

locality. He also included some useful economic data on 

the Pipil. 

In Chapter 4 the archaeological, linguistic, and 

ethnohistoric data are actually woven together to create 

an ethnographic synthesis of the Pipil-Nicarao. The first 

topic of the chapter is the cultural ecology of the Pipil

Nicarao in which data from modern geologic, geographic, 

environmental, botanical, and zoological studies are intro

duced and combined with the archaeological, linguistic, and 

documentary evidence to achieve an understanding of the 

dynamic interaction between the Pipil-Nicarao and the eco

systems which they inhabited and exploited. The discussion 

is concluded with a br±ef assessment of previous studies 

which deal with Conquest-period population estimates of the 

Pipil and the Nicarao. 

The Pipil-Nicarao migrations are treated in detail, 

and this topic has been comrnmented on previously in this 

recapitulation. A conclusion which deserves reiteration is 

that previous studies of the migrations have suffered from 
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an air of false precision. A valid chronological framework 

for the migrations has been obtained, and several stages or 

"waves" of Nahuat migrations from Mexico to Central America 

have been delineated. Realistically, however, this scheme 

must be viewed only as a blurred image. Rather than 

massive, homogeneous movements of people, I would view the 

Pipil-Nicarao migrations as a long series of movements, 

conquests, and displacements which gradually brought Nahuat 

groups into various regions of Central America. 

The data on Pipil-Nicarao social organization 

indicate that their communities were probably segmented 

into barrios or wards which I have hypothesized are reflec

tions of the aggregation of corporate descent groups. 

Specifically, the ethnohistoric evidence indicates that the 

Mexican calpuZZi (conical descent group) was probably an 

important integrative unit of Pipil-Nicarao society. The 

apparent spatial division of Cihuatan into barrios provides 

archaeological support for this interpretation. The 

calpuZZi functioned in Pipil-Nicarao society as an adminis

trative/territorial unit within their communities and as 

land-holding corporations and units of land tenure. The 

calpulli was also a unit of military organization. The 

calpuZZi leaders, or calpuZZec, served as liaisons between 

the other members of the calpulli and the cacique, 

especially in military affairs. 

Three social classes may be broadly defined: 
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nobles, commoners, and slaves. Nobles appear to have held 

political and religious offices. The noblest of the nobles 

was, of course, the cacique. He shared power with the high 

priest. Both the cacique and the high priest were assisted 

by other nobles. The cacique presided over a council of 

e l ders, and he was accompanied in his daily activities by 

the calpulli leaders. The high priest was assisted in his 

duties by assistant priests, a shaman/scribe, and a ritual 

executioner. Commoners fulfilled a wide range of subsis

tence and craft related occupations. Warriors and some 

craft specialists were probably fully specialized. The 

archaeological evidence from Cihuatan and Santa Marfa 

suggests that at least some Pipil obsidian knappers were 

full-time specialists. Slaves were probably most often war 

captives, although impoverished Pipil-Nicarao commoners 

could sell themselves into slavery. Sodalities formed 

another important segment of Pipil-Nicarao society. The 

most important of these were the warrior sodalities which 

provided commoners with a means by which to elevate them

selves and their families to noble status. 

Pipil and Nicarao law differed in certain respects, 

most notably in the fact that the Nicarao legal system took 

the form of private law, whereas the Pipil legal apparatus 

seems to have embodied both private and public law. Punish

abLe offenses among both groups were generally similar, but 

Pipil law often prescribed harsher penalties, frequently 
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execution. The Pipil described by Fuentes y Guzman appear 

to have had separate civil and military codes of law. All 

offenses covered by the military code were punishable by 

death. 

As it was through warfare that the Pipil and the 

Nicarao seized and maintained their territories, military 

activity played a particularly important role in the lives 

of the Pipil-Nicarao. Wars were fought not only for land 

but also to obtain captives as slaves and sacrificial 

victims. As mentioned, warriors were professionals and they 

could achieve upward social mobility through especially 

gallant feats on the battlefield. Nicarao armies were 

commanded by a supreme war chief. The Pipil group reported 

on by Fuentes y Guzman had a commander-in-chief and four 

ministers of war. From the reports of their encounters 

with Spanish armies, it is evident that the surprise attack 

from strategic points was an elementary tactic of Pipil

Nicarao armies. Guerrilla raids appear also to have been a 

favored tactic. Pipil-Nicarao arms consisted of lances, 

atlatls, bows and arrows, macanas (wooden swords edged with 

chipped stone blades), shields, and quilted cotton armor. 

