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Welcome to The Aztlander !
“What’s a new year without a new Aztlander to keep you company?”

The Aztlander is a free-flowing, hyperactive on-line publication designed with
you in mind. We welcome your feedback, comments, and suggestions!    

Contact Michael Ruggeri at this hyperlink: michaelruggeri@mac.com
or Jim Reed at this hyperlink: mayaman@bellsouth.net

If you are not already, let us know that you want to become an Aztlander subscriber!

Together,
we have you

covered...
Enjoy!

This month, our cover design features a stylized version of a 
3D-Recreation by Matt Barbato of the Fort Hill Earthwork Complex,

circa 356 BC. See more images by Matt on the following pages within 
Phil Wanyerka’s program announcement and separate article.

Our February 10 zoom event will feature Phil Wanyerka with a program titled:
Where the Earth Meets the Sky: Defining Sacred Geography
at an Early Woodland Earthwork Complex in Northeast Ohio

Geophysical and archaeological investigations have been conducted for the past
five years at the Fort Hill Earthwork Complex (site 33CU1), one of only two known
prehistoric earthwork complexes, located in Rocky River Valley of Northeast Ohio.

The site is located at the eastern-end of a 100 foot-high, steeply-sided plateau,
consisting of a line of three earthen embankments each with its own external
borrow ditch. Our investigations suggest that the earthwork was built during

the Early Woodland Period by the Adena Culture (1,000–100 BCE).
See full program announcement on next page.

Our March 10 zoom event will feature Dr. Michael E. Smith with a program titled:
“At Home with the Aztecs: An Archaeologist Uncovers Their Daily Life”

 My book in three sentences: The lives of the Aztec people lay buried for five 
centuries until my excavations in Mexico brought them to light. My wife and I uncovered 

a remarkable series of prosperous ancient communities composed of families with a high 
quality of life. At Home with the Aztecs tells three stories: (1) How archaeological fieldwork
is conducted in Mexico; (2) What it was like raising our daughters on our digs; and, (3) 
How I pieced together the information from artifact fragments in ancient trash heaps to 

create a picture of successful ancient communities that have lessons for us today.
About the author: Dr. Michael E. Smith is one of the leading international authorities on 

the Aztecs, with extensive experience excavating at Aztec sites. He also works on the 
comparative analysis of cities and communities before the modern era. Smith is a

prominent advocate of the idea that ancient and contemporary cities and communities
share many traits and that the past has much to teach us about
the present. Dr. Smith is a Professor of Archaeology and Director
of the Arizona State University Teotihuacan Research Laboratory,

School of Human Evolution & Social Change. He is a Fellow 
of the American Association for the Advancement of Science.

mailto:michaelruggeri%40mac.com?subject=
mailto:mayaman%40bellsouth.net?subject=


Thursday, February 10, 2022 • 8 pm ET • 7 pm CT
The Aztlander Zoom:     Phil Wanyerka*

Our February 10 zoom event will feature Phil Wanyerka with a program titled:
“Where the Earth Meets the Sky: Defining Sacred Geography
at an Early Woodland Earthwork Complex in Northeast Ohio”

Access and bookmark this zoom hyperlink:  Where the Earth Meets the Sky

Geophysical and archaeological investigations 
have been conducted for the past five years at 
the Fort Hill Earthwork Complex (site 33CU1), 
one of only two known prehistoric earthwork 

complexes, located in Rocky River Valley 
of Northeast Ohio. The site is located at the 

eastern-end of a 100 foot-high, steeply-sided 
plateau, consisting of a line of three earthen 

embankments each with its own external
borrow ditch. Our investigations suggest that

the earthwork was built during the Early Woodland Period by the Adena Culture 
(1,000–100 BCE). Due to our geophysical surveys, based on the discovery 

of two gateways and a post mold, we suspect that the entire earthwork complex
may have served as an astronomical observatory to watch either the sun 

and/or the moon, or even some other astronomical body.

*Phil Wanyerka in his own words: “I teach at Cleveland State University (CSU) and do local fieldwork in
Northeast Ohio, most recently working on a 2,300 year old (Early Woodland, Adena) earthwork site. My research
is concerned with exploring the interrelationships between language, culture, and writing with an areal focus on 
ancient Mesoamerica. This research includes such topics as archaeology, Maya discourse analysis (Yukatek, 
Itzá, Mopan, Ch’ol, Ch’orti’), early writing systems, ancient political organization and state development. Since 
1990, I have devoted most of my efforts to documenting and interpreting the ancient Maya hieroglyphic inscriptions
of Southern Belize and Adjacent Guatemala (the Southern Belize Epigraphic Project). I am also the Director
of CSU’s  Archaeological Fieldschool Program and am head of their archaeological curation lab. As such,
I have directed archaeological projects for the past 11 years in both the Cuyahoga Valley National Park and
the Cleveland Metroparks, in addition to conducting archaeological investigations in the Richfield Heritage
Preserve located in Summit County, Ohio. We currently house an archaeological collection of more than
1.2 million historic and prehistoric collections. I am an epigrapher/archaeologist who works in southern Belize. 
I worked on several different projects over the years including the Maya Mountains Archaeological Project 
(headed by Peter Dunham of CSU), the Southern Belize Epigraphic Project (headed by myself), and the
Uxbenka Archaeological Project (headed initially by myself, Keith Prufer, and Andy Kindon). While I am no
longer active in actual fieldwork there, I still have my hand in a number of projects there of which I hope to
publish on in the future. I am also the President of the Cleveland Archaeological Society, a local chapter
of the Archaeological Institute of America (AIA), the same group who publish Archaeology Magazine”.

Are you enjoying this issue of The Aztlander? Be among the first to get it!
Become an Aztlander subscriber to receive each monthly issue in your inbox. It's free!

Let Jim Reed know by copying and pasting his email address into the “To:” line of an email,
or by clicking on the hyperlink on page 2 of this PDF... Jim Reed:  mayaman@bellsouth.net

Or let Michael Ruggeri know by copying and pasting his email address into the “To:” line of an email,
or by clicking on the hyperlink on page 2 of this PDF... Mike Ruggeri:  michaelruggeri@mac.com

3D-Recreation of the Fort Hill
Earthwork Complex, circa 356 BC.

Rendering by Matt Barbato.

https://us02web.zoom.us/j/82962890852?pwd=VUxPRWpTOS92SURNaWNtN0lFK3pTQT09
mailto:mayaman@bellsouth.net
mailto:michaelruggeri@mac.com


Where the Earth Meets the Sky: Defining Sacred Geography
at an Early Woodland Earthwork Complex in Northeast Ohio

continued on next page

Aztlander Scholarly Focus:     Phil Wanyerka

Archaeological site 33CU1 (Fort Hill Earthwork
Complex) is a multicomponent prehistoric 
earthwork site located within Olmsted 
Township, Cuyahoga County, Ohio. The Fort 
Hill Earthwork Complex is a triple earthen 
walled embankment site located at the east 
end of an isolated upland plateau, with a
narrowing ridgetop promontory overlooking 
the Rocky River. The plateau upon which the 
site sits, is more than 100 feet above the river 
and is made of bluish-black Devonian-era 
shales. The Fort Hill Earthworks were first 
professionally described by famed Cleveland 
surveyor, geologist, and archaeologist
Colonel Charles Whittlesey in 1878.
 The site’s strategic and commanding 
position, high atop a steeply-sided bluff and 
overlooking a major river drainage, led many 
early scholars to suggest that these types of 
sites served as defensive forts or fortifications. 
That notion of hilltop enclosures served as 
forts gained universal acceptance well into the 
twentieth century despite the fact that little to 
no excavation had ever taken place at most
of these sites. In addition, the near absence
of any residential or domestic debris inside 
the walls of these hilltop enclosures generally
supports the later proposition that these were 
not habitation sites, but rather they likely 
served as important ritual or sacred places
of ceremony, of social gatherings, and
places for astronomical observations. 
 The primary goals of Cleveland
State University’s (CSU) archaeological and 
geophysical investigations at 33CU1 was
to try and locate organic material (ie: wood
charcoal and pottery) from limited excavations 
that could be used to radiocarbon date the 
site and determine cultural affiliation. Prior
to CSU’s investigations here at Fort Hill,
no one knew for certain just how old the
site really was. Charcoal collected in 2017, 
from a subsurface, fire hearth feature,
likely associated with rituals conducted prior
to mound construction, finally put an end to  

Contour Map of the Fort Hill Earthwork Complex 
(Gateway Mounds Circled).  

that notion. The radiocarbon date of that
charcoal yielded a date between 360 and
156 B.C. This range of dates places the
construction of the earthen embankments 
to the tail end of the Early Woodland period 
(1,000-100 B.C.) and to the culture group 
known as the Adena. 
 Subsequent goals of our investigations 
at Fort Hill involved locating, inventorying, and 
assessing any other subsurface archaeological
features or resources that may be present at 
or around the site and evaluate those resources
for cultural significance in order to help

Another view, 3D-Recreation of the Fort Hill
Earthwork Complex. Rendering by Matt Barbato.



Where the Earth Meets the Sky: Defining Sacred Geography at an Early 
Woodland Earthwork Complex in Northeast Ohio by Phil Wanyerka continued

determine the function and purpose of the 
earthwork complex as well. Our investigations 
have proven that prehistoric cultural resources
extend further west from the earthwork than 
previously believed. Cartographic and
geophysical surveys of the surrounding
area, revealed two previously unknown,
circular, conical mounds located just
west of the earthwork.
 We believe that these two mounds 
likely served as a gateway to control or
channel the flow of people into and out
of the earthwork complex. It was believed
that entranceways or gateways were also
designed to protect sacred spaces from
harmful ghosts, demons, or other malevolent 
spirits (Romain 2000: 182). We suspect that 
the water, located within the ditch features 
of the earthwork, likely served this purpose. 
Subsequent excavations in the wooded area 
west of the earthwork have verified the fact 
that additional intact, prehistoric subsurface 
features can still be found at the site.
 A lone post mold located nearly
15 meters due west of the midpoint between 
the two gateway mounds may have been 
used to mark the entryway into the earthwork 
complex and may have served as a back site 
or a place in which to stand to observe and 
watch either the sun or the moon or some
other astronomical body. Based on visual 
observations over the past three years, we 
believe that the earthwork was designed
and constructed in part, to observe and mark 
sunrise on the fall and spring equinoxes.
 Marking and observing the movements 
of the sun is a common form of celestial
timekeeping. Fort Hill’s command position high
up on an isolated bluff facing due east, along 
with the lone post and two gateway mounds, 
support our belief that one of the primary 
functions of the Fort Hill Earthwork Complex 
was to serve as an astronomical observatory. 
 CSU’s archaeological investigations 
of Fort Hill began in 2017 with a series of 
geophysical surveys using a FM 256 fluxgate 
gradiometer. Our geophysical surveys located 
some 24 magnetic anomalies all located atop 

and between the earthen embankments. The 
presence of so many magnetic anomalies 
within and around the earthwork suggests
that there are many intact subsurface features 
yet to explore and investigate. Additional
geophysical surveys were conducted in 2018 
and 2019 in the wooded area west of the 
earthwork. Several magnetic anomalies were 
detected in this area located immediately 
west of the earthwork. One of these magnetic 
anomalies was excavated in 2018 and yielded
a post mold that was radiocarbon dated
to between 61 B.C. and A.D. 65. This was
a remarkable find since no one knew that
intact, subsurface prehistoric deposits existed
outside the perimeter of the earthwork.
Additional surveys in 2019 confirmed that
the post mold excavated in 2018 may
belong to a semi-circular ring of additional 
post molds that measure 7 meters north/south 

continued on next page

Pages from a PowerPoint presentation that Phil 
shared in a presentation for the Board of Park 

Commissioners, Cleveland Metroparks.  



