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The Emergence of Social Complexity in the
Chibchan World of Southern Central America and
Northern Colombia, AD 300–600

John W. Hoopes1

The societies of southern Central America and northern South America, a
region historically occupied by Chibchan-speaking peoples, have long been
acknowledged as valuable sources of information on chiefdoms and other forms
of prestate social organization. Most studies, however, have focused on chiefdoms
that are known ethnographically or ethnohistorically with an emphasis on the
sixteenth century and the immediate precontact period. This paper reviews
archaeological evidence from an earlier period in an attempt to elucidate general
patterns associated with the earliest appearance of social inequality. The centuries
between AD 300 and 600 are characterized by the first widespread use of prestige
goods manufactured from gold and jade, special cemeteries for the interment
of elites, and a rich iconography. Detailed consideration of recent research
relevant to the events of this period highlights some of the problems inherent
in the archaeological identification of hierarchy, chiefdoms, leadership, and other
features of prestate complex societies.
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INTRODUCTION

The indigenous societies of southern Central America and northern South
America have figured prominently in discussion of sedentary, nonstate social
complexity since the pioneering work of Samuel Lothrop, Paul Kirchhoff, Julian
Steward, and Karlovo Oberg. As pointed out by Carneiro (1981, p. 38), Lothrop’s
(1937, 1942) ethnohistoric and archaeological research on Coclé and central
Panama and Kirchhoff’s (1943) careful study of cultures settled around the
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Caribbean led to Steward’s organization of Volume 4 of the Handbook of South
American Indians around “the Circum-Caribbean tribes.” In the introductory
article to this volume, Steward (1948b, pp. 2–3) characterized these as ones in
which “The village chief stood at the social pinnacle, and in some areas he ruled
over federations of villages or tribes.” The “lowland tribes of South and Central
America” were subsequently central to Oberg’s (1955) sixfold typology of “major
classes of social structure,” which included three prestate types: homogeneous
tribes, segmented tribes, and politically organized chiefdoms. While Steward
himself never used the term chiefdom, it is clear that many of the societies
described in Volume 4 of the Handbook conformed to what was subsequently
defined by Carneiro (1981, p. 45) as “an autonomous political unit comprising a
number of villages or communities under the permanent control of a paramount
chief.” It has since been taken for granted that the Intermediate Area south of
Mesoamerica and north of the central Andes presents archetypical examples of a
wide variety of chiefdoms, from minimal to maximal, and can serve as a laboratory
for the study of prestate, or at least nonstate, complex societies. A focus on
the emergence of chiefdoms, however, regardless of their definition, ignores the
potential of these societies to elucidate a variety of phenomena relevant to the
analysis of social complexity.

A variety of terms have been applied to complex prestate societies, among
them tribes, autonomous village cultures, rank societies, chiefdoms, middle-
range societies, intermediate societies, and transegalitarian societies. Chiefdoms
themselves carry a range of definitions, from ones including any societies with a
level of organization above that of individual households to others that emphasize
the presence of a chief and his rule over several subordinate villages. My intent
here is not to contribute to typological confusion but to explore variability and its
causes. As Feinman and Neitzel (1984, p. 96) noted two decades ago, “Only if
diachronic, contextualized studies are undertaken in different regions will social
scientists be able to understand the causal processes and sequences of the changes
that are responsible for social variability.” The Chibchan area provides a rich
context for this type of study, especially for examination of trajectories distinct
from those that produced ancient states. However, this cannot be undertaken
without critical review. The early literature held several errors and assumptions
that affected the premises built upon it. These included mistaken assumptions
about the temporal depth and the nature of social processes. For example, Steward
relied on Lothrop’s mistaken interpretation of the lavish burials at Sitio Conte
as “late preconquest” in date, one that conflated the archaeological record of
the eighth to tenth century with sixteenth century ethnohistoric accounts. It is
no longer taken for granted that interpretations of the behavior of Panamanian
caciques in the presence of Spanish aggressors can be mapped onto Coclé mortuary
remains dating at least six centuries earlier. Steward (1948b, p. 2) also claimed
that organized priesthoods were rare in “Circum-Caribbean culture.” This now
seems unlikely in light of Reichel-Dolmatoff’s (1985) meticulous documentation
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of the Kogi mámas of the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta, who represent just such a
phenomenon.

Recent literature has expanded theoretical discussions of social complexity
away from a focus on unilinear evolution, hierarchy, centralization, and chiefdoms
to include alternative dimensions such as heterarchy (Crumley, 1995, 2001) and
dual processual strategies (Blanton et al., 1996; Feinman, 2000, 2001). It seems
likely that the earliest forms of inequality were qualitatively distinct from the
centralized, chiefly authority present at the time of the conquest. The role of
corporate strategies, among them decentralized, knowledge-based priesthoods,
merits further consideration. Furthermore, the frame of analysis has changed from
“Circum-Caribbean tribes” through concepts such as the Intermediate Area and
lower Central America to a new multidisciplinary consideration of Chibchan-
speaking populations and their ancestors (Hoopes and Fonseca, 2003). These
developments warrant a fresh look at a growing body of relevant data.

THEORETICAL APPROACHES TO THE CHIBCHAN WORLD

Kirchhoff (1943) proposed the concept of a Chibchan area based on both
linguistic and cultural criteria in the same article in which he outlined his classic
definition of Mesoamerica. Although he was unable to develop it into an operative
concept at the time, the notion of a Chibchan area resonates well with new data.
The theoretical construct of Mesoamerica is not free of problems (Creamer, 1987).
Nonetheless, it has served as a useful frame of analysis in ways that concepts such
as Intermediate Area and Lower Central America have not. The concept of a
Chibchan world is an attempt to get closer to how the indigenous peoples of the
region may have perceived their own cultural milieu.

At the beginning of the sixteenth century, populations speaking languages
of the Chibchan stock (Constenla, 1991) occupied a region stretching from
eastern Honduras to northern Colombia (Fig. 1). Although they shared portions
of this territory with groups speaking Misumalpan and Chocoan languages, the
distribution of Chibchan languages suggests an ancient network of cultures with
a common genetic and cultural heritage (Cooke and Fonseca, 1994; Fonseca,
1994; Hoopes and Fonseca, 2003). This region has long been considered home to
prototypical chiefdoms, the Tairona being the best-known example. There is no
evidence for autochthonous states or that any societies in this region were ever
under the control of a state society until the arrival of the Spanish. In general,
the processes of population growth, the emergence of inequality, and political
centralization appear to have been slower—if not of an altogether different
nature—than what occurred in either Mesoamerica or the central Andes. It is
clear that the Chibchan world was not a watered-down version of either of these
culture areas but a major region in its own right. Can a careful evaluation of
broader patterns provide insights into how the emergence of social complexity
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Fig. 1. Map of the Chibchan world. Darker shading indicates areas of known Chibchan speakers.

here may have differed from areas that subsequently experienced the emergence of
states?