The Pipil-Nicarao pantheon was typically Nahua, and 

a number of parallels with the Aztec pantheon are drawn in 

the discussion of religion in Chapter 4. As mentioned 

previously in this summary, several universally recognized 

Nahua dieties are depicted in the ceramic sculpture of 
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Cihuatan and Santa Maria. The Pipil-Nicarao calendar was 

also very similar to that of the Aztec. Human sacrifice 

was an outstanding element of Pipil-Nicarao religion, as 

was cannibalism. The Nicarao, however, probably developed 

cannibalism much more to an extreme than did the Pipil. 

The final topic discussed in Chapter 4 is that of 

Pipil-Nicarao clothing and personal adornment. The basic 

articles of daily attire for both groups were the loincloth 

and sleeveless tunic for men and the skirt and huipil 

("shift") for women. Men of the nobility often wore long 

robes or capes, and high-ranking women wore ankle-length 

skirts and ruffs. It appears that clothing was not 

regarded as essential by the Nicarao, however, and many of 

them, even high-status members of society, preferred nudity 

or semi-nudity. Footgear consisted of sandals, although 

many Pipil and Nicarao probably went barefoot. A number of 

hairstyles are mentioned in the ethnohistoric literature, 

especially the distinctive styles of members of warrior 

sodalities. Information on hairstyles has also been 

obtained from Cihuatan figurines. Headgear consisted of 

quilted cotton helmets, elaborate feathered headdresses, 

and possibly turbans. Articles of personal adornment 

included earplugs, noseplugs, nose rods, necklaces, 

pendants, bracelets, anklets, and, for Pipil men, cloth or 

leather leg bands. Tattooing, done by specialized tattoo 

artists, was prevalent among the Nicarao, and body painting 
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was practiced by both groups. 

Throughout this thesis I have stressed the cultural 

similarities between the Pipil and the Nicarao. One would 

expect close parallels between them since they moved into 

Central America with a shared linguistic, historical, and 

cultural background. Indeed, they were probably a single 

group between about A.D. 700 and 1200. But what of the 

cultural differences between the Pipil and the Nicarao, 

and how can they be explained? 

The contrasts between the two groups lie mainly in 

cultural content and emphasis. An important factor which 

promoted some of the differences was certainly the Circum

Caribbean influences which reached the Nicarao once they 

had moved into Nicaragua. Examples are the adoption by the 

Nicarao of the duho (carved wooden stool) and the chewing 

of coca leaves. The extreme elaboration of cannibalism by 

the Nicarao as a form of sociopolitical terrorism was 

probably also due to the Circum-Caribbean influences. 

Other differences lie in the loss of a certain 

amount of the Mesoamerican identity by the Nicarao due to 

cultural, environmental, and historical circumstances. For 

example, cacao, used as money by both the Pipil and the 

Nicarao, was probably briskly traded by the Pipil, but 

there was apparently no commercial movement of the crop 

among the Nicarao or other indigenous groups of Pacific 

Nicaragua (Bergmann 1969:95). According to Oviedo, the 
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Nicarao introduced cacao into Nicaragua, but they 

apparently did not introduce the patterns of trade which 

accompanied it among their relatives to the north. The 

great difficulty in obtaining obsidian in Nicaragua gave 

the chipped stone industries of the Nicarao a non

Mesoamerican cast. Healy (1980:285) has reported only five 

obsidian artifacts from the Isthmus of Rivas, and three 

(possibly four) are dated too early to be associated with 

the Nicarao. In contrast, Pipil chipped stone industries 

were probably based almost entirely on obsidian. This was 

certainly the case at Cihuatan and Santa Maria. A 

difference probably due to historical factors is that the 

ballgame, so important to the Pipil, is, on present 

evidence, unknown among the Nicarao. Future extensive 

surveys of Nicarao regions may produce evidence of ball

courts, but if the Nicarao had maintained the game it 

probably would not have escaped the attention of Oviedo. 

More likely, since the Nicarao separation from the Pipil 

occurred long after the time of the apogee of the ballgame 

cult in Mesoamerica (see Pasztory 1972), the game was 

probably not carried into Nicaragua. 

Another difference, a more important one, lies in a 

cultural evolutionary distinction between the Pipil and the 

Nicarao. This difference may be seen most clearly in the 

contrasting legal systems of the two groups. As mentioned 

in the discussion of this topic in Chapter 4, there is no 
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evidence that the Nicarao had public law, whereas the 

sixteenth-century Pipil very clearly did. Furthermore, 

there is no evidence that the governing authorities of the 

Nicarao maintained a monopoly on the use of force, while 

this was the case among at least one group of Pipil 

(Fuentes y Guzman 1932-1933:pt. 2, bk. 3, eh. 5, pp. 126-

127) . 

