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Figure 4.7 Chronological sequences of Greater Chiriqui.

However, it is probable that during those times, the movement of the river
and tributary streams caused some seasonal adjustments.

Nofte

1.  The calibration method employed for the radiocarbon dates is Pazdur and
Michczynska’s.

5.
The Archaeology of the Central Pacific
Coast of Costa Rica

FRANCISCO CORRALES ULLOA and
IFIGENIA QUINTANILLA JIMENEZ

Archaeology has developed as a scientific discipline in Costa Rica only
recently (Corrales 1987a). In the last thirty years, an increasing amount of
research has been focused on the definition of chronological sequences, set-
tlement patterns, and sociocultural development of regional populations
(Aguilar 1972, 1976; Baudez 1967, Coe and Baudez 1961; Haberland
1976c; W. J. Kennedy 1968; Lange 1971b; Lange and Abel-Vidor 1980;
Sheets, ed., 1984; Snarskis 1978). However, because it is such a recent
development, there is only fragmentary knowledge of the spatial and time
distribution of precolumbian settlements within the country. There continues
to be a lack of studies in certain regions.

A few years ago the Central Pacific zone of Costa Rica was archaeologi-
cally unknown, and it was not until 1986 that systematic studies developed a
cultural characterization of the precolumbian groups inhabiting the area.
During this time, the Central Pacific Archaeological Project was developed
by the National Museum of Costa Rica, with the support of the European
Economic Community through the project CEENA 82\12 (Reordenamiento
Agrari Desarrollo Rural Integrado).

The Central Pacific Archaeological Project (1986-1990) had three goals:
(1) to establish the chronological parameters for the characterization of spa-
tial and time distribution of precolumbian settlements along the Central
Pacific zone; (2) to evaluate the zone and its association with the Greater
Nicoya and the Greater Chiriqui regions and between these two “greater”
regions and the Central Valley; and (3) to analyze the subsistence patterns of
the region, including both agricultural activities and the exploitation of
marine resources, and to study the development of exchange mechanisms
between the coast and inland settlements (Corrales and Quintanilla 1986).

To fulfill these goals, exploratory and systematic surveys were carried out,
followed by the evaluation and excavations of selected archaeological sites.
Fieldwork was concentrated on the lower basin of the Rio Tércoles, the
coastal plains of Salinas and the Tivives mangrove, the middle basin of the
Rio Jesiis Maria, the coastal valley of Jacé, and the piedmont zone of the Rio
Parrita Valley. The main purpose of this chapter is to integrate the Central
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Pacific zone with the archaeological data of the Central zone by providing a
general view of the precolumbian occupation in the Central Pacific region
and by evaluating the role of the Central Pacific region within the regional
exchange.

ASSOCIATION WITH THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL
CENTRAL REGION

The delimitation of archaeoclogical regions and subregions in Costa Rica has
proceeded gradually. However, such regional delimitations often have been
ambiguous because neither geographical nor cultural limits seem to be clear.
For example, we now know that natural limits such as the mountain range
across the country did not constitute a boundary for the expansion of closely
related cultural groups.

Three main archaeological regions have been defined within the country
based on geographical and cultural characteristics: (1) Greater Nicoya, (2)
the Central Region, and (3) Greater Chiriqui (Figure 5.1; cf. Stone 1966a).
As used here, the term archaeological region is analogous to the term
archaeological subarea, and subregion is equivalent to the term sector.

The Greater Nicoya region includes part of Nicaragua, defined by two
sectors or subregions: the northem sector (the isthmus of Rivas, Nicaragua)
and the southern sector (the province of Guanacaste, Costa Rica). The north-
ern sector of the region has been extended toward the Gulf of Fonseca, Hon-
duras (Lange, Bishop, and Lange 1990:7). The southern boundary of the
region is located near the Central Pacific, around the current settlement of
Chomes. The eastern limit with the Central Valley is defined by the Guana-
caste and Tilardn mountain ranges (Figure 5.1).

The Greater Chiriqui archaeological region is located toward the south-
eastern border of Costa Rica and is subdivided into two areas: the subregion
of Diquis, located in Costa Rican territory, and the subregion of West Pan-
amé (Chiriqui and Bocas del Toro Provinces). The subarea located between
the two former subregions has been ambiguously defined. This subarea
encompasses the Central Pacific, the Central Valley, the northem plains, and
the Central Atlantic watershed (Figure 5.1). Several studies have emphasized
the great similarity of cultural characteristics shared by the precolumbian
groups inhabiting the Central Valley and the Atlantic watershed (Stone
1966a; Aguilar 1976; Arias 1984).

Unfortunately, such correlations could not be demonstrated for the Cen-
tral Pacific zone. Because of the previously limited efforts in archaeological
research in the area, no regional limits or internal boundaries could be
defined. Thus, one of the main purposes of this research was to evaluate the
degree of cultural integration developed between the Central Pacific and the
contiguous archaeological zones, motivated by the intermediate geographi-
cal location of the area between the Northemn Pacific, the Central Valley, and
the Southern Pacific,
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DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS

Ceramic materials, settlement patterns, and architectural characteristics were
comparatively analyzed, and a high cultural correlation was established
between the Central Pacific, the Central Valley, and the Atlantic watershed
plains (Corrales and Quintanilla 1986), beginning as early as 300 B.C. The
formal similarities in the ceramics and the types of sites suggest the preco-
lumbian societies of these zones maintained close ties, inasmuch as they
shared the same formal symbolic codes.