Where the Earth Meets the Sky: Defining Sacred Geography at an Early 
Woodland Earthwork Complex in Northeast Ohio by Phil Wanyerka continued

continued on next page

by 14 meters east/west. Given its large size, 
we suspect that this feature may turn out to
be a prehistoric woodhenge. If correct, this 
would be the first woodhenge reported in 
northeast Ohio adding additional significance 
to the Fort Hill Earthwork Complex.  
 Of all the artifacts recovered from 
our operations at Fort Hill perhaps the most 
interesting are the 19 pieces of chert debitage 
that appear to have come from a far distant 
source. Linking debitage to their sources
can provide valuable insights into prehistoric
exchange networks and help determine
how long-distance acquisitions of particular 
resources are spread either by way of individual
or group intermediaries. The 19 pieces of 
debitage recovered at Fort Hill have only been 
sourced macroscopically which may not be 
sufficient for determining exact provenience 
of lithic material. Therefore, our reporting on 
exact chert sourcing must remain tentative 
until further testing can be conducted.
 However, nine pieces of chert
recovered in 2017 macroscopically closely
appear to be a form of Zaleski Chert that
can be sourced to Vinton County, located
in southeastern Ohio, some 257 km away 
from Fort Hill. Two pieces of chert appear
to be Harrison Chert that may be sourced
to Coshocton County, located some 80 km 
away from Fort Hill, in eastern Ohio. The final 
eight pieces of chert debitage are perhaps
the most interesting since they appear to 
macroscopically be sourced to chert deposits 
located in southwestern Indiana, a distance
of some 450 km from Fort Hill. These eight 
pieces of debitage closely match lithic samples
of Perth or Glendale Chert from Daviess 
County, Indiana.  How this material ended 
up in a fire hearth feature at Fort Hill remains 
uncertain, but we are hopeful that we will
be able to conduct neutron activation on
our samples in the near future to verify
our suspicions. 
 In 2018, we excavated in the ditch and 
wall of the eastern-most earthen embankment 
so we could better understand the construction
sequence of the earthwork and determine 

whether the ditch was designed to hold water.
Ditches and water features are common at 
numerous earthwork sites and seemed to
have served to frame and denote sacred 
space (Lepper 2004:76). Modern ethnographic 
research suggests that certain water features 
like ditches were partly designed to restrict
the movement of harmful spirits or ghosts
or to protect an enclosed area from
unwanted supernatural spirits (Hall 1976:360).
 Many modern Native American groups 
of the eastern United States believe that 
ghosts cannot pass through water since
water has the ability to reflect images thereby 
stopping the progress of ghosts. Other groups 
like the Potawatomi believe that ashes spread 
in and around an enclosure may scare ghosts 
away (ibid). From our excavations we are
confident that the ditch feature was an

Pages from a PowerPoint presentation that Phil 
shared in a presentation for the Board of Park 

Commissioners, Cleveland Metroparks.  



the earth, and the underworld that were created
over generations. This earthwork complex 
required the clearing of forests, the careful 
removal of topsoil, the leveling of areas, the 
gathering and transportation of specialized 
soils, and the creation of water features, all of
which demonstrate the degree that these people
forged in order to create and engage with a 
sacred landscape that gave them purpose
and meaning (Romain 2015: 240-241).
References
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Where the Earth Meets the Sky: Defining Sacred Geography at an Early 
Woodland Earthwork Complex in Northeast Ohio by Phil Wanyerka continued

intentional part of the earthwork complex 
since a thick layer of tightly compacted
glacial clays were used to line the
bottom of the ditch.
 Therefore, we assert that the ditch
features found at Fort Hill were intentional
and the earthwork itself symbolized and
incorporated the modern Native American 
beliefs of a divided cosmos made up of an 
Upperworld realm, a Lowerworld realm, and 
earthly realm. Moving through this earthwork 
would have been a sacred rite where one
actively engages with the sacred via the
power of the earth, sky, and the watery 
realms. The closed-off nature of the earthwork
complex, along with its command position 
high up on top of a steeply-sided bluff, and 
the lack of rocks and other debris in and 
around the earthwork all strongly suggest
that this was a sacred place. 
 Some 2,100 years ago Native Americas
came to Fort Hill and constructed this sacred 
earthwork because they believed this place 
held special power, numinosity, and spirit. 
This location may have resonated with
the people who constructed the earthwork 
because of its command position, high atop
a steeply-side plateau overlooking a river 
valley, or for some other reason such as its 
location for observing both the horizon or the 
sky, etc. Whatever the reason, the people 
who built the earthwork complex at Fort Hill 
did so to engage with the numinous and the 
sacred (Romain 2015:238). By doing so, this 
became a sacred place and one grounded
in the memory and in the lives of the people 
who built and utilized this earthwork complex.
 This built landscape both shaped and 
reflected the worldview and sacred ideologies 
of the people who built it. By entering this 
sacred landscape, the people reaffirmed
their place within the cosmos which provided 
stability, predictability, and meaning to their 
lives (Romain 2015:240). The earthwork was 
not a static symbol to the people who built 
it. Rather, it represented a fluid or dynamic 
landscape that involved the mixing of complex 
ideologies and relationships with the heavens, 



The Cleveland Archaeological Society
The mission of the Cleveland Archaeological Society is to promote the understanding and

appreciation of archaeology, to facilitate the expansion of community involvement in archaeology,
to foster the development and education of future archaeologists, to enhance awareness and

respect of the past, and to advocate protection of our archaeological heritage.

We are a society of the Archaeological Institute of America (AIA) and have an annual series
of seven speakers, all of whom are currently engaged in research and/or excavations. Normally,
all lectures are held on Wednesdays at 7:30 PM CT, in the Murch Auditorium of the Cleveland

Museum of Natural History. However, because of health restrictions related to the Covid
pandemic, our lectures will be held via Zoom. Please check the lecture series page carefully

for further information about our Spring 2022 lectures.

President: Phil Wanyerka; Vice President: Maggie Popkin; Treasurer: Ms. Bonnie Baker
Assistant Treasurer: David Richardson; Secretary: Mark Hammond

Become a member of the Cleveland Archaeolgical Society!
Check out the Cleveland Archaeological Society website here: CAS Website

Join the Cleveland Archaeological Society Facebook page here: CAS Facebook Page

Future Zoom presentations: 
February 9, 2022: with Dr. Ann Killebrew (Department of Classics and Ancient Mediterranean

Studies, Jewish Studies, and Anthropology, Penn State University)
 “The End of the Bronze Age in the Levant (ca. 1200 BCE): The Archaeology of Migration,

Collapse, and Societal Transformation”

Memorialized in fragmentary memories of a golden age in Homer’s Iliad, the Late Bronze Age
(ca. 1550–1200/1150 BCE) witnesses the rise of the Hittite and New Kingdom Egyptian empires

and development of an interconnected global economy. This lecture explores possible factors
responsible for this crisis, including climatic change, migration and increasing social inequality.

It also examines its impact of the collapse on the Levant during the following centuries
(ca. 1200/1150 – 1000 BCE), with a focus on resilient groups, such as the Philistines,

Phoenicians and early Israel, who emerge as the “winners” from the ruins of the Bronze Age.

Wednesday, March 16, 2022: with Dr. Seth Pevnick
(Curator of Greek and Roman Art, Cleveland Museum of Art) 

“Simon Says? Names and Other Messages from the Users of Ancient Greek Pottery”         

A prominently incised inscription (or graffito) on an Athenian red-figure column-krater in Cleveland 
likely marks the vase as the property of Simon. Beginning with this and other instances of the

relatively common name Simon, this lecture will explore various types of messages scratched into 
Greek painted or black gloss pottery by its users. Distinct from those painted by the potters or painters
who made the vessels, these messages include early alphabetic inscriptions, from the 8th century 

BC, as well as dedications and signs of private and public possession across succeeding centuries.

Get to know the:  Cleveland Archaeological Society

https://www.clevelandarchaeology.org/
https://www.facebook.com/CLEArchaeology/?eid=ARD1njT-__7FfJIxgKfwycTcv-detQgo4YF0iDjPJqTwc2d3NVgKHpbpeIFBshivhMyLEfSuFoH7aYmE


Noteworthy Posts in the News:     Mesoamerica

Online Teacher Workshop with Dr. Diane
Saturday, February 12, 2022. 10 am – 1 pm

As part of University College London’s annual 
Maya on the Thames event, Dr. Diane Davies
will be giving a live online workshop on teaching
the Maya in the classroom. The workshop is 
aimed at participants with little or no prior
knowledge of the ancient Maya. Aspects of
the Maya civilization will be discussed and
their remarkable achievements and popular
misunderstandings will be addressed.
 Examples of teaching activities that can 
be used across the curriculum, as well as a 
scheme of work with lesson plans will be given. 
Go to: Dr Diane Teacher Workshop 
 This event is part of the Maya on the 
Thames Annual Workshop on Maya Myths
and Glyphs, at the Institute of Archaeology,
University College London, on Feb. 11–13.
For info on attending their first hieroglyphic
workshops, email: mayaglyphsucl@gmail.com

A reconstruction of the Ciudadela. The Temple of the 
Feathered Serpent can be seen at the upper center; 
the Adosada directly in front of it. Image courtesy of 

artist Wolfgang Saube, public domain via Wikipedia).

An Update on the Mass Grave Under the Temple of Quetzalcoatl
Archaeologist Sergio Gomez uncovered the
tunnel under the Temple of Quetzalcoatl, also 
known as the Feathered Serpent pyramid, in
the Aztec city of Teotihuacan in 2017. Among 
other finds, he uncovered 20 human skeletons 
arranged in a symbolic pattern.
 Now, another 260 bodies were
discovered deep within the fabric and
foundation of the building.
 They may have been sacrificed to the 
gods, or simply died of natural causes. Gómez 
and his team had to remove 1,000 tons of soil 
in order to access the tunnels. They believe the 
Aztecs likely deposited the dirt as a way to seal 
off any access points.
 This meant that most of the artifacts
found were largely undamaged and untouched 
by robbers. His team found more than 100,000 
objects along the tunnel. The artifacts included
greenstone crocodile teeth, crystals shaped
into eyes, as well as sculptures of jaguars.
 And, the tunnel itself was lined in iron
pyrite. It reacted to any light by shimmering

like the night sky, a reaction likely purposefully 
induced by the Aztecs in order to replicate
the stars.
 Express.co.uk has the update here:
Mass Grave Under Temple of Quetzalcoatl

https://www.mayaarchaeologist.co.uk/school.../maya-news/
mailto:mayaglyphsucl%40gmail.com?subject=
https://www.express.co.uk/news/science/1547202/aztec-breakthrough-dark-secret-mexico-central-america-teotihuacan-pyramid-spt


Noteworthy Posts in the News:   South America
Wari Empire in Peru Used Beer and Drugs to Cement Control
New findings during excavations of the Wari
outpost of Quilcapampa in Peru suggest that 
Wari leadership used communal drugs and beer 
to cement control and reinforce relationships.
 The Wari Empire, also called the Huari 
Empire, emerged in the central highlands
of Peru around 600 CE. The Wari became
dominant in much of the territory of the earlier 
Moche and later Chimu cultures, but centuries
of drought led to the collapse of Wari state 
around 1000 CE.
 During the 9th century CE, Wari settlers 
founded the site of Quilcapampa in the Sihuas 
Valley of southern Peru, in which archaeologists 
from the Royal Ontario Museum have discovered
over a million botanical remains.
 Beer laced with hallucinogenic drugs may 
have helped the rulers of an ancient, pre-Incan 
empire in South America maintain power for 
about 400 years, according to new archaeological
research.
 The Wari Empire, which spanned across 
the highlands of modern-day Peru between
circa 600 and 1000 CE, likely prospered
thanks to the political allegiances forged
while consuming the hallucinogenic beverage. 
 The potent mixture – a beer-like drink 
made from the drupes of molle trees and
combined with psychotropic seeds – was likely
a staple of intimate feasts that helped foster 
social relationships and reinforced elite
positions in the Wari empire.
 “Feasts for millennia were used to
cement political control in the Andes,” said
associate professor of anthropology at
the University of Toronto Justin Jennings,
who is an author of the study.
 “The Wari innovation was to make a 
special kind of beer that could be linked to Wari 
statecraft,” he added. “One that depended not 
on the massive festivals that would be recorded 
later among the Inca, but instead on statecraft 
writ small in the form of something that was akin 
to a long, boozy, and likely quite a delightful 
dinner party.”
 An international team of archaeologists 
from Peru, Canada, and the U.S. came to this 