As discussed previously, the sixteenth-century 

Nicarao could be characterized fairly as representatives of 

the "chiefdom level of sociocultural integration" (Service 

1962:170-174). To put it another way, in spite of their 

Mesoamerican heritage, they were the epitome of what 

Steward (1948) had in mind when he described the "Circum

Caribbean culture type," the features of which are those of 

a classical chiefdom. The Conquest-period Pipil, on the 

other hand, were probably approaching (if they had not 

already attained) 

organization. 

the state level of sociopolitical 

As Service (1962:171-172) has emphasized: 

A true state, however undeveloped, is distinguish
able from chiefdoms in particular., and -all lower 
levels in general, by the presence of that special form 
of control, the consistent threat of force by a body of 
persons legitimately constituted to use it. Per.sonal 
force, as in feuding, may be found at all levels, but 
in states it is the monopoly of only certain persons. 
Monopoly of force, as opposed to the power of a chief, 
for example, who might if necessary hold an advantage 
of force, is important; one of the simplest but most 
notable indices of a state's power lies in the degree 
to which personal (nongovernmental) use of force is 
outlawed and thereafter prevented. The presence of 
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feud signifies the absence of state power at that time 
and place. (emphasis in the original) 

These remarks put one of the major differences 

between the sixteenth-century Pipil and the Nicarao into 

evolutionary persepctive. 

SPECULATIONS ON PIPIL-NICARAO 
CULTURE HISTORY 

To conclude the thesis, I offer some brief specula

tive remarks on Pipil-Nicarao culture history. Following 

at least two major routes, the Usumacinta River and the 

Pacific coast of Mexico, Nahuat speakers moved into 

Central America in a number of complex stages or "waves" of 

migrations which lasted from possibly as early as A.D. 700 to 

around 1350. Probably one of the first regions of southeastern 

Mesoamerica in which they were able to establish themselves 

was the Pacific coast and piedmont of Guatemala. An 

equally early intrusion was possibly in eastern El Salvador. 

With the collapse of Classic Maya civilization, and 

particularly with the demise of Copan as a powerful polit

ical center, western and central El Salvador became a 

political vacuum during the Epiclassic. Opportunistic 

Nahuat expansionists soon moved into these regions and 

displaced the Chorti or Chorti-related populations who had 

lived there during the Middle to Late Classic. 

Among the prehistoric Pipil towns of El Salvador 

which were settled at this time were Cihuatan and Santa 
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Maria. Cihuatan was probably one of the major Early 

Postclassic Pipil centers of Central America, and it had 

trade connections to the south with coastal populations and 

to the west with Highland Guatemala. Santa Maria was 

probably a political subordinate to Cihuatan, and the 

inhabitants of both towns participated in a close-knit 

economic, social, and political network. 

The expansion of the Toltec-influenced Highland 

Maya (the Quiche, Cakchiquel, and Tzutujil) at the begin

ning of the Late Postclassic led to a contraction of Pipil 

territory in Pacific Guatemala. At about the same time, 

the Nonoalca Pipil, who were also directly influenced by 

the Toltecs, began to take over much of western and central 

El Salvador to the south of the Central Basin. The 

Nonoalca established the most powerful Pipil city-states 

that the area had known. One of these was Cuscatlan, the 

most famous of the Pipil centers. The Nonoalca posed an 

economic and military threat to the Pipil populations that 

h ad moved into El Salvador some 200-300 years before them, 

and earlier Pipil centers probably came to an end as a 

result of the Nonoalca intrusion. 

The trade routes which had earlier sustained 

Cihuatan and Santa Maria were severed by the Nonoalca, and 

soon afterward the two towns were attacked and destroyed. 

Another consequence of the disruptions which took place at 

this time was the splitting up of the Pipil and the Nicarao. 
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Sometime after A.D. 1200, the Nicarao pushed southward into 

Nicaragua where they settled new territory at the expense 

of the Chorotega and other groups who had arrived there 

before them. 

This sketchy reconstruction may seem like a just-so 

story, but it appears to fit the facts as we know them. It 

is my hope that future research on Pipil-Nicarao archae

ology, linguistics, and ethnohistory will further clarify 

the culture and history of these people who had such a 

powerful impact on Central America. 
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