The apparent cultural diversity of this region has made it difficult to define
an overarching model. In 1980, participants in a School of American Research
seminar concluded that “Lower Central America lacks the broad horizontal
phenomena that we see” in Mesoamerica and Peru. Gordon Willey (1984, p. 377)
noted, “Lower Central America does not present a similar phenomenon or set of
phenomena. In this it is like Ecuador and Colombia, and for the time being at
least, the archaeologist is forced to view the whole of lower Central America
as an Intermediate Area of considerable regional diversity and great cultural
complexity.” Following their lead, I wrote, “The Intermediate Area lacks truly
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widespread, unifying cultural traditions. . . We should therefore acknowledge
that such variability is a major hallmark of the Intermediate Area, and that the
emergence of subsequent social complexity must have been equally varied and
diverse” (Hoopes, 1992a, p. 73).

I am no longer sure this is so. Although there was great variation in
specific manifestations, careful analysis suggests that in fact there were some
“broad horizontal phenomena” and “unifying cultural traditions” that may have
played a direct role in the emergence of social complexity, as defined by the
appearance of social inequality, hierarchy, and formalized religious, political,
and economic institutions. The iconography of ceramics, stone sculpture, and
metallurgy suggests widespread ideological traditions that may share a common
ancestry in a cultural horizon or religious complex. The emergence of individuals
with strongly differentiated social status may have resulted from rapid change and
“diffuse unity” characterized by common elements of worldviews that characterize
Chibchan-speaking populations (Hoopes and Fonseca, 2003). Although it is
difficult to recognize individual actors, control of knowledge as “the dominant
dimension of inequality” (Lindstrom, 1984) appears to have been a key element.
The use of specialized knowledge within local groups fostered the replication of
similar structures of inequality within diverse cultural contexts by “routinization”
of rituals and practices in the context of religious sodalities or priesthoods (Oyuela,
2001, 2002). There are hints that such a process may have begun in the context of
a “crisis cult” (La Barre, 1971) with multiple causes, but the specifics of its origin
and spread remain vague. There also are reasons to believe that this first occurred
within the context of a network of what Carneiro (2002) calls “autonomous village
cultures” or simply “tribal culture” rather that what he identifies as chiefdoms
(Carneiro, 1981).

Why have these processes been so difficult to recognize? Part of this issue may
lie with the conceptual frameworks we have been using. Lower Central America,
a concept that included El Salvador, central Honduras, and Mesoamericanized
Greater Nicoya but excluded northern Colombia, was defined primarily on the
basis of geography. It included several unrelated language families and biological
populations while dividing the territories of others. The Intermediate Area was
defined on the basis of intermediateness—its position between Mesoamerica and
the central Andes. A provisional approach linking specific populations on the
basis of linguistic and biological criteria may provide a better framework for
investigating variation. Although there are good reasons to be cautious about
assigning linguistic identities to archaeological cultures, the basis for defining a
Chibchan archaeology is similar to that used for identifying preliterate continuity
in Maya or Zapotec populations—continuity in material culture with limited (and
usually recognizable) evidence for migrations from outside.

The definition of social complexity is tied to inequality and the phenomena
that maintained it. It is most commonly used to refer to differences in social rank,
ascribed status, hereditary privileges, and disparities of power, for which the most
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commonly cited evidence is patterned differentiation in residences and burials and
variation in the control of labor and resources. It implies the existence of social
structures that maintain differentiation and inequality—distinct status differences
among individuals in a given community that are expressed as differential
access to basic resources and power as manifest in the archaeological record.
Although social complexity is commonly shorthand for hierarchy and political
centralization, Blanton, Feinman, and others (Blanton et al., 1996; Feinman,
2000, 2001) have argued that it can be manifest in at least two dimensions,
the corporate and network modes. One definition of chiefdoms requires the
identification of units composed of several villages under the leadership of a
paramount chief (Carneiro, 1981; Oberg, 1955). Another uses chiefdom “simply
as a convenient label for a highly diverse group of societies with many forms of
complex hierarchical organization but without the bureaucratic political institution
of the state” (Drennan, 1995b, p. 92). Alternative forms can include chieftaincies,
which lack the permanent presence of a chief (Redmond, 1998), as well as
societies managed by corporate groups led by religious personnel who have
differential access to spiritual rather than material realms. This access, of course,
can be perceived only indirectly in the creation and manipulation of symbols
and sacred spaces, the latter including temples and burial grounds. Feinman
(2001, p. 160) notes, “the corporate mode emphasizes. . . nonlinear inheritance
of rulership, social segments that are woven together through broad integrative
ritual and ideological means, an emphasis on offices rather than personalized
officeholders, and suppressed economic differentiation.” This process may have
been in the hands of religious sodalities that drew from multiple settlements and
even crossed territorial boundaries. At the same time, some individual actors
operated in a network mode to consolidate power. Although the Intermediate Area
has often been perceived as a laboratory to study the diversity of chiefdoms, it is
perhaps best seen as a fertile ground for understanding variation in middle-range
societies of which chiefdoms are only one of several alternatives. For this reason,
I recommend caution in equating the emergence of social complexity with the
formation of chiefdoms—especially if their definition implies the classic essential
elements of chiefdoms: 1) the person of a chief, and 2) the centralized control of
two or more communities. It is difficult to establish the existence of either of these
on the basis of archaeological evidence from the Chibchan world, and pantribal
sodalities that represent a form of supravillage organization are a hallmark of tribal
cultures (Carneiro, 2002).