An archaeologist excavates for vilca seeds at the 
Quilcapampa site in Peru. Credit: Lisa Milosavljevic/

Royal Ontario Museum.

conclusion after excavating a site at Quilcapampa 
where they discovered 16 vilca seeds.
 Vilca seeds are still (rarely) used as a 
hallucinogen in ancient South America, and
promote an intense out-of-body experience
similar to the ayahuasca drug. “It is a powerful 
drug when inhaled that’s use quickly leads to 
blackout, vomiting, and visions,” said Jennings. 
“It’s not a social drug”.
 But when vilca seeds are combined
with molle beer, as the Wari people are believed 
to have done, Jennings said the drug’s impact
is weakened and prolonged. “You know where
you are and who you are with, but you also know 
you are not quite in the same place as when the 
event began,” he explained.
 Infusing molle beer made from berries 
with vilca seeds made for a “smoother, more
enduring high” that could be enjoyed “collectively,”
Jennings said. It created a politically useful 
sense of “communitas,” according to the study.
 These drug-laced beers also allowed
Wari leaders to maintain their heightened status
by offering a memorable, communal, and –
most importantly – unique hallucinatory feast.
 Numerous news services covered
this story that originated in Antiquity, but
Businessinsider.com has their article here:
The Wari Enjoyed a Misture of Beer and Drugs

https://www.businessinsider.com/peru-drug-laced-beers-helped-ancient-empire-prosper-wari-2022-1


December 29, 2021 marked the 25th
anniversary of the signing of a peace accord 
that brought 36 years of armed conflict in
Guatemala to an end. When what’s known 
as the Firm and Lasting Peace Accord was 
signed, the Guatemalan Civil War was one of 
the longest, bloodiest conflicts in 20th-century 
Latin America.
 A quarter century later, the peace
that was supposed to be “firm and lasting”
is anything but. If any peace prevails in
Guatemala, it is a peace resembling war.
 As a researcher with long-standing 
interests in the historical geography of Latin 
America, I have studied Guatemala for many 
years. A recent memoir of mine revisits the
impact of Guatemala’s military-dominated state
on its Indigenous Maya Peoples. Access
it at this hyperlink: A Beauty That Hurts
A legacy of violence
More than 80 per cent of the civil war
casualties were unarmed Indigenous Mayas. 
A United Nations-backed commission charged 
the Guatemalan military forces with genocide 
and held them responsible for 93 per cent of 
the killings. Guerrilla insurgents, fighting to 

Aztlander Scholarly Focus:   W. George Lovell*
Guatemala: 25 Years Later, “Firm and Lasting Peace”

Is Nowhere to be Found

overthrow the regime, were attributed three 
per cent of the atrocities.
 Anthropologist Victoria Sanford 
summed up the situation following the war 
this way: if the number of victims kept rising, 
“more people will die in the first 25 years 
of peace” than during the country’s brutal 
civil war, which a UN inquiry documented
at more than 200,000.
 Sanford’s grim reckoning is manifested
in Guatemalan homicide rates. In 2009,
murders amounted to a staggering 45 for 
every 100,000 inhabitants. By comparison, 
Canada’s homicide rate was 1.95 per
100,000 people in 2020, and in the
United States it was 7.8.
 Most violent deaths in Guatemala are 
never investigated, let alone brought before 
the courts. The cause of most deaths is no 
longer overtly political in nature, but instead 
related to gang violence, drug trafficking,
extortion rackets, fraudulent dealings

A Maya spiritual guide arranges crosses, marked with 
the names of people who died in the nation’s civil war, 

in a circle in preparation for a ceremony marking the 
National Day of Dignity for the Victims of Armed

Internal Conflict. Guatemalans annually honor the 
victims of the 36-year civil war that ended in 1996 on 

February 25. Credit: Moises Castillo/AP.

Protesters carry a fake coffin with a effigy of then
Guatemalan President Otto Perez Molina during a 
protest to demand his resignation in Guatemala City, 
May 30, 2015. Credit: Moises Castillo/AP. continued on next page

*W. George Lovell, FRSC, is Professor of Geography at Queen’s University in Canada and Visiting Professor 
in Latin American History at Universidad Pablo de Olavide in Seville, Spain.

https://btlbooks.com/book/beauty-that-hurts254


and the settling of age-old scores. During 
some of the post-accord years – in 2006
for example – there were as many as
500 murders, amounting to 17 a day.
Neoliberalism and massive inequality 
Álvaro Arzú was the president of Guatemala 
when the peace accord was signed in 1996. 
Although he was one of the officials who 
signed it, three years later he refused to
acknowledge that the atrocities committed 
during the conflict actually occurred – at
least not to the extent alleged, and not
by the Guatemalan army.
 Under his neoliberal policies, not
only did widespread poverty and massive 
inequality – the primary reasons for
confrontation in the first place – remain
unaddressed, but they actually increased.
 In 1999, the findings of a UN survey
of human development ranked Guatemala 
117th globally in terms of quality of life, well 
behind Central American neighbor Costa
Rica (ranked 45th) and trailing two others 
known to be desperately poor, El Salvador 
(107th) and Honduras (114th).
Over-exploited, not under-developed 
Guatemala is not an under-developed country. 
On the contrary, Guatemala is a country rich in
resources, natural and human. But it has been 

crippled by the distribution of its resources, 
especially land, and is rife with inequality.
 Unequal land distribution lies at the 
heart of Guatemala’s problems. The country
is still strikingly rural, with the lives of thousands
of low-income families and those of a privileged
few connected by the politics of land ownership.
 In Guatemala, 90 per cent of farms
account for 16 per cent of total farm area, 
while two per cent of the total number of farms 
occupy 65 per cent of total farmland. The best 
land is used to grow coffee, cotton, bananas 
and sugar cane for export, not to feed
malnourished local populations. Until this
imbalance is redressed, problems will endure.
Corrupt leadership
Five presidents who succeeded Arzú all
promised economic and social improvement, 
especially for the 85 per cent of their 17 million 
citizens deemed by the UN to live in poverty –
70 per cent of them in a state of extreme
poverty. None has done any better than Arzú.
 Mired by charges of corruption, two 
former presidents (Alfonso Portillo and Álvaro 
Colom) were imprisoned after leaving office. 
Another, Otto Pérez Molina, was removed

Guatemala: 25 Years Later, “Firm and Lasting Peace”
Is Nowhere to be Found by W.George Lovell continued

Singing the national anthem, some 10,000 people 
blocked one of Guatemala’s main highways.

Organizations representing farmworkers, Indigenous 
Guatemalans, students, and professionals were

protesting against government corruption and
ineptitude. Credit: thestar.com

continued on next page

Protesters block a highway in Guatemala, after
Indigenous leaders called for a nationwide strike to 
pressure Guatemalan President Alejandro Giammattei
to resign on July 29, 2021. The protest came in 
response to the firing of Special Prosecutor Against 
Impunity Juan Francisco Sandoval. Credit: from
theconversation.com by Moises Castillo/AP.



how they are governed and prompting many
to seek a better life in El Norte (North America).
 In the past year alone, 280,000
Guatemalans have been apprehended by
American border officials in failed attempts to 
enter the U.S. from Mexico, their journey north 
fraught with danger.
 As 2021 drew to a close, given the
parlous manner in which Guatemala continues 
to be governed, the 25th anniversary of the 
signing of its peace accord was no cause
for celebration.
 Theconversation.com, from which this 
text has been adapted, has a fuller rendition here:
George Lovell on theconversation  This version 
is significantly embellished with hyperlinks to 
pertinent context and further information.
 Activehistory.ca has Lovell’s original 
submission here: A Peace Resembling War

from office and jailed for accepting bribes so 
businesses could avoid paying import duties.
 An International Commission
against Impunity in Guatemala (CICIG) was
established in 2006 to investigate virulent 
wrongdoing. The UN-backed CICIG
dismantled 60 criminal bands and prosecuted 
680 prominent individuals for corrupt activities. 
In 2019, however, its mandate was revoked 
and its officers banished by then-president 
Jimmy Morales.
‘Witch hunt’
Current president Alejandro Giammattei
operates similarly to his predecessors. He 
dismissed anti-corruption prosecutors brave 
enough to hold tax evaders and money
launderers to account.
 Giammattei asserts that anti-corruption 
initiatives have become a witch hunt in which 
left-leaning lawyers – like judge Juan Francisco 
Sandoval, who served as Head of the Special 
Prosecutor’s Office against Impunity – vilify those
on the opposite end of the political spectrum.
 “Everybody has a right to their own
ideology,” Giammattei said in a recent media
interview. “The problem is when you transfer 
that ideology to your actions, and worse
when you are in charge of justice.”
 After being relieved of their duties,
Sandoval and other prosecutors fled the country,
fearing for their safety. United States President 
Joe Biden’s administration has expressed
concern over corruption in Central America, 
linking it to the despair Guatemalans feel about 

Guatemala: 25 Years Later, “Firm and Lasting Peace”
Is Nowhere to be Found by W. George Lovell continued

Thousands of Guatemalans protest against
corruption and call for the immediate resignation of 
president Otto Perez Molina as they march through 

the streets of Guatemala City in August 2015.
Credit: Esteban Biba/EPA.

Border Woes:
families and children
apprehended

Nearly 107,000 family 
units from Guatemala, 
El Salvador, Honduras, 
and Mexico were
apprehended at the 
U.S. border in 2018.

A family unit represents the number of individuals (either a child under 18 years old, parent, or legal guardian) apprehended
with a family member.           Chart: The Conversation, CC-BY-ND • Source: U.S. Customs and Border Protection

https://theconversation.com/guatemala-25-years-later-firm-and-lasting-peace-is-nowhere-to-be-found-174153
http://activehistory.ca/2021/12/a-peace-resembling-war/


“Aztlander is really wonderful and a lot of good material through which to get (yes, I am
old fashioned. Ending sentences with prepositions is something up with which I do not put.)
So many fascinating articles are here and I love the links from the articles to more photos

in the original sources. So many on live lectures as well! Thank you for linking to future
lectures as well as to past ones. Aztlander has opened up the whole world of scholarship

on north and south American archeology. For all of us stuck at home or far away from
centers of archaeological research, Aztlander is a huge window at our fingertips. The fact

that it is online as well not only saves paper and costs, but allows you to publish
full-length articles with as many photos and links as you can find. Thank you!”

      Janice Van Cleve, Writer and Researcher

“Thanks for allowing me the opportunity to contribute to your awesome magazine! I have
always loved all of the posts and informational blurbs that you guys have posted over the 
years. As someone who works in two major fields (Mesoamerica and Eastern Woodlands

of North America) I find your magazine (Aztlander) most useful for the latest news,
lectures, and museum exhibitions. Kudos to you both!”

       Phil Wanyerka, Cleveland State University

The Maya World Illustrated 
with artist Steve Radzi

Steve Radzi has been illustrating Maya sites for many years. The original 
black and white illustrations were created in 1995 for an exhibition at the 
Miami Museum of Science In recent times, Steve has colored them, bringing 
them to life. These illustrations have not been published before. We shall 
feature his work in this and upcoming issues. Enjoy. You may visit Steve’s 
site for more of his work. www.mayavision.com

TIKAL – Temple of the Grand Jaguar (Temple 1) (732 AD) is located
deep in the Peten jungle of Guatemala in the Parque Nacional Tikal. It is a 
magnificent Classic Peten style structure and was built as a funerary temple 
dedicated to the ruler Jasaw Chan K'awiil I, whose tomb was found buried 
deep inside. The temple is 180 feet high and was excavated between 1955 
and 1964. The high roof comb is decorated with a sculpture of the seated 
king. The entrance into the shrine below is carved with wooden lintels that 
were originally painted red and made of sapodilla wood. On my first visit in 
1975, I was able to climb to the top of Temple 1.  I sketched this view from 
the top of the Temple of the Masks, which lies across the main Plaza.

The Aztlander Inbox!  Comments from Aztlander enthusiasts!