This inference permits the definition of the Central Pacific and the Central
Valley as the Central-Pacific Archaeological Subregion and also as part of
the Central Archaeological Region. The Atlantic subregion is delimited by

Lake Nicaragua

NICARAGLIA

PACIFIC
OCEAN

o
Islo del Coho

Figure 5.1 Archaeological regions of Costa Rica.
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the Turrialba Valley and the Atlantic plains. The northern plains and eastern
Atlantic subregions are not yet well defined.

Althoungh cultural boundaries for the Central Pacific zone are considered
temporary, a recent survey carried out by Corrales has established the south-
ern boundary of the Central Pacific with Greater Chiriqui between the Parrita
and Naranjo Rivers, near the city of Quepos. The survey on the northern part
reached only to the area near the Alto de las Mesas, located between the
Jesis Maria and Barranca Rivers; however, the northern boundary with the
Greater Nicoya has been defined near the city of Puntarenas or farther.

Another issue that remains open to discussion is the definition of specific
geographical limits for each of the chronological occupations. It is necessary
to clarify that the established archaeological regions and subregions consti-
tute a general framework; however, delineating the extensive characteristics
of each particular cultural phase remains an unresolved issue that needs fur-
ther research.

PRECOLUMBIAN OCCUPATION OF THE CENTRAL PACIFIC

Within the Central Archaeological Region, the earliest chronological occu-
pation found dates to approximately 10,000 B.C., with the arrival of prece-
ramic hunter-gatherer groups (Snarskis 1978; Acufia 1983; Castillo et al.
1987). The establishment of ceramic-agricultural societies occurred by 1500
B.C. However, within the Central Pacific zone, early occupations have been
identified as far back as 300 B.C., and between 500 B.C. and A.D. 300, there is
evidence of agricultural activities and sociopolitical complexity character-
ized by a transitional stage between tribal and chiefdom social organization
(Snarskis 1981a; Fonseca 1992). Evidence of the earliest precolumbian
occupations in the area is expected to be documented through further
research. Most of the information on the earlier occupations comes from sur-
veys; those sites that have been excavated have provided information only
for later occupations. Given the cultural similarities observed between the
Central Pacific and the Central Valley, a decision was made to use the same
chronological sequence defined for the Central Valley and developed by
Hartman (1901), Aguilar (1976), and Arias and Chdvez (1985).

In the process of defining the Central Pacific cultural chronological
phases, ceramics played an important role, although the association of other
elements such as lithics, settlement patterns, and architectural remains also
shows a temporal and spatial affinity. However, it should be kept in mind that
different elements may have differently changing patterns. It is also clear
that formal changes do not necessarily respond to organizational transforma-
tions of the society.

The following phases were defined: Pavas phase (300 B.C.-A.D. 300),
Curridabat phase (A.D. 300-900), and Cartago phase (A.D. 900-1500).
Within this chronclogical sequence (Figure 5.2), comparison suggests that
the exchange network developed with the Greater Nicoya Archaeological
Subarea (Guanacaste) between A.D. 500 and 1350 (Bagaces/Sapo4 periods).
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Figure 5.2 Comparative chronological sequences,
Central Pacific and Greater Nicoya.

A total of sixty-six archaeological sites were recorded (Table 5.1), from
which thirty-seven had single components, thirteen had two components,
and five were multicomponent (Figure 5.3). Thirty-three sites dated to the
Pavas phase, sixteen sites were occupied during the Curridabat phase, and
twenty-nine were from the Cartago phase. Chronological association was
not defined for eleven of the sites. Ceramics were the main criteria for the
chronological definition of the sites, along with location and architectural
characteristics. A general view of the development of precolumbian popula-
tions in the Central Pacific follows.
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TABLE 5.1 Central Pacific archaeological sites

TABLE 5.1 continued

Site Type Phase Data AltitudeAbove  Size M2
Sea Level

Jestis Maria-Oricuajo
A-320-El Plan H P/C MS 250 50,000
A-321-Jestis-Maria H FICr/C B 200 50,000
A-363-Chumical H — P 290 —_—
A-4-Labrador H P/Cr/C MS 200 5,000
A-11-Pinal H P/Cr/C MS 240 60,000
A-361-Alfaro H/F Cr/C M/T 260 200,000
A-12-Higueron H P/CriC MS 260 20,000
A-18-E]l Maizal H P MS 200 2,500
A-13-Coyal H _ MS 200 2,500
A-8-Alpizar H P MS 140 5,000
A-15-La Palmera H P MS 140 20,000
A-17-Canal H P MS 180 5,000
A-14-Pozo Azul H Cr/C MS 200 2,500
A-16-Oricuajo H P MS 140 5,000
Salinas-Tivives
P-147-Alto Las

Mesas H P MS 110 5,000
P-148-Alto Las

Mesas 2 H P MS 199 5,000
P-149-Vista del

Mar H P MS 120 20,000
P-150-Crotalo H P MS 10 7,500
P-151-Garrobo H Cr/C MS$ 10 2,500
P-152-Crotalo 2 H —_ MS 10 20,000
A-338-La Malia H Cr M 10 1,500
A-339-El Amargado H — M 10 25
A-340-Laguna