The appearance of supravillage institutions and individuals of differential
status defines the emergence of social complexity. The degree of complexity is
usually correlated with the permanence of these institutions and the levels and
heritability of status. Although they are often the precursors to power structures
that integrate several different settlements under centralized authority, this need
not always be so. Religious movements can promote forms of organization that
are not always political or economic in nature. Oyuela, following Weber, describes
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a process of routinization (Veralltäglichung) that corresponds to the formation of
a relationship between a community and a charismatic individual who, together
with disciples, articulates a program of what Giddens (1979, p. 218) referred to as
“reflexive attention, used to generate interaction over time” (Oyuela, 2001, p. 6).
The emergence of routinization is characterized by “the creation of fixed cultic
centers that are associated with a cultic apparatus”—and of a religious complex
that may be associated with the origins of a priestly elite (Oyuela, 2001) Such
“cultic centers” may be shrines, temples, or sacred burying grounds that are the
focus of activity by several different communities. The establishment of cultic
centers created what Crumley (2001, p. 28) refers to as “the sacred space of
liminal experience.” Here, individuals could communicate with one another in a
mode that was distinct from everyday interaction. These places also facilitated
communication between elite (or priestly) individuals and the nonelite members
of society. They corresponded to what Dillehay (1995, p. 297) describes as the
“cultivated landscape of ancestral imagery” of the Mapuche, with mounds, wooden
statues, and ceremonial spaces that were used for rites conveying cosmological
interpretations and affirmations of group identity. They can be managed, however,
either by pantribal sodalities (corresponding to a corporate strategy) or by emergent
elites (a corporate or network strategy).

Whereas special individuals may preside over these centers and burying
grounds, they do not necessarily exercise political control over participant
communities. As such, terms such as “chieftains” or “chiefs” may be less
appropriate than “shamans” or “priests,” however problematic the latter may be
(Klein et al., 2002). It is premature to privilege presumptions of network over
corporate modes in what may have been a process of religious routinization
in the absence of better data. Individual agents may have been ideological
“tradition keepers” whose activities are not readily reduced to economic or political
self-aggrandizement and whose roles may have been more heavily conditioned
by corporate expectations than individual network strategies. The activities of
decentralized tradition keepers and routinized rituals may create an archaeological
signature that resembles network-mode chiefly centralization but is markedly
distinct from one driven by self-aggrandizing, economically oriented, centralized
chiefs. As Drennan (1995b, p. 97) has noted for the Alto Magdalena, the foundation
for personal leadership lay in belief systems rather than the control of basic
resources.

Feinman (2001, p. 158) has applied dual-processual theory to a compar-
ative analysis of Mesoamerican and Intermediate Area societies, comparing
Middle/Early Formative period Mesoamerican populations (1000–500 BC) to
Drennan’s (1991, p. 283) characterization of Regional Classic (AD 0–900)
populations of Alto Magdalena and Conte period (AD 450–900) central Panama.
He concludes that Formative era Mesoamerican polities placed considerably more
emphasis on the corporate strategy, constructing plazas, platform mounds, and
other public ritual spaces while investing less energy in the residences and burials



8 Hoopes

of individuals. This was in contrast to the relative importance of the network
strategy in places like San Agustı́n and Sitio Conte, where there is evidence for
intense investment of effort in the construction of tombs and amassing of personal
wealth. Feinman (2001, p. 158) asserts that the San Agustı́n and Sitio Conte
examples “illustrate clear parallels with Renfrew’s individualizing chiefdoms
[such as evidenced by Mycenaean tombs] and what we call a network strategy.”
In neither case are there communal works in the form of public plazas, temple
platforms, or even intensive agriculture (irrigation, terracing, raised fields, etc.)
This concentration on provisioning and commemorating individuals appears to
have consumed a disproportionate amount of what Drennan (1991, p. 283) calls
the “chiefly domestic product.” However, it is worth considering whether this was
actually done for the benefit of individuals or for perceived supernatural beings,
surrogate deities, or priestly offices and whether activity focused on these latter
might not have represented a corporate strategy distinct from the Mycenaean case.

Renfrew (1974) contrasted individualizing and group-oriented forms of
chiefdoms while Feinman (2001) highlights leadership positions that were “self-
serving” (network strategy) as opposed to “system serving” (corporate strategy)
and suggests that individual leaders in the latter were “faceless” and “anonymous.”
There is a sharp difference between the ways that chiefly authority was represented
in the iconography of individualized Olmec heads, Maya stelae, Moche portrait
vessels, and even Mycenaean gold masks and the stylized representations of
individuals at San Agustı́n and Sitio Conte. These latter, rather than portraying
specific individuals, depict anthropomorphic supernaturals with sharp canines
in a fashion echoing “deities” in Chavı́n art. Jewelry from the Sitio Conte
burials suggests that an important role of the individuals buried there was to
adorn themselves in ritual costumes that persisted in patterned forms across
several generations. What if the “individuals” who were the focus of intense
provisioning and mortuary commemoration were not identified as individuals at
all but were personifications of specific deities invoked for the benefit of the
community? Such a role, with parallels to Hopi kachinas or costumed Cocijo
impersonators in the Oaxaca Valley, is distinct from that of a self-aggrandizing
network individual, especially if the duties of such a role required the surrender
of individual decision-making authority to the will of a corporate group.

Feinman (2001, p. 167) emphasizes that the corporate mode may have
prevailed in the Teotihuacan state, where “rulership appears to have been kept
in check by a collective leadership” (Millon, 1992, p. 340), and “supreme political
authority may not have always been strongly concentrated in a single person or
lineage (Cowgill, 1997, p. 152). What if individual leaders were selected from
among a collective of clans or lineages for their ability to assume a role that was
at the same time heavily conditioned by corporate decision making? Might not a
person play a role comparable to that of a ceremonial plaza or mound, presenting
a template upon which corporate activity was projected? A contemporary analogy
would be the example of the fourteenth Dalai Lama, who was identified at age
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two in the family of a Tibetan farmer by a committee of Buddhist monks, who
recognized him as the reincarnation of the previous Dalai Lama. Every Dalai Lama
is a bodhisattva, the reincarnation of his predecessor and a tulku or re-embodiment
of Chenrezig, the Lord of Compassion and patron deity of Tibet (Craig, 1997). In
this case, a corporate-mode process resulted in the selection of an individual with
both corporate and network-mode authority. Reichel-Dolmatoff (1976) provides a
more pertinent example directly from the Chibchan world with his description of
the selection of Kogi mámas, or priests, who are identified by a corporate group and
taken from their homes as children to enter a rigorous training program that lasts
through adolescence and assigns a permanent, lifelong status as tradition keeper
and decision maker. There is often a presumption that chiefdoms are characterized
by inherited rather than ascribed status. However, a corporate-mode strategy may
promote the assignation of ritual roles such as tulkus and mámas that represent
institutionally ascribed status. It is premature to assert that this type of activity
was at play in the emergence of social differentiation in other Chibchan societies,
especially deep in antiquity, but before we assume that network strategies were
at work we must consider that a corporate strategy of status assignation might
also create the apparent signature of an “individualizing chiefdom.” It may often
be impossible to distinguish one from the other on the basis of archaeological
evidence.