Join the Aztlan Listserv!Join the Aztlan Listserv!
Michael Ruggeri invites you all to join the listserv “Aztlan”. Aztlan has been around for well over 
two decades, and has recently been moved to a new server at aztlan@simplelists.com. Aztlan 

is one of the oldest and most respected listservs for the world of the Ancient Americas.
The listserv has members from the professional archaeological community, enthusiasts,

students, and folks who have an interest in the Ancient Americas.
All can participate in posting, and the listserv is free to all. Join today! 

If you would like to subscribe, copy and paste Mike’s email address into the “To” line
of an email message: michaelruggeri@mac.com

http://www.mayavision.com
mailto:aztlan@simplelists.com
mailto:michaelruggeri@mac.com


         *Michael Ruggeri is Professor Emeritus from the City Colleges of Chicago. He is the
         moderator of the largest and oldest Ancient Americas listserv on the world wide web:
         Aztlan. He also moderates an Andean list and a Mound Builders list. Mike serves
         on the Board of the Illinois Association for the Advancement of Archaeology and
         the Board of the Chicago Archaeological Society. He has taught courses on
         Mesoamerica, Mexican History, and Latin American History among other courses
         in his 33-year teaching career. He maintains over 50 different web pages on all
aspects of the Ancient Americas. For the Chicago Archaeological Society, he contributes a regular 
column to their newsletter, the CODEX, and has given many lectures to the Society on various
Ancient Americas topics. Mike tells us he maintains the largest presence on the world wide web
in the area of the Ancient Americas.
        Explore Mike Ruggeri’s Ancient Americas Web Pages at this hyperlink: Mikes_AA_pages

Tlaloc in Mesoamerica is known as the 
Rain God Chaak to the Maya.

In my first article in a series on Mesoamerican rock
art themes in the Ancient Southwest, I will cover the
importance of the Mesoamerican Rain God Tlaloc in
the rock art of the U.S. Southwest. There are many
Mesoamerican motifs found in Southwest rock art, 
among them, the rain god, the plumed serpent, the
outlined cross, the thunderbird, and the Hero Twins. 
Rock art associated with this iconography appears
in all of the cultures of the Southwest; the Ancestral 
Puebloan people, Salado, Hohokam, Mogollon,
and Mimbres cultures among them.
 Most of this Mesoamerican related rock art was 
created between 600-1200 CE. A time period in the 
Southwest when long distance trade routes were being 
developed and were expanded deep into Mesoamerica 
to the south. Long distance scarlet macaw trade into
the Southwest, stretched 1000 miles into Mesoamerica 
all the way to the jungles of the Gulf Coast.
 There are two forms of rock art found in the 
Southwest, Pictograph Art is art that has been painted 
on a flat rock surface, Using hematite or ocher for red, 
kaolin or gypsum for white, charcoal for black – with a 
base of plant and animal oils, created colored pigments. 
The paint was then applied with brushes made out of 
animal hair or yucca leaf fibers, or smeared on with 
fingers. Petroglyphs are rock carvings made by pecking 
directly on the rock surface using a stone chisel and a 
hammerstone. When the desert varnish (or patina) on 
the surface of the rock was chipped off, the lighter rock 
underneath was exposed, creating the petroglyph. 
 In Mesoamerica, Tlaloc is the god of rain and 
thunder, fertility, caves, springs and mountains. He is 
depicted with goggle eyes and fangs. If angered, he 

Aztlander Scholarly Focus:   Michael Ruggeri*
Tlaloc the Rain God in Ancient Southwest Rock Art

inflicted destructive storms, hurled 
thunderous lightning bolts, and imposed 
disastrous drought. 
 In Mesoamerica, mountains were 
containers of water and were the home 
of Tlaloc. They generated clouds and 
underground water. Pyramids were
symbolic mountains. The Hohokam
culture platform mounds are associated
with rain priests, similar to the rain 
priests in Mesoamerica.
 The Tlaloc images on rock art 
typically depict an anthropomorph with 
large eyes, presumed to represent the 

continued on next page
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Tlaloc the Rain God in Ancient Southwest Rock Art  continued

L) Storm God, a derivative of the Mesoamerican deity Tlaloc, figure, with goggle eyes, rock art at the Hueco 
Tanks Historical Park, far west Texas. C) Tlaloc with stepped fret and lightning designs. R) Stylized Storm 
God, a derivative of the Mesoamerican deity Tlaloc, with goggle eyes, rock art in southwestern New Mexico.

goggles worn by the Storm God in
Mesoamerican examples, and these are
typically associated with a trapezoidal or
rectangular body. The relation of “Tlaloc”
imagery in the Southwest to storms and
rain is found in associated symbols such
as lightning and the stepped fret (terrace), 
which is considered to represent clouds.
 Tlaloc was characterized by goggle 
eyes and a blunt, rectilinear body with no
arms or legs. The Tlaloc figure fused with the 
trapezoidal spearpoint-shaped body of Archaic 
hunter art, a natural fusion because both
concepts were associated with masculine
forces (hunting and the destructive part of 
rain). Along with examples of Quetzalcoatl
and Tlaloc at Hueco Tanks, there are many 
symbols associated with water, crucial to 
planting corn in the desert.
 The most common of these are the 
“step-fret” or “step wedge” designs representing
flowing water, energy and lightning.
 The gallery of rock art Hueco Tanks 
were drawn by settled agriculturists of the 

Jornada Mogollon Tradition. Their religion 
centered around the desire for and control of 
rain essential to the growth of crops. One can 
see water symbolism in many paintings, such 
as the rain altar, which consist of two lightning 
symbols coming together and the step-fret
designs on the Tlaloc figures. Representations 
of this deity show the dualism of celestial
abundance, represented by water from the
sky, and terrestrial abundance, represented
by water stored underground.
 At Hueco Tanks, Mesoamerican gods, 
many of whom manifested different aspects
of the same elements, combined with the
earlier animistic concepts of the desert
Archaic peoples to create a new religious 
force, manifesting itself in a religion of masked 
spirit beings that evolved into the Kachina cult 
in later centuries and rituals that are part of 
this cult continue today among the Southwest 
Native Americans.
 The Rain God in the Southwest
https://ancientsouthwestraingod.tumblr.com
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identified references to it in inscriptions found at 
other Maya excavation sites. The realm is also 
mentioned in sculptures housed in museums 
around the world. The Sak Tz'i' kingdom was
relatively small, straddling what is today the
Mexican-Guatemala border. Why it was called 
Sak Tz'i', which means white dog, is unknown.
 Brandeis University has the full story
by Lawrence Goodman here:
 Sak Tz'i' Finally Identified

Associate professor of anthropology Charles 
Golden and his colleagues have found the 
long-lost capital of an ancient Maya kingdom 
in the backyard of a Mexican cattle rancher.
 Golden, in collaboration with Brown 
University bioarchaeologist Andrew Scherer 
and a team of researchers from Mexico, 
Canada and the United States, began 
excavating the site in June 2018.
 Among their findings is a trove of Maya 
monuments, one of which has an important 
inscription describing rituals, battles, a 
mythical water serpent and the dance of 
a rain god. They’ve also found remnants 
of pyramids, a royal palace and ballcourt.
 Golden and his fellow researchers 
believe the archaeological site, named 
Lacanja Tzeltal for the nearby modern 
community, was the capital of the Sak Tz'i' 
kingdom, located in what is today the state
of Chiapas in southeastern Mexico. It was 
likely first settled by 750 BCE and then
occupied for over 1,000 years.
 Academics have been looking for
evidence of Sak Tz'i' since 1994 when they 

Noteworthy Posts in the News:     Maya
Ancient Maya Kingdom Unearthed in a Backyard in Mexico

Call for applications from university and four-year and two-year college faculty,
to participate in a National Endowment for the Humanities Summer Institute,

“Worlds in Collision: Nahua and Spanish Pictorial Histories
and Annals in 16th Century Mexico”

to be held from June 9–June 30, 2022 on the campus of Adelphi University, Garden 
City, Long Island, NY. The Institute, carrying a $2,850 stipend, is co-directed by

Drs. Laraine Fletcher and George Scheper, and features eleven specialist visiting scholars.                        
Application deadline: March 1st 2022. For complete information and eligibility

criteria please see our website at www.worldsincollision2022.com  

2022 NEH Summer Institute Opportunity

Worlds in Collision:
Nahua and Spanish Pictorial Histories

and Annals in 16th-Century Mexico
         A National Endowment for the Humanities Summer Institute   
for 26 College Faculty participants to be held at Adelphi University June 9 to June 30, 2022

A map of the excavation site. The horseshoe-shaped 
structure to the left is the palace area. On the far right,
center, is the Monuments Plaza. Image: Charles Golden.

https://www.brandeis.edu/now/2020/march/maya-discovery-golden.html
http://www.worldsincollision2022.com
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Who was Spearthrower Owl?

*Janice Van Cleve is a member of the Institute of Maya Studies and author of The Kings of Copan in their Own Words,
a compendium of the royal inscriptions from Copan, cleaned up, gridded, and translated as much as possible – except
for the Hieroglyphic Stairway on which Maya scholar Barbara Fash is working. Janice also authored Eighteen Rabbit:
The Intimate Life and Tragic Death of a Maya God-King, The Founder: The Life of Yax Kuk Mo, Mover and Shaker in the 
Maya World, Tikal – Turning Point, and Incidents of Travel in Mesoamerica. She is a regular donor to the Copan Maya 
Foundation, Mayas for Ancient Mayan, and the Foundation for Anthropological Research and Environmental Studies at Mirador.

Controversy
The Entrada of 378 CE has caused no
end of controversy among archaeologists. 
The cast of principle characters include:
 • Chak Tok Ichaak, 14th king of Tikal
 • Yax Nuun Ayiin, 15th king of Tikal,  
  son of Spearthrower Owl
 • Siyaj Chan Kawil, 16th king of Tikal, 
  son of Yax Nuun Ayiin
 • Siyaj Kak, a war leader, regent 
  for Yax Nuun Ayiin
 • Spearthrower Owl, a king
  of somewhere
 David Webster in his study of
the fall of the Maya says that Siyaj Kak 
invaded Tikal and installed Spearthrower 
Owl as 15th king there in 379.1 He claims 
that the name of Spearthrower Owl is
distinctly Mexican and that he was
probably the son of one of a Siyaj Kak’s 
henchmen.
 No, that’s not right, say Linda 
Schele and David Freidel in Forest Of 
Kings.2 Chak Tok Ichaak commanded his 
brother, war leader Siyaj Kak, to attack 
Uaxactun. After the victory, he let blood 
from his genitals to sanctify the event.
Siyaj Kak became king of Uaxactun
and a year later, when Chak Tok Ichaak 
presumably died of natural causes,
Yax Nuun Ayiin became the 15th king
of Tikal. “Spearthower Owl” is a title,
they assert, not an individual person.

It is a title first
assumed by Chak
Tok Ichaak himself
and later by Siyaj
Chan Kawil. However
in Code of Kings,
Linda Schele and
Peter Matthews
altered the story first
by claiming that Chak
Tok Ichaak presided
at the katun ending of 317 and was still ruling
in 378 when he led the attack on Uaxactun with
Siyaj Kak. He died of wounds suffered in the battle 
and was succeeded by his son, Yax Nuun Ayiin.3 
However, this hypothesis ignores the reign of
Muwaan Jol, 13th king of Tikal (320-360), father
of Chak Tok Ichaak.4 It also ignores the fact that it 
was Queen Une Balam who presided at the katun 
ending of 317.  
 In contrast, Clemency Coggins acknowledges 
that elements from Teotihuacan did indeed impact 
Tikal in 378. She sees a religious motivation for
their incursion.5 She notes that the Temple of the 
Feathered Serpent at Teotihuacan was desecrated
in the 3rd Century in an apparent shift in power
at the central Mexican capital, forcing its priests
to take their 260-day calendar abroad and graft
it into the Maya concepts of time. Teotihuacan
influence grew at Tikal over a century and finally 
Tikal general Siyaj Kak imposed this calendar on 
Uaxactun. She claims that the name “Siyaj Kak”
was one of Yax Nuun Ayiin’s titles. However,
the 260-day calendar, the Tzolk'in, was actually
in use throughout Mesoamerica from as early
at 600 BCE, well before Coggins’ theory.
 On the other hand, Geoffrey Braswell in 
The Maya and Teotihuacan argues that Spearthrower
Owl and Siyaj Kak were distinct individuals, the
former from a minor place called Ho-Noh-Witz

continued on next page

1Webster, p. 262
2Schele & Freidel, pp. 156-157.
3Schele & Matthews, p. 66.
4Martin & Grube, pp. 26-27.
5Berrin & Pasztory, p. 145-148.