Grande )31 Cr/C M 10 300
P-359-Brazo Seco H Cr M 5 5,000
P-360-Targua H Cr FMS 10 1,000
A-336-Finca Leticia H C MS 85 5,000
A-337-El Puente H P/C MS 110 10,000
A-342-Kilometro 81 H/TF C MS 90 5,000
Capulin-Carara
A-361-Lomas

Capulin F — EP 100 1,000
A-362-La Trepada H/F P/C M 150 600
A-363-Alto Capulin H/F P/IC MS/M 150 2,000
A-364-Capulin 31 H P MS 150 2,500
A-365-Capulin 21 H P MS 160 2,500
A-366-Capulin 28 H P MS 160 2,500
A-367-Platanillal F — T 140 10
A-373-Capulin 37 H P MS 150 2,500
A-330-La Flor H C MS 160 200
A-331-Las Gordas H P MS 150 2,500
A-371-La Bravera H P MS 150 2,500
A-333-LaMontura H P MS 150 2,500

Table 5.1 continued on next page

Site Type Phase Data AltitudeAbove  Size M2
Sea Level

Capulin-Carara
A-370-La Laguna F — EP 156 1,000
A-374-Lagunilla H —_— MS 160 1,500
$J-343-Lomas

Entierros H/F C M/T/EP 180 50,000
SJ-344-Carara H Cr/C B 30 50
§J-345-Tarcoles 1 H Cr/C MS 30 400
§J-346-Tarcoles 2 H/F P/C M 30 6,400
§J-34%-Tarcoles 3 F Cr/C M 30 300
P-348-Zompopa H/F P/C MS/T 30 800
P-349-Chocuaco H/F C MS/T 50 20
P-350-Pizote 1 H P MS 240 250
P-351-Pizote 2 H P MS 340 6,000
§J-352-Indio F C EP 50 250
P-353-Sapos H C MS 40 150
P-354-Guacamaya H C MS 30 2,000
§J-355-Bijagual 1 F — M 450 2,000
§J-357-Bijagual 2 H — MS 470 200
8]-356-Bajo Laguna M P MS 50 20
8§J-240-Turrubares H C M/EP 160 20,000
Gamalotillo
§J-358-Gamalotillo H P MS 50 —
Valle Rio Parrita
5J-20-Bijagual H/F C M/T 90 50,000
§J-22-Pozo Azul H/F C M/T/EP 90 50,000
P-2-Sardinal H/F C M/TMS 50 30,000
Valle de Jaco
P-161-Quebradas

Seca H P MS/F 30 3,000
P-162-Madrigal H P MS 40 1,000
P-163-Fragata H P MS 20 2,000

MS= Surface material
B= Foundation

= Petroglyph

=  Mound

= Tombs
F= Hearth
EP= Stonestructure

= Pavas phase
Cr=  Curridabat phase
C= Cartago phase
H= Habitation
F= Cemetery
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Figure 5.3 Central Pacific region of Costa Rica: general
distribution of archaeological sites.

Pavas Phase (300 B.C.-A.D. 300)

Within the general development of the Central Archaeological Region,
hanges in the social characteristics of the population are observed starting
n 300 B.C. Although an egalitarian type of organization still characterized
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Figure 5.4 View of the Central Pacific from Las Mesas toward
the Tivives mangrove.

the social system, some changes are observed in which the political power
and the ccntrol of distribution networks rely on the authority of the “chief.”
Such assumptions are indicated by the presence of stratified sites and differ-
ential status, showing increasing social complexity (Snarskis 1981a; Fon-
seca 1992).The thirty-three archaeological sites recognized within the Pavas
phase were located on the coastal valley of Jéco, Capulin-Carara, the valley
of the Rio Téarcoles, and the Jesiis Maria hills (Figure 5.4). Most of the sites
provide concentrations of material evidence at the surface level, with an
extension of no more than 1 ha. Settlement patterns can be mainly character-
ized by small and dispersed villages, frequently located along secondary riv-
ers. In the Capulin-Carara and Jesiis Maria areas, settlements were found
near secondary rivers but far from the main riverine systems of the area, the
Tarcoles and the Jesus Marfa Rivers. Such pattemns correspond with the
information recorded based on the distribution of settlement patterns for the
Central Archaeological Region (Aguilar 1976; Snarskis 1984a).

In the Jac6 Valley, archaeological sites were found toward the border of
the hills, about 2 to 3 km inland from the coastline. The constant erosive
action of small creeks in the area helped to uncover cultural remains, and an
occupational floor was found at a depth of between 0.5 m and 2.5 m at the
Quebrada Seca site. The site was covered by a layer of soil, with no evidence
of cultural remains. Based on reports from the local inhabitants, the coastal
line has been extending gradually. This could indicate that at the time of pre-
columbian occupations, the settlements could have been located closer to the
coast (Corrales 1990),

No evidence of architectural remains were found in this phase. Remains
of a hearth were found in the Quebrada Seca site, located on the coastal area
of Jacé. The hearth contained charcoal and burned soil along with organic
remains of seeds identified as an early variety of pejibaye palm.
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Evidence of maize agriculture has been indicated by the recovery of
manos and metates. However, gathering activities seem to have been of con-
siderable importance. Significant amounts of carbonized seeds Eg:moa as
the early variety of pejibaye (Bactris gasipaes) have been wo_..:n._ n ao_..:om:n
areas and stratified deposits in the Sierra Seca site and at sites in the _Eoﬂm_
plains of Jac6 (Corrales and Mora Urpi 1990). More seed remains Eo:cmom
as coyol palm (Acrocomia vinifera) were found in stratified deposits of :_.o
Fragata and Madrigal sites, located on the Jacé Valley (Corrales .H 990). Evi-
dence of gathering activities from this phase is comparable with the @Em
collected from other areas of the country during the same chronological
occupation. Between 300 B.C. and A.D. 300, horticultural gathering patterns
seem to have been complemented by maize and other crops (Acuiia 1985;
Drolet 1988). . .