Culture change in the Chibchan world appears to have been more of a
“punctuated equilibrium” than a gradual evolution. The appearance of possible
cultic centers and special cemeteries may have been rapid, occurring in a period that
was perhaps no greater than that between ego and a 2nd or 3rd great-grandparent
(c. 200 years). What caused it? Oyuela (2001, p. 9) has suggested that the process
in northern Colombia was precipitated by a catastrophic environmental crisis
that undoubtedly affected an even larger region. A related phenomenon may
have been growing awareness of the events occurring in distant places through
expanding and increasingly effective networks of communication. Although it is
impossible to confirm or disconfirm whether this process was associated with
the emergence of prophets (as Oyuela suggests), between the fourth and the
seventh centuries, the core area of the Chibchan area saw the rapid emergence of
status differentiation, craft production, complex iconography, and either “central
persons” or individuals with specialized roles. The status of these individuals
as chiefs remains unclear. Comparisons with Mesoamerica suggests they were
not necessarily self-aggrandizers who emphasized the accumulation of wealth
and its transmission through descent (Clark and Blake, 1994). They may have
had primarily religious functions, such as shamans or priests, vested with spiritual
rather than political authority. They used stylized ornaments of jade and gold, fancy
ceramics, exotic shell jewelry, monumental stone sculptures in forms ranging from
human statuary to monolithic flying-panel metates and giant granite balls. In so
doing, they created a symbolic vocabulary or “international style” in goods and
information that “reconfirms the elite’s legitimacy vis-à-vis other elites. . . but
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in a situation in which no single society has the ability to dictate its symbolic
content or its stylistic canon” (Blanton et al., 1996, p. 15). Although the specific
manifestations of this process were highly regionalized, the chronology suggests
that significant, rapid changes were occurring in symbol-laden material culture
over a large area at about the same time. This laid the foundations for the emergence
of localized manifestations such as the Gran Coclé semiotic tradition of central
Panama (Cooke et al., 2000), the Tairona religious complex of northern Colombia
(Oyuela, 2001), and centralized polities that appeared after about AD 900. Although
there are some indications of settlement hierarchies, it remains to be demonstrated
that some centers exercised political control over others and that some villages
lost autonomy as they were incorporated into multivillage polities.

The period of AD 300–600 was a critical time for the emergence of inequality
in southern Central America and northern South America. Its identification as a
time corresponding to the emergence of chiefdoms depends upon their definition,
but the appearance of social differentiation is clear. Prior to that time, there are no
clearly identifiable elite residences or cemeteries. After that time, such patterns
are widespread. High intensity artifacts made of jadeite appear before AD 300,
as do ceramics with rich iconography. After AD 300, however, these appear in
mortuary contexts that are unmistakably representative of specialized individuals
and practices. This period sees the spread into Central America of the first jewelry
fashioned from gold and tumbaga or guanı́n (a gold-copper alloy). Although the
full pattern remains unclear, the widespread and virtually simultaneous appearance
of elite cemeteries and residences indicates a time of rapid cultural evolution—a
transition from societies with little or no specialization to ones in which the
activities of elites are critical for the establishment of regionalized identities.
The process of routinization—the development of patterned actions duplicated
by members of widespread religious sodalities—may have been central to this
transition.

Scholars now recognize strong linguistic, genetic, and cultural connections
among populations of the southern isthmus and northwestern South America. The
label “southern Central America and northwestern South America” is unwieldy.
Several alternative terms have been offered, including “Area of Chibchoid
Tradition” (Fonseca, 1994), “Chibchoid Historical Region” (Fonseca and Cooke,
1993), and the “Isthmo-Colombian area” (Hoopes and Fonseca, 2003). None has
yet come into common use. They have been formulated, however, to emphasize that
the traditional Central/South American boundary between Panama and Colombia
divides populations that were related through language, biology, and material
culture. A “Chibchan world” was divided in two. The circumstantial link between
Chibchan languages and populations would be tenuous if not for the strong
correlations between linguistic and genetic data (Barrantes, 1993; Barrantes
et al., 1990; Bieber et al., 1996; Kolman and Bermingham, 1997) and significant
population continuity since Paleoindian times (Torroni et al., 1994). Although
“Central America” ends in eastern Panama, the ancient inhabitants of the region
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surely did not consider themselves to have occupied two different continents. It
is likely that they perceived their world as a single landmass bounded by the
Caribbean and the Pacific, most of which was occupied by people with a common
biological heritage, speaking languages in the Chibchan family. However, the
boundaries between this world and neighboring language families, especially
Misumalpan to the north and Chocoan to the south, were fluid.

Other culture history-based constructions have obscured recognition of social
processes. For example, a general periodization formulated for lower Central
America during a 1980 advanced seminar at the School of American Research
(Lange and Stone, 1984) reified a division between Periods IV and V at AD 500.
This division was meant as an acknowledgment of AD 500 as a time of significant
change. However, regional reviews that followed the SAR scheme and divided
time into neat segments also tended to divide phenomena before and after this date
that should have been considered together, artificially impeding the recognition of
significant patterns. The traditional division of cultural periods at the conveniently
round number of AD 500 split a critical time for the emergence of complex society
in half rather than directing focus on it.