Spearthrower Owl
Stylized from Tikal’s

“Marcador”



continued on next page

and the latter most likely a Tikal lord.6 He 
maintains that Chak Tok Ichaak died a natural 
death. His nearest relative was Yax Nuun Ayiin, 
son of Spearthrower Owl and a Tikal princess 
who “married down” to the lowly Spearthrower 
Owl. Siyaj Kak was appointed regent for the 
child to ward off uninvited interference from 
Spearthrower Owl. Braswell maintains there
is no evidence that Spearthrower Owl ruled
at Teotihuacan nor that Siyaj Kak came
from anywhere but Tikal.
 David Stuart, in his seminal paper
“The Arrival of Strangers”, takes a completely 
opposite view.7 He fleshes out Tatiana
Proskouriakoff’s earlier intuition that the events 
of 378 constituted an invasion of Tikal by an 
outside force. He concludes that Siyaj Kak 
led a foreign army to Tikal, killed Chak Tok 
Ichaak, and installed Yax Nuun Ayiin, the son 
of Spearthrower Owl, as king of Tikal under 
his regency. He further concludes that all the 
evidence strongly points to Spearthrower Owl 
being a Teotihuacan ruler and Siyaj Kak being 
a Teotihuacan general.
 Stuart disputes Braswell’s transliteration
of Ho-Noh-Witz on the Marcador.8 He maintains
it should be read Ho-Tinam-Witz which
translates as “5 Cotton Mountain place”.
Tinam is “cotton” in Mayan languages and the 
ma syllable reinforces the tinam interpretation. 
Ma, on the other hand, in no way fits with noh. 
In relation to witz which is “mountain”,  tinam 
is an allegory for snow. There are no snowy 
mountains in the Peten, but several surrounding
the Mexico basin where Teotihuacan is located. 
As proof, Stuart points to the Nuttal Codex 
which shows the same sign clearly as a snowy 
mountain. The context of E3 (below) speaks
of Spearthrower Owl coming to power at the
5 Snowy Mountain place. The context of G6
is “When he arrived at the portal from the

Who was Spearthrower Owl? by Janice Van Cleve continued

6Braswell, pp. 24-27.
7Stuart, PARI online publications #25, 1998.
8Stuart, Maya Decipherment “Cotton, Snow,
  and Distant Wonders”.
9Brown & Stanton, pp 213-214.
10Jesper & Helmke, pp. 459-474.Marcador E3 and G6

5 Snowy Mountain place”. This is further
indication that Spearthrower Owl could well 
have been a Teotihuacan king.  
 David Freidel, Barbara MacLeod, and 
Charles Suhler take a totally different view.  
They say that the name “Spearthrower Owl” 
was a generic royal symbolism and not
necessarily a personal name. They propose 
that the symbolism was personified by the
person who is interred in Tikal Burial 22.
They do not accept that an army came all
the way from Teotihuacan to conquer Tikal.  
Rather they see a local faction attaching
their ambitions to military and commercial
representatives of long distance trade.9
 Yes and no say Jesper Nielsen and 
Christophe Helmke. They propose that 
Spearthrower Owl was a mythic deity whose 
name was adopted by one or more rulers
of Teotihuacan.10 They base this hypothesis
on a mural found at the Atetelco compound
at Teotihuacan.

“Cotton-covered” mountains, possibly Icpantepec 
Nieves, Mixteca Baja, Codex Nuttall, p. 11, detail, British 

Museum ADD.MSS 39671. ©Trustees of the British
Museum, Creative Commons BY-NC-SA 4.0. Shared

by David Stuart here: 5 Snowy Mountain place

ho tina
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https://mayadecipherment.com/page/7/
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Who was Spearthrower Owl? by Janice Van Cleve continued

The mural is upside down on
the wall, but here it is inverted
for clarity. It shows a hilly
landscape with desert plants
and three mountains. Within
the mountains are owl images
whose bodies are spearthrowers.
 Annabeth Headrick notes that three 
mountains is a common motif in Teotihuacan 
art.11 They symbolize the three hearthstones 
of creation and perhaps the three mountains 
which overlook the valley of Teotihuacan.
This may or may not be a conflict with Stuart’s
interpretation of a 5 Snowy Mountain place.
 Simon Martin and Nikolai Grube’s
comprehensive Chronicle of the Maya Kings 
and Queens leans toward the interpretation of 
an invasion in 378 by Teotihuacan warriors.12
They also note that Siyaj Kak is named
or alluded to in Uaxactun Stelae 5 and 22,
La Sufricaya Mural 7, Waka Stela 15, and a 
jade ear flare from Naachtun.13 They mention
evidence that Siyaj Kak presided over kingly 
installation at Bejucal in 381 and Río Azul
in 393. Siyaj Kak is also named on a panel
in the palace of Palenque around the same
time as a dynastic foundation in that city.14 
 All this controversy challenges us to 
review the inscriptions for ourselves. Was 
Spearthrower Owl a deity, a title, or a real
person? Where was he located? For that
matter, was Siyaj Kak a title or a real individual?
Was he a Tikal noble or a Teotihuacan invader?
What really happened in January 378? The 
inscriptions are few and as has been shown, 
leading archaeologists have interpreted them
in radically different ways.
Images of his name
The name “Spearthrower Owl” was assigned 
by archaeologists for the logogram that
features an owl and an atlatl spear thrower.  
The name appears four times in the text of
a monument at Tikal commonly known as
the “Marcador” and once in the center of
the feathered banner at the top. The one
apparent attempt by the Maya scribe to
render the name phonetically is jatz'om kuh
at E3-F3 which translates “owl who strikes”.
 The name of Spearthrower Owl also 

Atetelco Spearthrower Owl Hill mural

11Headrick, pp. 113-114.
12Martin & Grube, pp. 29-31.
13This ear flare may be the same as the ear spool
    from northern Peten, shown on the next page.
14Martin & Grube, p. 156.
15Texas Note 34.
16Van Cleve, Tikal: Turning Point, p. 82.

appears on the face of Tikal Stela 31 in a
medallion on a headdress held aloft by Siyaj 
Chan Kawil. Additionally his name appears
in the texts on both the left and the right sides 
of the stela and also twice on the back. He is 
mentioned on the back of Tikal Stela 1 and on 
a lidded bowl with the title kaloomte which is 
high commander or imperator as understood
in first century Rome. He is also referred to
as “The Holy One” by Tikal king Jasaw Chan 
on a lintel of Temple 1. There is a possible
reference to him on El Zapote Stela 115
and on an ear spool from northern Peten,
possibly Naachtun.
Biographical Indicators
The Marcador monument was commissioned by
a clan chief named Ch'amak on Feb. 1, 414 CE.16
It was located in a compound about one
kilometer south of the Lost World complex
at Tikal. It is remarkable that Ch'amak still
identifies on the Marcador as a vassal of

C3
Marcador Oval

E3–F3

E9–F9 H8–H9
El Zapote

Stela 1
C12
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Siyaj Kak eleven years after the
latter’s death and three years after
Siyaj Chan Kawil acceded to the
throne of Tikal. In the text, Siyaj Kak
is described as “the brother of
Spearthrower Owl” at D1-C3. The
glyph yi-ta at D2 is a relationship
glyph indicating “sibling”,
“companion”, or “in the
company of”.17 Perhaps
this is where Prudence
Rice got the idea that
Siyaj Kak, Yax Nuun
Ayiin, and Spearthrower
Owl all three arrived
at Tikal in 378.18
 The text at E1-E5
on the Marcador is highly significant in the 
discovery of Spearthrower Owl’s identity.
It reads “3 years, 13 months, and 12 days 
before January 14, 378 (April 16, 374), he 
acceded to overlordship, Spearthrower Owl, 
high commander from the 5 Snowy Mountain
place, the fourth successor.” So not only
was Spearthrower Owl a kaloomte or
high commander, he was also a king at
Ho-Tinam-Witz. As Stuart has pointed out 
above, Ho-Tinam-Witz may be Teotihuacan. 
He is also called “the fourth successor”. 
This is a very unique reference because
it would be the only indication we have

L) References to the name Spearthrower Owl. C) The front of Tikal Stela 31. R) Stela 31 was dedicated in
445 CE as the accession monument of Siyaj Chan K'awiil II. Credit for C & R: www.latinamericanstudies.org 

The name
Spearthrower

Owl

Tikal’s
“Marcador”

of royal lineage at Teotihuacan. On the other 
hand, it might refer to a collective of which 
Spearthrower Owl is the fourth member.  
Spearthrower Owl is also mentioned
at H9 but the text is unclear.
 Siyaj Chan Kawil commissioned
Tikal Stela 1 on March 18, 418. Translation
is difficult because the stela is very eroded,
but the drawing by John Montgomery19

17Montgomery, p. 297.
18Rice: Maya Political Science, p. 102.
19Montgomery Drawings, FAMSI.

continued on next page

Tikal Stela 31
medallion

in headress

Tikal Stela 1
A5

Tikal Stela 31
L4, N3, G21, H28

North Peten
earspool

Lidded bowl
K7528



he made a huge
impression on Tikal,
and by extension,
throughout the Maya
world. The question
remains where is 
this Ho-Tinam-Witz
of which he was king?
Was Ho-Tinam-Witz
Teotihuacan?
There are at least
four arguments
against linking
Ho-Tinam-Witz
to Teotihuacan:
 1. No explicit 
  written evidence 
  has been yet 
  discovered at 
  Teotihuacan 
  with the personal
  name of
  Spearthrower Owl.
 2. Ho-Tinam-Witz is
  clearly 5 Snowy
  Mountain place, but the ubiquitous
  mountain motif at Teotihuacan is a cluster
  of only 3 mountains.21

 3. Sometime in the late third or early fourth
  century there was a significant alteration
  of the Teotihuacan government which has
  been interpreted as the replacement of
  the authoritarian monarchy by a collective
  oligarchy.22 Spearthrower Owl  ascended
  to overlordship according to the Marcador
  inscription in 374 which would have been
  after this alteration in government. 
 4. Spearthrower Owl is politically and perhaps
  family linked to Siyaj Kak, but the exact
  origins of the latter have not been confirmed.

Who was Spearthrower Owl? by Janice Van Cleve continued

20Van Cleve, Tikal: Turning Point, pp. 19-20.
21Headrick, p. 113.
22Berrin & Pasztory, pp. 26-27 and 38.
    See also Cowgill, pp. 133, 146-149, 192-193.
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         captures some details. 
         Spearthrower Owl
         appears at A5 followed
         at B5 with jom “to end”
         or “terminate”. A8 is
         the emblem glyph of
         Tikal, possibly prefixed
         by kuhul “holy”. B2-A3 is 
         a very interesting pair of
         glyphs, given the person
         who commissioned this
         stela. B2 is unen-balam  
         and may refer to the
         king’s great grandmother,
         Queen Une Balam.
         A3 has a smoking
         torch protruding from a
forehead which usually refers to a dead person.
 Tikal Stela 31 was commissioned by
Siyaj Chan Kawil on October 17, 445. His father 
appears on both sides, each with identifying
captions. On the left side, his father is identified 
at K3-L3 as the “holy high commander, the son 
of Spearthrower Owl”. On the right side the
caption contains a rare three generational
reference. M2-N3 is “Siyaj Chan, son of
Yax Nuun Ayiin, son of Spearthrower Owl”.20
 On the back of Stela 31, Siyaj Chan Kawil 
celebrates the turning of the 9th Katun by
conjuring the spirits of Queen Une Balam (H18) 
and of his grandfather, Spearthrower Owl (G21). 
At the end of the long text on this stela at 
G28-H28, he notes that Spearthrower Owl
died on June 8, 439.
 In summary, Spearthrower Owl appears to 
have been a real person, not a deity, nor a title.  
He took the throne of Ho-Tinam-Witz in 374, he 
had a son who was installed as king of Tikal in 
379, he was the brother or companion of a war 
leader named Siyaj Kak who is well documented 
all over the Peten, he died in 439, and he was 
remembered and his spirit was conjured by his 
grandson in 445. Years later, Jasaw Chan Kawil, 
king of Tikal 682-734, commemorated the death 
of Spearthrower Owl on a lintel of his Temple 1. 
Although scant, this is a factual biography of
a real king whose name is Spearthrower Owl. 
Mainly through the actions of Siyaj Kak, 



Illustration by Linda Schele 
preserved in the Linda Schele 
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research.famsi.orgcontinued on next page
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23Headrick, p. 18.
24Taube, pp. 87-89.
25Berrin & Pasztory, pp. 198-199.
26Headrick, p. 25.
27Headrick, pp. 37-38.
28Coggins, chapter 6.