Although the sites were located near the coast, no evidence of ‘marine
fauna has been found in archaeological context, except for the remains of a
fish vertebra found in Quebrada Seca. However, the absence of marine
remains may be a result of the limited systematic Smmm.:n: applied to .Sm
area. Recovery techniques may not have been appropriate for recovering
such remains.

The ceramic assemblage consists mostly of small and medium <ommo._m,
plates, and tecomates, decorated with red-crange mz.w.mnn.oo_oﬂoa with
zoned-purple bands. Decorative techniques include nail incisions, Bon_.o_ma
zoomorphic motifs, appliqué, and reed impressions (Corrales and O.E:S-
nilla 1986; Solis Alpizar 1991; Artavia 1988). Such decorative motifs are
similar to those found in the ceramic typology of the Central Region &Esm
the same chronological occupation (Aguilar 1975, 1976). Lithic artifacts
such as flakes and fragments of jasper and quartz appear, along with manos
and metates made from volcanic material and associated with food-process-
ing activities, especially for maize.

The necessity for a more complex organization to attend to the needs of
agriculture, the redistribution of the collectivized community oﬁﬁcr and a
marked growth in population facilitated the establishment of a chiefdom sys-
tem of organization.

Curridabat Phase (A.D. 300-900) .
The consolidation of chiefdoms occurred during this phase. A marked moo_m_
hierarchy developed with greater mechanisms of political oosqo_ .ﬁ.Sa distri-
bution of surplus production. Based on the stylistic characteristics of the
ceramic, the Curridabat phase has been subdivided into two periods: an early
period (A) and a late period (B) (Arias and Chédvez 1985). o

The temporal distribution of the Curridabat phase within a._m. Central
Pacific (A.D. 300-900) is based on formal associations with other sites from
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the same phase, which are distributed along the Central Valley, as well as
with chronological sequences of ceramic types distributed within the Greater
Nicoya region and with radiocarbon dates obtained from a domestic hearth
at the La Malla site, dating to A.D. 640 + 60 (Beta Analytic 16984). Settle-
ments were identified along the Tivives mangrove, the middle basin of the
Rio Jésus Maria, and the lower basin of the Rio Tarcoles. Most of the sites
are culturally affiliated with the later occupation of the Curridabat phase.

During the Curridabat phase, villages were established along the periph-
ery and inland areas of the Tivives mangrove, associated with the mouth of
the Rio Jesis Marfa, and in the coastal plains of Salinas (Quintanilla 1988a,
1990). La Malla, Brazo Seco, and Laguna Grande are all archacological sites
that have been identified in the mangrove. They are characterized by earthen
mounds but have none of the associated river cobblestone structures that
have been observed in other sites of the region during the same occupational
period. The absence of river cobbles may be explained by their scarcity in
the area; the Rio Jesiis Maria does not have enough flowing capacity to carry
big cobbles. It is assumed that habitational structures were built on top of the
earthen mounds, as a measure to avoid seasonal flooding caused by an
increase in the water level of the Rio Jesis Maria during sea level changes.
Elevation and diameter of the earthen mounds varied from 30 ¢m to 2.5 m in
height and from 17 m in diameter at the Laguna Grande site to about 25 m at
the La Malla site.

At the La Malla site (Figure 5.5), a structure delimited by ceramic frag-
ments and resembling a hearth or oven was found in association with wood
remains; the wood from the mangrove makes an excellent fuel. In this site,
circular structures were made using ceramic fragments, discarded shells, and
clay (Figure 5.6), which could have served, among other possible functions,
as water reservoirs for the maintenance of live pianguas (shellfish) (Anadara
tuberculosa) (Quintanilla 1988a, 1988b, 1990). The mangrove presents par-
ticular characteristics for human habitation, among them constant flooding,
limited resources of fresh water, abundance of fish and mollusks, and access
te wood. _

Intensive analysis of the data from the La Malla site, which is located on
the interior edge of the mangrove, suggests the frequent migration of La
Malla inhabitants toward the mangrove for the extraction of products exclu-
sive to this particular ecosystem. The products were likely utilized as part of
a developed trade network at the regional level. Some of the resources
obtained from the mangrove were mollusks, in particular the piangua and
estuarine fauna from the Rio Jesiis Maria and wild game, such as the iguana
(fguana). Other activities included salt production and the processing of tan-
nin and mangrove fibers (Quintanilla 1990).

Quintanilla (1990) argues that mangroves were inhabited for the perma-
nent exploitation of natural resources, complementary to the practice of agri-
cultural activities. Maize production developed inland, which caused
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Figure 5.5 General view of the excavations at the La Malla site,
Tivives mangrove.

egional integration of settlements. This argument is supported by similari-
ies observed between ceramics found in the La Malla and Alfaro sites, the
atter located about 10 km inland from the coast. Such integration of settle-
nents could have involved the mutual exchange of local resources. For
nstance, salt and mollusks may have been traded inland from the coast, with
rops and lithic tools traded to the coast from inland sites. Another aiterna-
ive to regional integration could be that both regions (mangrove and inland)
were occupied by a single population, which was continuously migrating,
nhabiting, and exploiting both areas.