Several sources of information now indicate that the centuries around AD 500,
specifically the period of AD 300–600, were a time of rapid social and technological
innovation across most of the Chibchan area, from Honduras to northern Colombia.
For example, the careful dating and contextualization of Initial Group goldwork
on the isthmus (Cooke et al., 2000) demonstrates that, rather than extending back
to the first centuries BC, it appeared during this shorter time span. The reasons
for these rapid changes were varied and probably resulted from a combination of
factors, such as intensified interaction within the Chibchan world, the activities of
local agents, and the effects of changes occurring in Mesoamerica, the Caribbean,
and the central Andes. It may have been precipitated in part by specific events, such
as the arrival of Teotihuacanos at Tikal in AD 378 and the founding of the Copán
dynasty in AD 426 (Martin and Grube, 2001), the eruption of the Ilopango volcano
ca. AD 429 (Dull et al., 2001), environmental fluctuations ca. AD 536 (Gunn,
2000) that also affected the Peruvian coast, and the eruption of Volcán Barú in
western Panama ca. AD 600 (Linares et al., 1975). Long-distance interaction with
societies of the middle Cauca Valley and Regional Classic chiefdoms of the Alto
Magdalena may have been an additional factor. We still have a poor grasp of
ancient American history, but Chibchan peoples were undoubtedly influenced by
what was happening both north and south.

Defining the Chibchan World

Speakers of Chibchan languages inhabited lands from eastern Honduras in
the north through eastern Nicaragua and most of Costa Rica and Panama across
northern Colombia to Santa Marta and the western shores of Lake Maracaibo,
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and up the Magdalena River to the Sábana de Bogotá (Constenla, 1991, 1993,
1995) (Fig. 1). The ancient languages of central Panama are unknown, but “most
likely” speculations of Buglé/Movere ancestry (Cooke and Ranere, 1992b) hint
they may have been Chibchan speakers. It is also unclear how much of the
Sinú region and the Cauca Valley should be included. Material culture suggests
close affinities, and there was a pocket of Chibchan-speaking Old Catı́o/Nutabe
near Antioquı́a in the middle Cauca Valley, but the historical residents were
predominantly Chocoan speakers. Chibchan territory does not include Pacific
Nicaragua, which appears to have been occupied by Misumalpan speakers prior
to ninth century migrations of Oto-Manguean speakers from the north (Constenla,
1994). All of Costa Rica appears to have been occupied by Chibchan speakers
until this time, after which their presence continued to be felt in southern Greater
Nicoya. Table I provides an overview of Chibchan speakers, based on the work of
Constenla (1993, 1995). The presence of large numbers of Chocoan speakers in the
middle Cauca Valley of Colombia and in eastern Panama represents a significant
linguistic and genetic frontier (Kolman and Bermingham, 1997). Sources indicate
that the most likely indigenous language of the Zenú, occupants of the historic
settlements of Dabeiba, Finzenú, and Panzenú (Helms, 1979, pp. 150–162), was
Chocoan (Constenla, 1991; Jijón y Caamaño, 1938; Loewen, 1963), but this is
based on fragmentary records. The language of the Cueva of Panama (Romoli,
1987) has been identified as both Chibchan and Chocoan. Constenla (1991, pp.
47–48) leans toward the latter, but admits that the evidence is slim. If this is
so, a region of Chocoan speakers divided Chibchan speakers in the isthmus and
Colombia. Whether this represents a historical expansion of Chocoan speakers into
formerly Chibchan territory remains to be investigated. The presence of possible
Chibchan speakers (Nutabe) in the middle Cauca and especially on tributaries
of the upper Amazon near the Colombia/Ecuador border (Cofán) makes this
especially intriguing. Are Nutabe and Cofán the surviving remnants of Chibchan
populations that once occupied the Cauca and upper Magdalena Valleys? The
language of Regional Classic chiefdoms of the Alto Magdalena remains unknown,
but it is difficult to ignore the possibility of their inclusion in a larger Chibchan
world.

Despite several decades of authoritative claims of a South American origin
for Chibchan speakers (Kidder, 1940; Lothrop, 1940; Mason, 1940; Trimborn,
1960), an abundance of linguistic and genetic data indicates a homeland in Costa
Rica and Panama (Barrantes et al., 1990; Constenla, 1981, 1991). It is important to
emphasize that (with the exception of the modern Emberá, Waunaan, and possibly
the San Blás Cuna) there is no evidence that groups migrating from South America
ever populated southern Central America. In fact, some Colombian scholars
suggest that Chibchan-speaking areas of South America were the recipients of
populations that originated in the isthmus (Lleras Pérez, 1995; Sáenz Samper
and Lleras Pérez, 1999). This has met with criticism, specifically for the area of
Muisca settlement around Bogotá (Rodrı́guez Cuenca, 2001), but the recognition
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Table I. Chibchan Languagesa

Pech [Alternative names: Paya, Taya, Tawka, Seco] (Eastern Honduras)
Meridional Chibchan

Votic Subgroup (Eastern Nicaragua and Northern Costa Rica)
Rama
Makelu [Guatuso, Maleku Jaı́ka]
Votob

Corobicı́b

Isthmic Subgroup
Viceı́tic Subgroup (Eastern Costa Rica)

Cabécar [Dialects: Chirripó, Telire, Estrella, Ujarrás]
Bribri [Borunca, Burunca, Brunca, Brunka]
Tiribı́ [Teribe, Terraba, Tirribi, Norteño, Quequexque, Naso]

Guaimiic Subgroup (Western and Central Panama)
Guaymı́ [(Western) Guaymı́, Valiente]
Nogbere [(Eastern) Ngábere; Tolé, Chiriquı́]
Buglé [Buglere, Bocotá, Bokota, Bofota, Bofota, Bobota, Bukueta, Nortenyo, Movere,
Move, Murire, Sabanero, Veraguas Sabanero]

Doracic Subgroup (Western and Central Panama)
Dorasque
Chánguenab

Kuna Subgroup (Eastern Panama and Northern Colombia)
Kuna [Cuna, San Blás Kuna, Paya-Pucuro Kuna, Caiman Nuevo]

Magdalenic Subgroup (Northern Colombia)
Cundiarhuacic Subgroup

Cundicoúyic Subgroup (Upper Magdalena and Middle Cauca Village)
Muisca [Chibcha Mosca]b

Old Catio [Nutabe]b

Duit
Tunebo [(Eastern) Angosturas, Barro Negro; (Central) Tunebo, Cobarı́a; (Western)
Aguas Blancas]

Arhuacic Subgroup (Santa Marta)
Kogi [Cogui, Coghui, Cagaba, Kagaba, Kaggaba]
Ica [Arahuaco, Aruaco, Ica, Ijca, Ijka, Ika, Ike, Bı́ntucua, Bintuk, Bı́ntukua, Pebu]
Eastern Meridional Arhuacic Subgroup