Discussion
Considering argument #1, in his book,
The Writing System of Ancient Teotihuacan,
Karl Taube explores a wealth of examples
of writing in that city. He identifies day
names, numbers, icons, and possible
names of individuals. In addition, the
famous Las Colinas vessel23 shows four
individuals – three wearing Teotihuacano
shell spangled helmets and one wearing
a tasseled headdress – preceded by
individual life sized monikers. The plaza
of glyphs in the La Ventilla compound have
also been interpreted as personal or clan names.24  
 We also have fragments of wall murals from 
the Teotihuacan compound of Techinantitla showing 
four important people, all similarly dressed, preceded
by images that may be personal names.25 All four
of these “name” images are topped by the typical 
tasseled headdress which indicates the very highest 
rank in the city. Below the headdresses, one has
an arm, a second has goggle eyes, a third has a 
bird claw, and a fourth has a profile face. This is
one illustration from The Teotihuacan Trinity.26
 Many ceramic figurines have been found
at Teotihuacan, some with holes in their chests
into which were attached shields. This allowed
the figurines to be mass produced, and then
individualized with interchangeable shields
Two of these figurines are holding spearthrowers
and have shields depicting an owl with darts.27
Could these be portraits of Spearthrower Owl
himself? If a mural with a similar name glyph
could be found, it would substantially link 
Spearthrower Owl to Teotihuacan. So far
no such mural has as yet been discovered.
 Considering argument #2, the basin
of Mexico in which Teotihuacan is located is
indeed surrounded by a number of mountains
which acquire snow during the winter. There
are also mountains in the southern highlands of
Guatemala which acquire snow. Ho-Tinam-Witz,
the 5 Snowy Mountain place, could geographically
be in either location and therefore the name does
not definitively locate Spearthrower Owl’s city. 
Additionally, the 3 mountain motif is a dominating
symbol in Teotihuacan art. We don’t know if the 
scribe intended to use a descriptor instead of
a toponym on the Marcador, but 5 is not 3.

 Considering
argument #3,
Coggins makes
the point that the
Temples of the
Moon, the Sun,
and Feathered
Serpent were
all constructed
before 250.28
She asserts
that such huge
undertakings

High-Ranking Military Officials. Las Colinas Bowl (drawing by
Claudia García-Des Lauriers after Linné 1942:68); download

of her full article PDF available here: The House of Darts

Teotihuacan mural of possible “named” person

Las Colinas
Vessel

Teotihuacan figurine

http://research.famsi.org/schele_list.php?rowstart=15&search=warrior&num_pages=3&title=Schele%20Drawing%20Collection&tab=schele
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/330970317_2008_The_House_of_Darts_The_Classic_Period_Origins_of_the_tlacochcalco_Mesoamerican_Voices_335-52
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must have required a powerful
central authority. The Feathered
Serpent pyramid and the
Cuidadela complex in which
it is situated stands out as a
particulary strong statement
of monarchical power. However,
it lasted less than a hundred years
before it was deliberately desecrated and 
burned. Its central tomb, which may have held 
the body of the king who commissioned it,
was looted.29 After 300 CE, the major focus
of construction in Teotihuacan was on the
residential compounds. Coggins, Berrin,
and Pasztory conclude that while kings
may still have ruled after 300, their powers 
were more curtailed by clan leaders and
a growing bureaucracy.  
 Recently a LiDAR survey of Tikal
revealed a smaller version of the Teotihuacan 
Cuidadela immediately south of the Lost World 
Complex (see article in the December 2021 
Aztlander). Preliminary analysis indicates six 
construction phases which occurred between 
300 and 550 CE. The connection between 
this Cuidadela and the original at Teotihuacan 
and political upheavals in the latter is currently 
under investigation.
 Headrick poses a different scenario 
in The Teotihuacan Trinity.30  She outlines 
the three bases of power in the city – the 
clans, the king, and the military. The military 
siphoned off much of the energy for rivalry 
between the clans and/or against the king
by providing social mobility not dependent
on clan affiliation. However, the military itself
was divided into rival corps: bird, canine, 
snake, and feline. She proposes that the 
Feather Serpent pyramid was a monument
to the snake corps, but in the fourth century 
was overthrown by the combined forces of the 
bird and canine corps. The latter two dominate 
the murals at Atetelco and Tetitla compounds.  
In this scenario, the king still ruled, but in
cooperation with the military. Thus Spearthrower
Owl could still have attained the throne in 374 
if he was connected to the right military corps.
 Considering argument #4, no text has 
yet been discovered that identifies Siyaj Kak 

29Berring & Pasztory, p. 37.
30Headrick, chapter 5.
31Proskouriakoff, p. 4.
32Stuart, “Naachtun’s Stela 24
    and the Entrada of 378”.
33Martin & Grube, p. 31.

Vase from the Problematic Deposit 50, Tikal, drawing by Nicolas
Latsanopoulos based on Culbert (1993, fig. 128a), from Aurelie Couvreur’s 

article on Researchgate.net available here: Beyond Rain and Storm

with Ho-Tinam-Witz or any other place. He 
suddenly appears with an army at Waka
in January 378 and eight days later he
conquers Tikal, kills Chak Tok Ichaak, and the 
next year places the young Yax Nuun Ayiin on 
the throne. Meanwhile, he is busy conquering
Uaxactun and perhaps other cities in the
Peten. Proskouriakoff originally translated
his appearance as an “arrival”,31 but modern 
epigraphy by Stuart confirms that it was
indeed a “conquest”.32 The famous vase from 
Problematical Deposit 50 at Tikal may be a 
“snapshot” of the invasion. While Tikal had 
adopted several cultural and architectural
influences from trade with Teotihuacan before 
378, expressions of Teotihuacan influences 
exploded right after 378.    
 This alone does not prove that Siyaj 
Kak came from Teotihuacan. Stuart in the 
same article points out that the local ruler of 
Naachtun proclaimed himself on his Stela 24
as a vassal (yajaw) of Siyaj Kak two days 
before the latter conquered Tikal. Naachtun is 
northeast of Tikal, not on the way of an army 
coming from the west. This would indicate 
that Siyaj Kak had local connections in the 
Peten before the invasion. Martin and Grube 
suggest that Siyaj Kak could well have been 
a Maya general associated with Spearthrower 
Owl who sent him to invade the Maya area.33 
After all there were Maya living in Teotihuacan 
at the time as well as Teotihuacanos living in 
the Maya area, so Siyaj Kak could have been 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/331372336_Beyond_Rain_and_Storm_Tlaloc_and_his_Relationship_with_Warfare_Earth_and_Territory_in_Teotihuacan


Maya and still have led an army from
Teotihuacan. However if his relationship
to Spearthrower Owl indicated by yi-ta on
the Marcador really is familial, then either
Siyaj Kak is Teotihuacano or Spearthrower 
Owl isn’t.
The Wite-Nah
Tikal Stela 31 holds yet another clue. At 
C21-C24 the text is clear that Siyaj Kak came 
from the west: “upon his arrival from the west, 
Siyaj Kak, high commander, he died in pain 
Chak Tok Ichaak”.34 Further at E5-F5 in the 
same text it reads, “he went up to the Wite-Nah,
Yax Nuun Ayiin”. Prudence Rice notes that 
wite-nah is a Teotihuacan-related place
of pilgrimage, an ancestral or foundational
place.35 The text continues at F8-E15, “On
September 11, 379, the divine lord, the holy 
Yax Nuun Ayiin, took the Kawil scepter, its 
name was 8 Jul-wa-pet, it is his burden,
under the auspices of Siyaj Kak. It
happened at the Wite-Nah.” 
 The Wite-Nah may well be the key to 
the whole question of the Entrada of 378 and 
the location from which Siyaj Kak came and 
where Spearthrower Owl reigned. Schele and 
Matthews note that all over the Maya world, 
rulers looked to Tollan “The Place of Reeds” as
the place of origin central to state mythology.36
They saw it as the place where civilization, 
institutions, arts, and warfare originated. Maya 
kings sought to identify with it to enhance their 
prestige and legitimacy. The Place of Reeds 
may have originally been the first civilization
of the Olmecs but – especially by 378 – that 
title belonged to Teotihuacan.37
 Wite-Nah is “root tree house”, a 
metaphor for foundation or source. Yax Kuk 
Mo, who invaded Copan in 427 and began a 
new dynasty there, is also called “commander
from the west” on Altar Q at Copan.38 He had 
to travel to the Wite-Nah to acquire the regalia
of kingship just as did Yax Nuun Ayiin. Three 
days later, according to Altar Q, he left the 
Wite-Nah and traveled 153 days to reach
Copan, stopping along the way to install his 
lieutenant at Quirigua. Teotihuacan is 750 
straight line miles from Copan and even at 
a slow pace of 6 miles per day, it would only 

continued on next page

34Van Cleve: Tikal: Turning Point, p. 33. 
    See also Skidmore.
35Rice, Historical and Archeological Perspectives  
    in the Itzas of Peten, Guatemala, note 14.
36Schele & Matthews, pp. 337-338, note 29. 
    See also Bell, et al. pp. 237-238.
37See Fash et al.
38Van Cleve: Kings of Copan, p. 31.
39Stuart in Bell et al., pp. 233-239.
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take him 125 days to reach Copan. This
journey, and the fact that Teotihuacan
was considered the “origin central to state
mythology”, is strong indication that the
Wite-Nah was located at Teotihuacan. If
leaders from the Maya world had to go there to 
acquire the regalia to rule,39 then this supports 
the argument that Teotihuacan was the place 
from which Siyaj Kak launched his invasion. 
That would indicate as well that Teotihuacan 
was also the place where Spearthrower Owl 
ruled as king.
Conclusion
While many questions still linger, the bulk 
of the circumstantial evidence supports the 
conclusion that Spearthrower Owl was a king 
at Teotihuacan. From the current studies, we 
have of Teotihuacan’s political structure, a 
king could have had the authority to launch an 
invasion of the Maya area. The Entrada of 378 
was not just a local dispute between rival Tikal 
clans, because Siyaj Kak didn’t stop there. He 
impacted dynasties across the Maya world.
 Spearthrower Owl was “fourth in
succession” according to the Marcador text. 
This notation is entirely opaque because we 
have no data at all regarding the succession
of rulers at Teotihuacan. There was some 
hope that the tunnel recently explored under 
the Feathered Serpent temple might expose
a royal tomb, but such was not the case.
Until new discoveries are made, we will
have to endure the questions. 
Postscript
In a recent video lecture, David Stuart made 
the case that not only was Spearthrower Owl
a real person and a Teotihuacan ruler, but
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that his influence persisted among the
Maya long after the Entrada. His name and
iconography became symbols of the new 
method of warfare that Siyaj Kak brought to 
the Maya lands in 378. Stuart argued that the 
goggle eyes, the owl (or eagle representations), 
the square shields, the butterfly images,
and the fletching from atlatl darts, all were 
reflections of Spearthrower Owl. He pointed 
out that even the balustrades flanking Copan’s 
famous hieroglyphic stairway on Temple 26 re-
peated Spearthrower Owl’s imagery, including 
goggle eyes and atlatl fletchings.
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February 1, 6 PM MT
Archaeology Southwest Zoom 

“The Importance of Birds in Chaco Canyon”
Click on this hyperlink to access the zoom event:

Birds in Chaco Canyon

Upcoming Zoom Events for February
February 3, 4 PM MT

Crow Canyon Archaeological Center Zoom
“Claws of the Jaguar: Representations
of Plant Medicine in the Iconography

of Formative South America”
Go to this hyperlink to register for the event:

Claws of the Jaguar

February 4, 7 PM ET • 6 PM CT   Pre-Columbian Society of Washington D.C. Webinar 
“New Discoveries at Monte Albán’s Main Plaza: Buried Buildings and “Busted Myths”

by Marc N. Levine, PhD, University of Oklahoma

Main Plaza of Monte Albán in Oaxaca. Courtesy
of the Sam Noble Museum, by Marc Levine.