One of the best-known sites from the Curridabat phase is the previously
mentioned Alfaro site, which is located in the middle basin of the Rio Jesis
Marfa. The site is a village characterized by architectural remains of ten
sarthen mounds with stone foundations, covering an area of about 5 ha
(Artavia 1989). Other sites, such as Lomas Entierros and Carara in the mid-
dle basin of the Rio T4rcoles, were characterized as transitional settlements
petween the Curridabat phase and the Cartago phase, based on the ceramic
characterization. Lomas Entierros represents a large (ca. 5 ha) village of
complex social organization (Herrera and Solis 1988a, 1988b), and Carara is
exemplified by a single rectangular habitational structure measuring 4 by 6
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Figure 5.6 Structure made from shells, potsherds, and clay,
La Malla site, Tivives mangrove.

m. The Carara site is located near the Lomas Entierros site (Corrales and
Quintanilla 1986).

An increase in social complexity and variation in architectural forms is
observed during the cultural transition between the Curridabat phase and the
Cartago phase. Near the beginning of the Cartago phase, habitational and
funerary patterns are characterized by circular and rectangular structures.
Similar structures are observed in the Central Valiey from the La Fjbrica site
in Grecia and the Centro Nacional de Abastecimiento (CENADA) site
located near San José. In these sites, habitational patterns are distinguished
by nuclear foundations of household units delimited by river cobbles.

During the Curridabat phase, agricultural chiefdom societies character-
ized the social organization of precolumbian groups along the Central
Pacific, the Central Valley, and the Atlantic watershed. Such societies
reached their maximum complexity by the Cartago phase (Snarskis 1981a;
Arias and Chgvez 1985; Corrales 1988a).

Ceramic complexes from the Curridabat phase are very homogeneous.
Most of them are represented by globular vessels with everted rims, no
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supports, and few handles. They are orange with decorative designs that
~ombine four different technigues: purple paint in wide bands, white paint in
narrow lines, wide incision, and the appliqué. An interesting fact is the
absence of tripod vessels with lizard motifs, which have been identified as
~hronological markers for the Curridabat phase A (Arias and Chéavez 1985).
However, ceramic materials decorated with cream paint on purple and asso-
ciated with incisions and appligués that are similar to ceramics found in the
Central Valley, especially at the La Fabrica and CENADA sites, have been
recovered.

An important aspect observed during the late occupation of the Curridabat
phase along the Central Pacific is the presence of traded ceramic material
from the Greater Nicoya Archaeological Region. Ceramic types from the
Greater Nicoya sequence identified as early Galo and Carrillo Polychrome
(A.D. 500-800) were found in the Alfaro and La Malla sites.

The exploitation of mangrove resources during the Curridabat phase
within the Central Pacific is explained by the unique historical-ecological
characteristics of each geographical region, and it came in response to the
particular sociopolitical dynamic of a village-chiefdom lifestyle.

Cartago Phase (A.D. 900-1500)

Human occupation in this period corresponds to the last precolumbian settle-
ments before the Conquest during the sixteenth century. The number of sites
in this phase increases, as do their areas, with some reaching approximately
5 ha; there is also evidence of increased social complexity and differentia-
tion. The enlargement of the size of certain sites, together with a greater
refinement of structures such as mounds, foundations, and paved causeways,
is associated with larger populations, a control of the workforce supported
by shared authority, and hierarchical settlements with a principal town and
subordinate villages.

Within the Central Pacific zone, the distribution of settlements during this
phase varied, and habitational and funerary remains were found at three
locations: in the hilltops of the Rio Tarcoles, at the Capulin-Carara area, and
along the terraces of the river. Other structures were also identified on the
plain and rolling areas of the Salinas-Tivives, the uplands of the Rio Jesis
Marfa, and the lower basin of the Rio Parrita.

Differences in social organization were observed among the sites, based
on an apparent hierarchical style of territorial organization. The less complex
sites only had a surface distribution of ceramic and lithic remains; other sites
had architectural complexity, suggesting that they could have been main set-
tlements.

The principal settlements had areas averaging 5 ha. The main occupa-
tional area was characterized by nuclear architectural units (foundation and
earthen mounds), surrounded by small habitational units and farming fields.
For instance, the Lomas Entierros site is characterized by an extensive and
complex village located on the mountainous border close to the mouth of the
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Figure 5.7 Pozo Azul archaeological site: locations of mounds,
foundations, and cemetery areas.

Rio Tércoles. This location suggests a strategic position for defense as well
as for control of the river, considering that the Rio Tércoles constituted an
important waterway access to the central region of the country. The difficulty
of access to the site and its control over an extensive panoramic view were
characteristics that provided both safety and territorial dominance to the
local inhabitants (Herrera and Solis 1988a, 1988b).