Eastern Arhuacic Subgroup (Eastern Colombia)
Guamaca [Guamaka, Malayo, Marocacero, Marocasero, Maracaserro, Sancá,
Sanja, Sanka, Arosario, Arsario, Wiwa, Huihua]

Damana
Atanques

Chimila [Caca Weranos, San Jorge, Shimizya] (Eastern Colombia)
Barı́ [Motilón Motilone, and Dobocubi] (Eastern Colombia, Western Venezuela)

aAfter Constenla 1991, 1995, with additions of alternative names.
bExtinct.

of Central American elements in Muisca religion was noted as early as Uhle’s
original definition of the Chibchan language family (Uhle, 1890)

Recent Contributions to Scholarship

The issue of emergent social complexity in the Chibchan world must be
understood in the context of current research. The past decade has seen a significant
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number of publications relevant to Chibchan archaeology. A symposium at
Dumbarton Oaks in October 1987 examined the issue of social complexity in
the form of “wealth and hierarchy”—for the Intermediate Area as a whole (Lange,
1992). Another symposium resulted in a collection of critical papers with an
art historical approach (Graham, 1992b). A third symposium at the International
Congress of Americanists in 1991 focused on recent research (Lange, 1996b),
whereas a conference at Cuajiniquil, Costa Rica, in 1993 produced a new synthesis
of Greater Nicoya (Guerrero Miranda et al., 1994). The most recent addition is a
collection from a second symposium at Dumbarton Oaks, held in October 1999
(Quilter and Hoopes, 2003).

Jade and gold figure prominently in evaluations of early social complexity
in the Chibchan world. Two books provide thorough coverage on the theme of
jade, with an emphasis on Costa Rica (Jones, 1998; Lange, 1993). Two others
focus respectively on Costa Rican and Colombian goldwork (Aguilar Piedra,
1996; Labbé, 1998). A book on goldwork (McEwan, 2000) includes papers on
Costa Rica (Quilter, 2000), Panama (Cooke et al., 2000), and Colombia (Bray,
2000; Falchetti, 2000; Lleras Pérez, 2000). Another invaluable publication is
a special issue of the Boletı́n del Museo del Oro (No. 42, 1997) featuring
papers from a symposium on goldwork at the 1997 International Congress of
Americanists. In October 1999, a symposium at Dumbarton Oaks concentrated
on the role of gold in shaping status and power relations (Quilter and Hoopes,
2003).

Cooke has made several contributions to the interpretations of central
Panamanian iconography (Cooke, 1998a) and ecology (Cooke, 1992a,c; Cooke
and Rancre 1998a,b), as has Helms (1993a, 1995, 2000). Three museum
catalogues highlight gold and jade from Costa Rica (Calvo Mora et al., 1995;
Fernández Esquivel et al., 1999; Karpinsky, 1997), while two catalogues from
Italy (Cavatrunci et al., 1992) and Spain (Snarskis et al., 2001) contribute to the
general literature on Central America.

The publication of fieldwork has greatly augmented our knowledge of specific
local sequences and archaeological complexes. This includes the work of the
Arenal Prehistory Project in Costa Rica, which documented the 12,000-year
occupation of a highland valley in eastern Guanacaste (Sheets and McKee, 1994).
Research beginning in 1992 at the site of Cerro Juan Dı́az has provided new
evaluations of settlement, subsistence, mortuary practices, and material culture
(Cooke, 2001; Cooke et al., 1998), including goldwork (Cooke et al., 2000,
2003; Sánchez Herrera and Cooke, 1998), and shell ornaments (Cooke and
Sánchez, 1998). Students working with Cooke have produced unpublished theses
on ceramics (Isaza, 1993; Sánchez Herrera, 1995) and burials (Carvajal, 1998;
Dı́az, 1999). In Colombia, Langebaek (1995) has conducted the most complete
regional survey in Muisca territory since Broadbent’s pioneering studies as well as
new research in the lower Magdalena (Langebaek and Dever, 2000). A forthcoming
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publication presents new data on the origins of the Tairona (Langebaek, in
press).

It is impossible to reconstruct site hierarchies without good settlement data.
Careful settlement pattern studies have been undertaken through formal large-
scale surveys in the Culmı́ and Talgua Valleys of Honduras (Begley, 1999; Dixon
et al., 1998), Arenal basin (Mueller, 1986, 1994), the Department of Chontales in
Nicaragua (Rigat, 1992; Rigat and González Rivas, 1996), the Térraba Coto-Brús
Valley (Drolet, 1992), the Santa Marı́a Valley in Panama (Cooke and Ranere,
1984), and the Sábana de Bogotá (Langebaek, 1995). Smaller surveys include
work near sites such as Guayabo de Turrialba (Acuña Coto, 1987). Although other
surveys have been undertaken, their results remain unpublished. Interpretation
is also subject to constrictions of basic culture history. With some exceptions—
particularly central Panama—periods and phases of 500–1000 years or more
are common. Some of this results from Precolumbian cultural conservatism, a
hallmark of the area. However, scarce or problematic absolute dating exacerbates
it.

There have been several substantial theoretical contributions. A pair of
articles by Drennan (1995a, 1996) and a book chapter by Lange (1996a) provide
invaluable reviews of the current state of research. A revised version of a book
by Langebaek (1992, 1996) explores the origins of complex society in northern
Colombia, looking at the ancient territories of the Tairona and Muisca. Helms
also has provided stimulating critical interpretations of the nature of complex
societies (Helms, 1992, 1993b, 1994, 1998). Two other collections of relevant
papers are one on trade and exchange (Langebaek and Cardenas Arroyo, 1996)
and a festschrift for Gerardo Reichel-Dolmatoff (Oyuela and Raymond, 1998).

Despite new research, analysis of the emergence of social complexity in the
Chibchan world remains fraught with problems. Illicit excavations have seriously
compromised an enormous base of knowledge. With a small number of exceptions
(Guerrero Miranda, 1993, 1998), jade and greenstone objects are known only from
looted contexts. This is also true for the vast majority of items of gold and guanı́n,
although thanks to the work of individuals like Lothrop, Mason, and Cooke, there
is more contextualized metallurgy from central Panama than anywhere else in the
Americas besides Peru (Cooke et al., 2000, 2003).