Monte Albán was founded on a set of hilltops at the 
center of the Valley of Oaxaca, Mexico, around

500 BCE. Many consider it one of Mesoamerica’s 
first urban centers, and it has been the focus of

archaeological research for more than a century.
At Monte Albán’s center lies the Main Plaza, an 

open, rectangular area framed by stone platforms, 
temples, and palaces. This presentation highlights 
the results of multi-sensor geophysical prospection 

on the Main Plaza and the discovery of at least three 
previously unknown buried buildings, including what 
appears to be a temple. These and other discoveries

Marc N. Levine is Associate Professor in the Department of Anthropology at the University of Oklahoma
and Associate Curator of Archaeology at the Sam Noble Museum. He has carried out archaeological 
research in Oaxaca, Mexico for over twenty years and has directed fieldwork projects at two regional 
capitals: Monte Albán and Tututepec. His current research interests include household archaeology, 

political economy, urbanism, metallurgy, and digital archaeology. As a curator, Levine is deeply engaged
in repatriation projects and works collaboratively with several Tribes in Oklahoma and beyond.
           Go to this hyperlink to register for the event: Monte Albán’s Buried Plaza and Busted Myths

 You will receive a unique link that you can click to join the webinar.
If you are not a member of the Pre-Columbian Society of Washington, DC, please consider making
a donation of $5 to help offset the cost of this event. Go to http://www.pcswdc.org/donate to donate

or http://www.pcswdc.org/joining-the-society to join. Thank you!

February 6, 3 PM CT 
University of Wisconsin Webinar

“Traveling Prehistoric Seas: Boats,
the Oceans, and Archaeological Evidence

for Precolumbian Voyages”
with Alice Kehoe

Kehoe has studied many aspects of Native America
and is a strong believer in the theoretical link between

the Southeastern Ceremonial Complex (SECC)
(of the Native southeastern U.S.) and Mesoamerica

(Mexico and Central America).
Click on this hyperlink to access  the zoom event:

Traveling Prehistoric Seas

February 8, 6 PM ET
East Tennessee AIA Zoom

“Across the Ocean Blue: Evidence for
Precolumbian Voyages and Contacts”

with Alice Kehoe
Interestingly, Alice will present archaeological evidence
 of transpacific contacts between Southeast Asia and
Mesoamerica during the medieval spice trade about

1200 CE. Go to this hyperlink to register for the event:

Across the Ocean Blue

provide the opportunity to “bust” a number of myths or misconceptions about the nature of the
Main Plaza. Furthermore, the evidence suggests that there was a profound shift in political

authority at the Zapotec capital during the Pe to Nisa phase transition (300-100 BCE).

https://us02web.zoom.us/webinar/register/WN_qZg_JXAMTNi9OVLxPb-IvQ
https://4454pp.blackbaudhosting.com/4454pp/Claws-of-the-Jaguar-Representations-of-Plant-Medicine-in-the-Iconography-of-Formative-South-America
https://us02web.zoom.us/webinar/register/WN_n_pgaJ_rRpyM2-KD1Np5Qw
http://www.pcswdc.org/donate
http://www.pcswdc.org/joining-the-society
https://wisconsin-edu.zoom.us/j/99894387932?pwd=WTZ2Wm9GaFpGS3RQQVRyQzFWS3JXZz09
https://tennessee.zoom.us/meeting/register/tJIkfuuqrT4sHt0Z-nrflNnO-rBtThDo0C4S


Upcoming Zoom Events for February

February 17, 7 PM MT
Old Pueblo Archaeology Center Zoom

“Understanding Indigenous Mexico through 
the Maya, Mixtec, and Aztec Codices”

 Third Thursday Food for Thought presentation
by Michael M. Brescia, PhD, free.

Registration required.
Understanding Indigenous Mexico

February 9, 6 PM MT
Verde Valley Archaeological Center Zoom

“Paquimé: A Local Perspective”
with Dr. Paul Minnis

The size and massive architecture of Paquimé 
(Casas Grandes) in northwestern Chihuahua has 
impressed visitors for centuries. During the Medio 
Period, approximately 1200-1450 CE, Paquimé 

was one of the major and most influential
communities in the U.S. Southwest/Northwest 

Mexico area. Dr. Paul Minnis is a Professor
Emeritus of Anthropology at the University

of Oklahoma. Go to this hyperlink:
Paquimé A Local Perspective

February 10, 7:30 PM PT
Pacific Coast Archaeology Society Zoom

“Cultural Keystone Places and the
Chumash Landscapes of Humqaq',

Point Conception, California”
Email a registration request to:

 membership@pcas.org
by noon on the day of the meeting.

You will receive an email shortly with a link
to the Zoom meeting.

February 11, 8 PM ET
South Florida AIA Zoom

“Across the Ocean Blue: Evidence for
Precolumbian Voyages and Contacts”

with Alice Kehoe
Go to this hyperlink:

Precolumbian Voyages and Contacts

February 16, 8 PM ET
Institute of Maya Studies Zoom

“An Archaeologist’s Greatest Treasure:
The Stories Behind the Science”

with Mat Saunders
Mat teamed up with co-editor Pamela Voelkel

to create Maya Archaeology: Tales from the Field; 
a brand new book published by Precolumbian

 Mesoweb Press. In this unique anthology,
over thirty leading Maya archaeologists and
anthropologists describe what it’s really like

to live and work in the field.
Go to this zoom hyperlink:

The Stories Behind the Science

February 17, 5 PM MT
Archaeological Conservancy Zoom

“Archaeology’s Place in Healing and
Reconciliation: Reclaiming the Indigenous 

Paleolithic of the Western Hemisphere”
 Presented by Dr. Paulette Steeves, of 

Algoma University Links to ancestors, homelands, 
identities, and history are essential to all people, 
to their health, healing, and well-being. Based on 
evidence from over 22 years of research and an 
extensive database of archaeological sites in the 
Western Hemisphere dating before 12,000 years-
ago, this discussion will weave paths to reviving, 

reclaiming, healing, and reconciliation.
Registration required.

Place in Healing and Reconciliation

February 17, 6:30 PM PT
San Diego Archaeology Zoom

“Pre-History of Baja, California”
 Virtual Zoom event – Webinar link will be emailed 
after registration. Proceeds from our Living Room 
Lecture series help provide critical support for the 

care of Center collections and programs for all 
ages. Please allow up to 48 hours to receive your 
Zoom webinar link for registrations submitted on 

weekends and holidays. If on the day of the event, 
you will receive your link prior to the start of the 

event. Registration required.
Pre-History of Baja

https://us06web.zoom.us/webinar/register/WN_OFjMuDjuQaCBQHm8hRV1bA
https://us02web.zoom.us/j/87252679109?pwd=NkdxaFNEK204bG41M0FNajk5RS9EQT09
mailto:membership%40pcas.org?subject=
https://us06web.zoom.us/j/86050843071?pwd=eGRaMENQa1JzajdpNFZTbUg2QVdjZz09
https://us02web.zoom.us/j/82782030463
https://us02web.zoom.us/webinar/register/6916421938605/WN_RmdjdgVBSd-jQ720atHzEA
https://app.etapestry.com/onlineforms/TheSanDiegoArchaeologicalCnt/baja-california.html


the “Moon Temple of Choquequilla”, 
suggesting the site has a lunar connection 
(which is illuminated by moonlight at night), 
although the exact purpose of the shrine 
is still speculated.
 Heritagedaily.com has the report 
here: The Choquequilla Inca House

Noteworthy Posts in the News:   South America
Stunning! 2,000-year-old Skull of a Peruvian Warrior Bound by Metal
Archaeologists are stunned by the 2,000-year-
old skull of a Peruvian warrior bound by metal 
which is one of the earliest examples of
ancient surgery.
 The elongated skull fused together
with metal is currently held by the Skeletons: 
Museum of Osteology in Oklahoma, USA.
The museum hailed the discovery as one of its 
“most interesting” pieces. The skull is believed 
to have come from a Peruvian warrior and
that it had been damaged in battle around
2,000 years ago. It is thought that Peruvian
surgeons conducted a miraculous surgery
on the warriors’ skull when he returned
from battle seriously injured.
 The museum noted that the elongation 
of its structure was “achieved through head 
binding beginning at a very young age”. This
is a practice that showed social status. They 
said the material used was “not poured as
molten metal” with the plate “used to help
bind the broken bones”.
 “Although we can’t guarantee anesthesia
was used, we do know many natural remedies 
existed for surgical procedures during this
time period.”

Experts say this is proof of ancient surgery. The exact 
composition of the alloy is unknown, but “it was not pured 

a molten metal. Image: Museum of Osteology.

 The museum posted: “We don’t have a ton 
of background on this piece, but we do know he 
survived the procedure.
 “Based on the broken bone surrounding the 
repair, you can see that it’s tightly fused together. 
It was a successful surgery.” The skull had been
in the museum’s private collection.
 In a more indepth report by Jacob Paul, 
Express.co.uk has the full story here:
Stunning Skull of a Peruvian Warrior

The Choquequilla Inca Huaca
Choquequilla, also called Ñaupa Iglesia, is an Inca 
huaca shrine, constructed within a cave opening near 
the present-day village of Pachar in the Sacred Valley 
of Peru.
 In Inca society, a huaca or wak'a, was a sacred 
monument built along a processional ceremonial line or 
route. Inca emperors felt it their right to improve upon 
nature by sculpting in situ outcrops that often became 
huacas. The Inca also believed that natural caves 
connected them with the underworld and their ancestors,
serving as conduits to reach the gods, or were associated
with Inca origin myths and ritual emergence.
 The Choquequilla huaca was constructed where 
two relatively flat stone faces form an inverted ‘V’ in the 
cave roof, that during the December solstice sunrise 
illuminates the cave interior. An intricately carved 
shrine made from black granite faces inward toward 
the cave. Researchers have called the site, “the 
cave of Choquequilla, the Golden Moon”, and 

Inside looking out at Ñaupa Iglesia.
Credit: Greg Willis - CC BY-SA 4.0

https://www.heritagedaily.com/2021/08/the-choquequilla-inca-huaca/141171
https://www.express.co.uk/news/science/1551531/archeology-news-2000-year-old-skull-peru-ancient-surgery-skeletons


Upcoming Zoom Events for February
February 18, 7 PM CT

Maya Society of Minnesota  Zoom
“Modern Migrations from Mesoamerica
in the Context of Economic Precarity
and Climate Change in the Region”
with Rosa Tock, Executive Director of

the Minnesota Council on Latin Affairs. What are 
the root causes of recent immigration flows from 
Central America in recent years? Is there a light

at the end of the tunnel? Tock’s work in the
Council involves leading the Council in advancing 
the legislative priorities of the Latino community

driven agenda, informing and advising policy
makers about Latinos most pressing issues,
and creating synergies and collaborations

with Latino leaders and organizations
to support their advocacy.