Similar features are observed in the Pozo Azul site (Figure 5.7), located in
the valley of the Rio Parrita between the Parrita and Candelaria Rivers, at the
foot of the central mountain range. Habitational structures associated with
river cobbles in the form of artificial mounds, foundations, pebble pathways,

v
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Figure 5.8 Mound with walls of river cobbles, Pozo Azul site.

and funerary features were observed (Figure 5.8). These features indicate a
stratified social organization and the involvement of a large labor force in the
construction of the structures (Corrales and Quintanilla 1989). The arrange-
ment of structures and changes associated with the topographic surface of
the floor suggests the presence of a stockade around the settlement, similar
to the one described by Juan Vizquez de Coronado at the Coctu settlement
in the Southern Pacific (Ferndndez 1976). Based on the internal organization
and distribution of the Lomas Entierros and Pozo Azul sites, it is argued that
they were important regional socioeconomic and political centers.

Another site with smaller spatial dimensions (1 ha) and evidence of archi-
tectural remains but of lower social complexity is the Jesis Maria site. The
site includes a complex of seven habitational structures built with river cob-
bles (Corrales 1987b; Solis Alpizar 1988a, 1988b; Badilla 1989). The settle-
ment is located on an extensive plain covered by fertile soils, which were
beneficial for the agricultural development of maize, beans, and squash.

In the Carara, Pozo Azul, and Jesiis Maria sites, habitational structures
are characterized by nuclear units of circular or rectangular foundations. In
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Figure 5.9 Carara archaeological site: plan of rectangualar foundation.

the Pozo Azul and Jesds Maria settlements, rectangular structures are asso-
ciated with circular foundations. Based on the differing distribution of
ceramic and lithic remains, on ethnographic comparisons, and on soil
analysis, it is possible to suggest that the rectangular structures in the Jesus
Maria site could have been utilized as storage rooms (Solis, personal com-
munication 1990). For the Carara site, there are indications that rectangu-
lar structures could have been associated with special functions {i.e.,
ceremonial or religious) (Figures 5.9, 5.10. Mortuary practices within the
region are not well known during the Cartago phase, but some generaliza-
tions can be made. Frequently, cemeteries are located on hilltops outside
the settlements (La Trepada site), but in other cases, they are within the
settlement (Lomas Entierros and Pozo Azul sites). Burials with walls made
of river cobbles were found in artificial mounds, and in general, burials
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Figure 5.10 Rectangular foundation, Carara site, lower T4rcoles River basin.

e identified as those of the tumbas de cajén (“'stone cist”) type, made of
T cobbles or characterized by rectangular columns (the use of wood is
completely eliminated in the construction of the tombs) (Vizquez
4). A general pattern of funerary offerings is observed throughout the
on, especially the presence of polychrome vessels from the Greater
oya Archaeological Region. Although several informants have indi-
d the existence of a great variety of burials, the only types archaeolog-
ly recovered are: (1) secondary burials associated with ceramic goods,
- (2) primary extended burials within tumbas de cajon (Herrera and
is 1988a).
evelopment of agricultural activities associated with crop production,
ecially maize, is indicated through the recovery of tools and agriculture-
ted utensils. Gathering activities emphasized the collection of coyol palm
rocomia vinifera) fruits, for which stones with small circular depressions
ut the size of the seeds were used for processing. The coyol is a paim
n which a fermented sap is obtained. The celebration of feasts where fer-
ited beverages were served has been suggested as one of the means by
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which the leaders of communities obtained support to consolidate their posi-
tions and integrate the group (Hoopes, this volume).

Among the lithic tools found within the sites that are identified with agri-
cultural activities and food processing are axes and adzes made of basalt.
Other materials related to specific agricultural procedures include metates
and manos made of volcanic material, which were used for food-processing
activities. In some cases, metates were utilized as funerary offerings. This
use is demonstrated by their variety in shape and size; other instruments
made of jasper and chert were possibly used as scrapers or knives and were
also found in association with cores and flakes.

In terms of the ceramics, the Cartago phase presents a heterogeneity in
shape, composition, and decoration when compared to earlier ceramic com-
plexes. Ceramic forms are represented by pots, bowls, and handled ladles,
and decorative techniques are dominated by appliqué, incision, and puncta-
tion. Long, hollow supports are adomed with anthropomorphic and zoomor-
phic motifs. The Central Pacific ceramic complex is similar to those in the
Central Valley and the Atlantic watershed, although it is clear that there is an
absence of the bichrome types frequently observed in the former regions.
However, a quantity of polychrome ceramics from the Greater Nicoya was
found, especially Mora Polychrome, Papagayo Polychrome, and Altiplano
Polychrome, among others. In Lomas Entierros, La Trepada, and Carara
sites in the lower basin of the Rio Tércoles, the distribution of polychrome
accounts for about 35 percent of the total ceramic assemblage.

The development of agricultural subsistence patterns, especially the exploita-
tion of maize, allowed the population to have a food surplus, which permitted a
related population growth. Interpretations on the basis of local ethnographic
data (Tbarra 1990) allow us to propose an increase in social stratification, reach-
ing the level of “chiefdom.” Although the society is characterized by an egali-
tarian organization, internal differences are observed with the consolidation of a
chief with increased power and the formation of chiefdom confederations,
implying the existence of a main chief and secondary chiefs. For instance, the
chief Garabito controlled most of the Central Archaeological subregion, as it
was recorded in the chronicles by the Spaniards (Fernandez 1976). In each zone
there were local chiefs subordinated to Garabito. For Costa Rica in the sixteenth
century, the chiefdom featured a social organization characterized by a special-
ization of labor defined by several factors: political and kinship relations within
villages, political and subordinate relations between villages, and the hierarchi-
cal organization of settlements by lineage (Ibarra 1990:30).