INVESTIGATING THE EMERGENCE OF COMPLEXITY

As noted above, the nonstate societies of Central and South America have
figured prominently in theoretical constructs of social organization since the work
of Steward (1948a) and Oberg (1955). In fact, there was tremendous variation in
sociopolitical formations, ranging from small, autonomous hamlets such as the
settlements of the Cueva to the densely populated chiefdoms of the Tairona and
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Muisca. Ethnocentric biases stemming from unilinear evolutionary models that
identify statehood with “success” and alternatives as “failure” have obscured
the consideration of political structures that are situated outside evolutionary
trajectories of state development. This has been remedied by approaches that
acknowledge other dimensions of social complexity such as dual-processual
models (Blanton et al., 1996; Feinman, 2000, 2001) and heterarchy (Crumley,
2001; Ehrenreich et al., 1995). I have previously argued that the societies of
the Central American isthmus may never have been on developmental trajectory
towards centralization, instead adapting alternative, decentralized organizations
that were segmentary and impermanent over the short term but relatively stable
over the long term (Hoopes, 1991). The identification of chiefdoms works only
as long as the definition is kept broad. Recent scholarship on tribal societies
(Parkinson, 2002) helps clarify the variability that was present in Central and
South America.

The Events of AD 300–600

The period of AD 300–600 stands out as a critical time for rapid and
widespread culture change throughout most of the Chibchan world. During these
three centuries one sees (1) the maximum use of jade, (2) the introduction of
gold metallurgy, (3) the construction of special tombs and the establishment of
high-status necropoli, (4) the production of monumental sculpture in the form
of flying-panel metates and colossal stone balls, (5) the production of large
quantities of shell and stone beads, (6) the erection of monumental architecture
(in eastern Honduras), (7) the expression of a complex iconography that included
anthropomorphized birds, crocodiles, bats, monkeys, and other creatures linked
to religious ideas that may have included notions of shape-shifting or animal
spirit companions. By AD 300 the archaeological record in both Costa Rica and
Panama bears an unmistakable signature of complex social organization. By at
least AD 500, this is evident also for eastern Honduras and the Santa Marta region
of northern Colombia. It appears latest in the highlands around Bogotá, where,
despite the fact that the Muisca have the highest densities of population and the
clearest social hierarchies in all of the Chibchan world, there is little evidence
for social differentiation until approximately AD 800. Understanding the events
of this period in fine detail should be a high priority for future research. It is
the constellation of all these elements together that constitutes the most solid
argument for the emergence of social complexity in the Chibchan world. It is
critical, however, to emphasize the fragmentary state of our current understanding
of the region as a whole. Western Nicaragua and the Alto Magdalena of Colombia
probably merit inclusion in the broader model but have been excluded to permit a
sharper focus on areas of Chibchan speakers. The following is a region-by-region
review of this period.
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Eastern Honduras

Healy (1984, 1992) has written two excellent syntheses of the origins of
social complexity in Honduras. Explorations in the Talgua Valley (Brady et al.,
2000; Dixon et al., 1998) and the Culmı́ Valley (Begley, 1999) have greatly
augmented information about eastern Honduras. Whereas Healy dated incipient
chiefdoms (his term) in northern and eastern Honduras to the Transitional Selin
period (AD 800–1000), Begley notes, “The earliest strong evidence of complex
societies occurs at the end of Period IV-b or the beginning of Period V, after AD

250 and probably before AD 600” (Begley, 1999, p. 253). Settlements dating from
before AD 300 are still poorly documented for eastern Honduras, and even this
date is suspect. Healy dates Selin Farm to AD 300, but the calibrated dates for
the Early Selin phase have 2-sigma ranges of AD 384–626 and AD 410–626, with
midpoints at ca. AD 500 (Begley, 1999, ff. 252). There is evidence for corporate
activity in the earliest known villages. Begley identified Altas de Subirana, in
the Culmı́ Valley, as one of the oldest firmly dated sites, with radiocarbon dates
of ca. AD 252–779. It has large-scale public architecture in the form of mounds
2 m tall up to 79 m long (Begley, 1999, p. 221). Features known to date prior
to AD 600 include house mounds, stone causeways or calzadas, paved plazas,
and stone monoliths. Wankybila (Reyes Mazzoni, 1976; Strong, 1934, 1935) is
a large site on the Patuca River dated to the Early Selin phase (AD 300–600)
(Begley, 1999, p. 221). At La Floresta (Strong, 1935, pp. 160–161), a stone
causeway connecting the center of the site to a nearby river, stone monoliths, and
greenstone artifacts characterize an occupation dating to AD 250–660. Greenstone
pendants from Guaimoretta Lagoon and Jérico Farm, near Trujillo (Stone, 1941,
fig. 39), suggest that cultures of northern Honduras participated in stylistic norms
of the south. Although not made of jadeite, the forms of these objects recall
the “axe gods” of Costa Rica. Evidence for large-scale, corporate labor appears
ca. AD 600. At Talgua Village, a cluster of about 80 house mounds, a large amount
of labor was used to fill a plaza of at least 1000 m3 with gravel from a nearby river
to a depth of over 2 m (Brady et al., 2000, p. 115). This feature, discovered by
geophysical subsurface survey, suggests a significant “central place” and indicates
that large-scale architecture may not be visible aboveground at other sites.

Eastern Nicaragua

There has been little published research on the archaeology of the Atlantic
Coast of Nicaragua since that of Magnus (1974, 1975, 1976, 1977, 1978) until
recently. Fieldwork directed by Ermengol Gassiot of the Universitat Autónoma
de Barcelona since 1996 has now identified 25 sites with over 85 shell mounds
along the central Atlantic Coast. Recent excavations have focused on a settlement
at El Cascal de Flor de Pino, near Kukra Hill (Gassiot et al., 2003a,b; Gassiot
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and Clemente, 2003). The site has occupations dating from ca. 800 BC, with the
principal activity dating just prior to AD 450—contemporaneous with complex
sites in eastern Honduras and Costa Rica. El Cascal de Flor de Pino has some
evidence for cooperative labor in the form of mounds and repositories of naturally
shaped basalt columns that may have been used for monumental architecture,
suggesting a level of social complexity previously undocumented for Caribbean
Nicaragua.