Go to this hyperlink to register for the event:
Modern Migrations from Mesoamerica

February 17, 7:30 PM ET
Western Carolina AIA

“Boomtown Blues: Archaeologies of
Expansion and Collapse in Amazonia”

Go to this zoom hyperlink:
Amazonian Boomtown Blues

February 26, 8 AM – 1 PM MT      Old Pueblo Archaeology Center in Person
“Tucson and Marana Yoeme (Yaqui Indian) Communities”

Car-caravan cultural sites tour with Yoeme traditional culture specialist Felipe S. Molina.
$35 donation. Registration required.  Tucson and Marana Yoeme

February 19, 10 AM MT
Pima County Parklands Foundation
“Birds, Lizards, and Bighorns:

The Hohokam and their Animal Icons”
Join Linda Gregonis to explore the realistic, 
playful, and abstract depictions of creatures in 

Hohokam Culture. The Hohokam Culture had an 
intricate relationship with animals of the Sonoran 

Desert that is revealed in their artwork. Their
realistic, playful, and abstract depictions of

creatures on pottery, carved stone, shell, and
rock art, show not only their close observations

of the natural world, but how they viewed
that world in a cosmological context.

Go to this hyperlink to register for the event:
Birds Lizards and Bighorns

February 23, 8 PM ET
Institute of Maya Studies Zoom

“Stories from the Palenque Mapping Project”
with Ed Barnhart

In the years 1998-2000, I led the Palenque
Mapping Project. The result was one of the most

complete and accurate maps of any ancient
Maya site. In this presentation, I’ll tell stories

from the project and about the many challenges
we faced. Dr. Edwin Barnhart is a renowned

American archaeologist who has appeared on
History Channel, Discovery Channel, Canada’s

Religion Channel, and Japanese Public Television.
He’s the Director of Maya Exploration Center,
a Fellow of the Explorer Club, and a widely
recognized authority on ancient astronomy,

mathematics, and calendar systems.
Go to this zoom hyperlink:

The Palenque Mapping Project

February 21, 8 PM ET
The Arizona Archaeological & Historical Society

“Looking from the South. A Material
Perspective on Prehispanic West-Northwestern

Mexico and U.S. Southwest Connections”
A great variety of archaeological artifacts have 
been located both in the Southwest of the USA 
and in the West and Northwest of Mexico that

has shown an intense interaction between both 
zones. Turquoises, metals, macaws are some

of the examples of this.
Go to this hyperlink to register for the event:

Looking from the South

February 24, 5 PM MT
Archaeological Conservancy Zoom

“Archaeology Underwater: How Submerged 
Landscapes are Changing the Future

of Archaeology”
with Dr. Ashley Lemke

Go to this hyperlink to register for the event:
Underwater Archaeology

https://mayasocietyofmn.org/events/events-calendar/#id=107&cid=1796&wid=1001&type=Cal
https://unca-edu.zoom.us/j/93880404297?pwd=UWpzQTVpeUttLzFIUE9oVTlVbXFTQT09
https://www.oldpueblo.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/20220226v2TucsonMaranaYoemeYaquiIndianCommunitiesFlyer.pdf
https://www.eventbrite.com/e/birds-lizards-and-bighorns-the-hohokam-and-their-animal-icons-registration-226447048217
https://us02web.zoom.us/j/81603748889
https://us02web.zoom.us/webinar/register/WN_SwP2sPAiSU-kqRr4S4BYyw
https://us02web.zoom.us/webinar/register/7916421053825/WN_afgGtAvrQzGk9QorsRfu-Q


Noteworthy Posts in the News:     Maya
LiDAR Revealing New Data on Maya
Infrastructure in the Upper Usumacinta
River Basin of Mexico and Guatemala

Ceremonial sector at the Chachabamba. 
Photo credit: D. Sieczkowska.

The Usumacinta River is the border between Mexico 
and Guatemala’s Peten.

Researchers using LiDAR are looking at the 
Upper Usumacinta River basin of Mexico
and Guatemala. They have found that Maya 
communities patterned their infrastructure to 
local topographic and hydrologic conditions, 
building check dams, terraces, and extensive 
irrigation channels. The LiDAR technology
allowed the researchers to see through the thick
jungle canopy to see that it was local farms and 
communities that decided on how they would 
manage their environment for growing an
agricultural surplus and not some powerful
dynastic leader. 
 In another critical finding, the study suggests that this region did not experience the same 
resource stress faced by other major Maya centers during the Classic Period. The research is
published in the journal Remote Sensing.
McMaster University has the report is here: LiDAR Revealing New Data

Noteworthy Posts in the News:     South America
LiDAR Uncovers New Structures
Near Machu Picchu
Researchers using LiDAR at the site of
Machu Picchu in Peru at the nearby site of 
Chachabamba, where elite groups had to stop 
to purify themselves in a sacred bath before
entering Machu Picchu, have uncovered
12 structures, and stone channels, some
underground, supplied water to people in
the area. They are able to map how the
water was channeled to the sacred baths.
 The scientists used a type of remote- 
sensing technology known as light detection 
and ranging, or LiDAR, which bounces laser
pulses off surfaces to detect features and
map their contours. 
 The team from Wroclaw University of 
Science and Technology in Poland and Peru’s 
Ministry of Culture used drones with LiDAR to 
peer through the forest canopy. The researchers
will return to the area after COVID subsides
in the region.

 “Only very privileged people could get to 
Machu Picchu, because it was a very special 
place,” said Dominika Sieczkowska, the deputy 
director for organization and development at 
the University of Warsaw’s Center for Andean 
Studies, who led the research.
 The research is published in
the Journal of Archaeological Science. 
 NBC News has the report here:
       Sacred Baths at Chachabamba

https://brighterworld.mcmaster.ca/articles/researchers-uncover-new-information-about-ancient-maya-settlements-in-mexico-and-guatemala/
https://www.nbcnews.com/science/science-news/ancient-hidden-machu-picchus-complexity-uncovered-archaeologists-rcna12900


Recent Live Streaming Events You May Have Missed  

ArchaeoEd: A Podcast about
Ancient American Civilizations  

“Famous Mayanist Moises Morales”
Moises Morales was a legend in Mexico. His

contributions to our knowledge and the protection
of the Maya ruins of Palenque are unparalleled.
Click on this hyperlink to access the recording:

Moises Morales and Palenque

Old Pueblo Archaeological Center on YouTube
“Ducks, Power, and the

San Juan Basketmakers”

 
Polly Schaafsma (Museum of Indian Arts and
Culture/Laboratory of Anthropology) discusses

the duck as a symbol in Basketmaker II–III rock art, 
where it is represented as an independent element 

and on the heads of human figures
in narrative scenes.

 Click on this hyperlink to access the recording:
Ducks and Power

Oregon Archaeological Society on YouTube
“Chemical Sourcing and Technical
Analysis of Volcanic Glass Lithics
from the Grissom Site (45KT301)”

 
with Nikolai Simurdak and

Dr. Patrick T. McCutcheon of
Central Washingtion University, Department

of Anthropology and Museum Studies.
 Click on this hyperlink to access the recording:

Volcanic Glass and Lithics

Institute of Maya Studies Zoom  
“Enlightening the Shadowy Underworld

of the Ancient Maya: Archaeology
of the Rio Frio Caves, Belize”

with Jon Spenard,
Assistant Professor of Anthropology at

California State University – San Marcos

In 2018, I began the Rio Frio Regional
Archaeological Project (RiFRAP), the second 

ever study the Rio Frio caves. Combining
traditional archaeology with an array of

emerging technology, my team and I have been 
excavating and digitally documenting the caverns. 

In this talk, I presented a multimedia virtual
walking tour of two of the largest
Rio Frio caverns, Caves A and C.

Click on this hyperlink to access the recording:
Rio Frio Caves – Jon Spenard

Institute of Maya Studies Zoom  
“Subterranean Shrines:
Maya Cave Architecture

of Coastal Quintana Roo”
with Dominique Rissolo,

University of California, San Diego

The presence of shrines and altars in caves 
serves as compelling and unambiguous

evidence for ancient Maya religious practice
in these underground spaces. Dominique is

currently an associate research scientist with
the Cultural Heritage Engineering Initiative at
the Qualcomm Institute at UC San Diego and

is a co-director of the Hoyo Negro Project
and the Costa Escondida Project.

Click on this hyperlink to access the recording:
Subterranean Shrines –Dominique Rissolo

ArchaeoEd: A Podcast about
Ancient American Civilizations  

“The Mogollon Culture”
The Mogollon are a little known ancient civilization of the 
American Southwest. But you probably know them and 

just don’t know you know them, you know?
Click on this hyperlink to access the recording:

The Mogollon Culture

http://archaeoed.com/2022/01/01/s3-e5-moises-morales/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VmwUKocbQPU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vpUbCY9S458
http://www.instituteofmayastudies.org/jon-spenard-jan-26-2022-2/
http://www.instituteofmayastudies.org/dominique-rissolo-jan-192022/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jx8z0jzz_Nw


Looking Towards the Future:  Our March Aztlander Zoom
March 10 • 5 PM PT • 7 PM CST • 8 PM EST

Our March 10 zoom event will feature Dr. Michael E. Smith with a program titled:
“At Home with the Aztecs: An Archaeologist Uncovers Their Daily Life”

Access and bookmark this zoom hyperlink:
https://us02web.zoom.us/j/89217088066?pwd=RGNSeFZ6bjlhSFFSSHo2UHlZMmpJQT09

Dr. Michael E. Smith is one of the leading international authorities on the Aztecs, with 
extensive experience excavating at Aztec sites. He is currently a Professor of Archaeology 

in the School of Human Evolution and Social Change at Arizona State University.

At Home with the Aztecs provides a fresh view of Aztec
society, focusing on households and communities instead of 

kings, pyramids, and human sacrifice. This new approach offers 
an opportunity to humanize the Aztecs, moving past the popular 

stereotype of sacrificial maniacs to demonstrate that these
were successful and prosperous communities. Michael Smith 

engagingly describes the scientific, logistic and personal
dimensions of archaeological fieldwork, drawing on decades
of excavating experience and considering how his research
was affected by his interaction with contemporary Mexican

communities. Through first-hand accounts of the ways
archaeologists interpret sites and artifacts, the book illuminates how the

archaeological process can bring ancient families and communities to light. Smith’s 
research also redefines success, prosperity and resilience in ancient societies, 
making this book suitable not only for those interested in the Aztecs but in the
examination of resilient households and communities across space and time.

The book won the 2017 SAA prize for Best book, general audience category.

Live Streaming Events on YouTube Channels
Each of these names are hyperlinks to access the channels of your choice.

Click on them, and they will open for you in another browser window.

Ancient Americas
Amerind Foundation
ArchaeoEd Podcast

Archaeological Conservancy
Archaeology Cafe

Archaeology Southwest 

We hope that you have enjoyed this issue of The Aztlander!
Feel free to contact us to leave your comments and suggestions for future issues.

The Aztlander is announced to thousands of Ancient Americas enthusiasts. If you would like
to donate to sponsor an ad for your business or organization, remember we provide hyperlinks,

so folks can immediately access your website for products, services, book sales, etc.

Arizona State Museum
Mark Van Stone

Peabody Museum Lectures
Penn Museum

School for Advanced Research
Smithsonian Native American Museum

https://us02web.zoom.us/j/89217088066?pwd=RGNSeFZ6bjlhSFFSSHo2UHlZMmpJQT09
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCEqNbbsx0i7fhwRt0saYIcQ/featured
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCBUJSFILB1RR9fN5pNI1FHg/videos
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCixq2XFpbRsEGkwyAYzZ4rw
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCSCkTqtJ134DFc9rcfZMY9w/playlists
https://www.youtube.com/results?search_query=ARCHAEOLOGY+CAFE
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCsRG3vav9m6rbnLM7VYtdaQ/videos
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCFhXFZPlDEZkBlLvQlaq88Q/videos
https://www.youtube.com/user/markvanstone2012
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLj5h_wBtShfHCtQDo2x88s3NHwlg4e4wq
https://www.youtube.com/c/PennMuseumPhiladelphia/playlists
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PL_2KLtXtaCmHg1toAg_QQ7Y8TEH945Ou5
https://www.youtube.com/results?search_query=smithsonianMNAI