During this phase, the Central Pacific shows the same characteristics as
the Central Valley in terms of the existence of main political and economic
centers, along with-a territorial division and competition of resources. The
main centers were distinguished by exchange relationships, but conflicts
were also frequent between them. This was the situation observed by the
Spaniards at their arrival during the sixteenth century (Oviedo y Valdés
1976; Ibarra 1990).
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>OLYCHROME CERAMICS FROM GUANACASTE IN THE
"ENTRAL PACIFIC AND REGIONAL EXCHANGE

‘he presence of polychrome ceramics from the Guanacaste area in the
“entral Valley, along with the absence of cultural elements from the
“entral Valley in the Greater Nicoya region, has generated a long-run-
ling discussion about the mechanisms of interregional exchange between
he Greater Nicoya and the Central Valley. Lange (1983) proposes that
yolychrome ceramics were taken by individuals of high social status to
¢ placed as mortuary offerings; however, Snarskis and Ibarra (1985)
1ave rejected this hypothesis. These researchers introduce evidence of
he presence of polychrome ceramics in domestic and funerary contexts
n archaeological sites distributed along the Central Valley, as well as
heir use on a daily basis.

A need to develop further research on the intermediate areas has been
trongly suggested by Lange, Snarskis, and Ibarra. Accordingly, special con-
ideration is given to the Rio Tarcoles area for it is a natural access route
rom the Pacific to the Central Valley, Small communities could probably be
‘ound at intersection points along the routes connecting the different cultural
and/or natural regions.

Within the archaeological sites recorded in the Central Pacific, ceramic
naterial from Guanacaste, especially polychromes, was frequently found
Figure 5.11). The recovered material corresponds to the Tempisque peried
one sherd of Rosales Bichrome), the Bagaces period (some sherds from
Carrillo and Galo Polychrome), and the Sapod period (a wide variety of
ypes emphasizing the Mora Polychrome and also Birmania, Altiplano,
licote, and Papagayo Polychrome) (Table 5.2).

The recovery of Greater Nicoya polychrome materials from the Central
Pacific contributes to the refinement of chronological sequences applied to
most of the sites because the temporal sequence determined for the Greater
Nicoya area is well defined (Bonilla et al. 1990).

The archaeological context of polychrome ceramics determined for the
Central Pacific supports Snarskis and Ibarra’s hypothesis (1985) because of
heir presence in domestic and funerary contexts and their intensive domestic
i1se. The high frequency of polychrome ceramics found in Carara, Lomas
Entierros, and Pozo Azul sites favors such a hypothesis based on Renfrew
(1975). Renfrew’s model established that the closer to the production center,
the larger the amount of exchange goods. However, in the other sites, the
percentages of polychrome ceramic are similar to those determined for the
Central Valley. Such differential distribution of polychrome material sug-
gests the effect of other factors. One of these factors was the territorial
delimitation of chiefdoms, as a result of a long process in which war played
an important role (Ibarra 1990).Therefore, although there is spatial proxim-
ity between the two regions, the territorial division at the time could have
affected the process of exchanging materials.
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Figure 5.11 Central Pacific region of Costa Rica:
sites with Greater Nicoya ceramics.

Another important aspect to be considered in the issue of exchange
between both regions is the absence of products from the Central Region of
Greater Nicoya. However, there is a possibility that such elements were per-
ishable, therefore leaving no trace in the archaeological record. Ibarra
(1990:113-114) provides a list of products traditionally exchanged between
the indigenous groups of the sixteenth century, most of them being perish-
able products: cotton blankets, maize, cacao, cassava, beans, pejibaye palms,
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domesticated tapir, cloth, salt, hammocks, the fragrant sarsaparilia vine, ani-
mal skins, etc. Polychrome ceramics could have been traded for these or other
products by a direct exchange in the boundary areas. It is important to take
into consideration the evidence of ceramic materials from the Central Valley
found in southern Greater Nicoya during early occupations. Ceramic vessels
from the early Curridabat phase (A.D. 300-600) were found (Guerrero, Solis,
L e e and Herrera 1990) in funerary contexts in archaeological sites dating to the
Tempisque period in La Pacifica near Caiias. Similarly, ceramic vessels from
S S A A I A E I B B the El Bosque phase (Atlantic Subregion) and Curridabat phase (Central
Pacific Subregion) were found in the El Carmen site at Hacienda Mojica
(Ryder 1986:109, 113). Finally, Hoopes (1987:426-428) reports the presence
[ [ e R E IR R of ceramic materials from El Bosque and La Selva phases in the Tilar4n area.
Guerrero, Solis, and Herrera (1990) and Hoopes (1987) suggest that the pres-
ence of these ceramic elements in the Guanacaste area represents an exchange
| [ _ _ I o« _ | I~ or commerce between these areas. Ryder (1986) emphasizes that the initial
movement of ceramics from the Central Region to the southern Greater
Nicoya area is apparently reversed at some point after A.D. 800, during the
Sapod period.

A better way to understand the unequal distribution of polychrome mate-
R rial in the Central Pacific is through the location of intermediate sites occu-
pied during the exchange of products from zone A to zone B (model 4 by
Renfrew 1975), cited by Lange (1983). Documentation exists showing that
sites or communities playing such roles existed during the sixteenth century.
Such was the case for the Pacaca settlement, located in a boundary area
between the Central Valley and southern Greater Nicoya. Pacaca was a kind
of market for the exchange of merchandise and products from other places,
visited by neighboring communities and settlements to exchange products
(Snarskis and Ibarra 1985:62). Such ethnohistorical data suggest the exis-
tence of other similar centers in the Central Pacific for earlier occupations.
The roles of the Lomas Entierros and Pozo Azul sites could be interpreted
following this line of evidence, given the high percentage of polychrome
ceramics found in both sites. Archaeological data identified Lomas Entierros
and Pozo Azul as economic and political centers (redistributors), based on
evidence of their social complexity and strategic locations. From their
advantageous settings, they could have dominated and controlled the
exchange of products. On the other hand, the distribution of polychrome
ceramics in sites located along the Rio Jestds Maria and the Rio Tércoles
reinforces the argument that the valleys of both rivers functioned as natural
access routes to the Central Valley because the rivers end in front of the Gulf
of Nicoya.

Another aspect that deserves discussion is the symbolic role acquired by
the polychrome ceramics among the precolumbian populations of the Cen-
tral Pacific. The absence of painted types from the Central Valley is notori-
ous in the sites from the zone. Therefore, we consider that the polychrome
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Source: Corrales and Quintanilla 1986; Corrales 1987; Herrera and Solis 1988; Solis

TABLE 5.2 Greater Nicoya ceramics in central Pacific sites
1988; Quintanilla 1988; Artavia 1989; Badilla 1989.

Carara
Lomas
Entierros
Tarcoles 2

La Malla

Poza Azl
Alfaro

Jesiis Maria 6
Pozo Azul
Total
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ceramics from the Guanacaste region were substituted for lack of painted
types from the Central Pacific, becoming the most frequent ceramic ware
and expanding from their utilitarian use to a possible symbolic class of
artifacts associated with social status,

Finally, it is important to consider the decrease of polychrome ceramics
during the late precolumbian occupation in the Central Pacific. Ibarra (1988)
mentions that by the sixteenth century, precolumbian groups from the
Central Region, specifically the chiefdom of Garabito, had moved toward the
north and controlled access to the Gulf of Nicoya. This expansive movement
of the Garabito chiefdom was initiated during the Cartago phase (A.D. 900-
1500), which explains the decline of polychrome ceramics during the Ome-
tepe period (A.D. 1350-1520) in the Central Region.

Thus, exchange relations developed between the Central Pacific, the Cen-
tral Valley, and Greater Nicoya, and they were subjected to the kind of social
organization and to the constant conflict that developed between chiefdoms
for political and economic control of products. Territorial divisions and
regional and local stratification of settlements determined the routes of
exchange for the ceramic material from Guanacaste, as well as their use in
utilitarian and ceremonial practices within the populations of the Central
Region.

CONCLUSION

The research developed by the Central Pacific Archaeological Project estab-
lishes basic elements for the understanding of precolumbian societies in the
Central Pacific zone of Costa Rica. However, there are other aspects that still
require clarification.

Although the Central Pacific was culturally integrated into the Central
Archaeological Region of Costa Rica, this should not diminish The central
Pacific’'s own particular characteristics. As a zone bordering on Greater
Nicoya, it actively participated in the interchange of products with that
region. On this active border, the constant process of expansion and retroces-
sion was carried on over centuries. In like manner, the dynamics of the rela-
tionship between Greater Nicoya and the Central Region varied according to
the different temporal periods.

The process of colonization or indigenous development of the area in
early times is not sufficiently understood. Recent investigations do not per-
mit documentation of occupations earlier than 300 B.C. to A.D. 300. What
remains to be clarified is whether this area had earlier occupations or
whether it was settled relatively later by groups from Greater Nicoya or the
Central Region.

It is evident that at least since 300 B.C. (based on the lower temporal limit
of the Pavas phase), intensive occupations were developed, especially on the
coast. The arrival of a variety of “proto-pejibaye™ at the Quebrada Seca site
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from the Pavas phase reinforces the perspective of a mixed agricultural sys-
tem in early times. The interpretation of the emergence of a hierarchical
society is based on evidence at the regional level that indicates the appear-
ance of symbols of rank.

During the Curridabat phase, there began a hierarchy of settlements and
a dynamic region that included the relationship of coastal and inland
groups. The existence of these people is documented by the similarities of
the occupations of the Tivives mangrove and the Jesiis Maria river drainage.
Various large and internally complex sites in strategic localities establish the
importance of the area in late periods and confirm the consolidation of chief-
doms as a form of social organization.

At the same time, however, it is necessary to closely investigate the role
played by the Central Pacific zone in the expansion of groups from the Cen-
tral Region, in the direction of the southern sector of Greater Nicoya and the
concurrent establishment of some Chorotega groups in the Central Pacific
zone.

Also, it is important to consider the control of the maritime coast, which
was made up of the natural entryway between the South Pacific and the
northern zone of Costa Rica. In precolumbian times, the control of major riv-
ers such as the Tarcoles and the Jesiis Maria was crucial for control of access
to the Central Valley. The location and configuration of sites such as Lomas
Entierros, which is near the mouth of these rivers, suggest a territorial orga-
nization whose function was the control of fertile lands and trade routes.

This supports a general interpretation of territorial chiefdoms that were
continually struggling for greater power and the control of fertile lands and
access to raw materials.