There has been a substantial amount of research in the Chontales region north
of Lake Nicaragua during the past decade (Espinoza Pérez and Rigat, 1994; Gorin,
1990; Rigat, 1992; Rigat and González Rivas, 1996; van Broekhoven, 2002). The
earliest large settlements date to the Cuisalá phase (AD 400–800), during which
time there are close relations between Chontales and northern Greater Nicoya.
(Whether there were also relations with Caribbean sites such as El Cascal de Flor
de Pino remains to be demonstrated.) The largest, El Tamarindito, has over a dozen
mounds distributed over 1.6 ha. Most are circular, varying between 7 and 30 m
in diameter. None measured more than a meter in height, suggesting platforms
that supported perishable superstructures (Espinoza Pérez and Rigat, 1994, p. 146,
fig. 4). Although there are general similarities between the plans of sites in eastern
Honduras and Chontales, none of the latter had recognizable ballcourts. There are
no tall platform mounds. Plaza excavations to test for buried gravel pavements,
like the one at Talgua Village, have not been undertaken. Geophysical survey to
identify buried monuments has not yet been tried. This would be particularly useful
given the lack of contextual information for monumental stone statues from Lake
Nicaragua (Bovallius, 1886; Falk et al., 1999; Furletti and Vila, 1977; Squier,
1852), some of which may date to this period. If the limited data for eastern
Nicaragua is at all representative, villages with large house mounds appear ca.
AD 400, and perhaps a century earlier. Use of symbolically charged artifacts in
Chontales, however, is poorly documented, with only one polished, light gray stone
pendant of an anthropomorphic figure on an axelike base signaling participation
in the Costa Rican “axe-god” network (Espinoza Pérez and Rigat, 1994, p. 145).

Costa Rica

In Costa Rica, the period of AD 300–600 is characterized by widespread use
of symbolic objects of gold and jade, carved metates, and a ubiquitous pattern of
high-status burials. Two significant patterns in Costa Rica, Panama, and northern
Colombia for the time are (1) the appearance of items that may represent a
“symbolic vocabulary” or “international style” to define and confirm the legitimacy
of an elite (Blanton et al., 1996; Cooke and Bray, 1985), and (2) special cemeteries
that may represent cultic centers or “macroterritorial necropoli” (Cooke et al.,
2000, p. 172). Cemeteries in which an overwhelmingly large proportion of the
burials contained prestige items such as jade, gold, mace heads, carved metates,
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and decorated pottery may contain high-status individuals from more than one
community.

Mortuary patterns that include the production of fancy ceramics and
elaborately carved metates, included in graves with jade ornaments (Guerrero
Miranda et al., 1994; Guerrero Miranda and Solı́s Del Vecchio, 1997), appeared in
southern Greater Nicoya in the first half of the Bagaces period (AD 300–800). Las
Huacas is the best known early elite cemetery on the Nicoya Peninsula (Fonseca
and Richardson, 1978; Fonseca and Scaglion, 1978; Hartman, 1907). It is now
known that most of the graves date to AD 300–500 (Heckenberger and Watters,
1993). The original contexts of over 2000 metates from Las Huacas are lost. The
fifteen graves excavated by Hartman, however, appear to represent individuals who
had equal access to formalized sets of ritual items such as jade pendants, mace
heads, and elaborate metates. The quality and quantity of grave goods suggest Las
Huacas served as a cultic center or a necropolis for high-status individuals from
several different villages, similar to what has been suggested for Cerro Juan Dı́az in
central Panama (Cooke et al., 2000). Special treatment of certain individuals also
is apparent in eastern Guanacaste at Rı́o Naranjo (Norr, 1986) and Sitio Bolı́var
(Hoopes and Chenault, 1994), where feasting and special treatment of the dead
occurred ca. AD 300–600. The principal activities at both sites included smashing
hundreds of ceramic vessels directly on top of cobble-covered burials.

The use of jade reached its height at ca. AD 300–600 (Garber et al., 1993;
Guerrero Miranda, 1998), simultaneous with the first appearance of gold. Rare
proof of the production of ornaments of both jade and gold comes from Finca
Linares in central Guanacaste (Herrera, 1998), where a burial contained artifacts
of each together with tools used for their manufacture. It has been identified as
the grave of a craftsman dating to ca. AD 500–800. Given that religious personnel
often manufactured their own paraphernalia, it also may be the grave of a shaman
or priest. Snarskis (1984a, p. 212; 1992, pp. 145–146, fig, 1) has identified the
El Bosque phase of the Atlantic watershed and the Pavas phase of the central
highlands as the first with signs of emerging social complexity. The principal
evidence is a large, rectangular structure with cobble foundations at Severo
Ledesma, interpreted as an elite residence. A subfloor burial within the structure
contained 27 ceramic vessels, a necklace of greenstone beads with a central jade
pendant, stone celts, and the plate of a flying-panel metate. Two uncorrected C14
dates were obtained from the fill of this structure: 50 ± 90 BC and AD 350 ± 60
(Snarskis, 1978). The most parsimonious explanation—given larger patterns—is
that the latter dates the structure’s use. The stylistic purity of the assemblage of
this site sets it apart from later La Selva contexts (AD 400–700) but still within the
pattern of emergent inequality.

There also were high-status cemeteries. The nearby site of El Tres de Guácimo
(Stone and Balser, 1965), dated to ca. AD 400–500, had at least 25 burials marked by
low (<1 m) stone mounds surrounded by over a hundred other graves. The central
burials reportedly yielded 150 jade objects, including reworked axe-gods and large
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tubular beads, gold ornaments, mace heads, slate mirror backs, decorated ceramics,
and more than 60 metates. One grave contained a double-spiral ornament identical
to examples from Cubitá contexts at Cerro Juan Dı́az, Panama (see below). Another
included a mace head of a bird with a beak curled in the angular style of flying-panel
metates (Stone and Balser, 1965, fig. 17) and a crumpled “Classic” Quimbaya
poporo similar to those found at Filandia, Colombia (Bray, 1978, Cats. 358,
360; Stone and Balser, 1965, fig. 26), also dated to ca. AD 400. The styles of
the gold objects from this cemetery can now be identified as those of Cooke
and Bray’s (1985) Initial Group, representative of a complex and widespread
“international style” (Blanton et al., 1996, p. 5) (a precursor to the formally
defined International Style goldwork of the Chibchan area). The El Tres cemetery
may, like Las Huacas and Cerro Juan Dı́az, represent a macroterritory necropolis.
Unfortunately, it was destroyed by looting and never mapped. La Fortuna (Stone
and Balser, 1965) contained between 100 and 160 individual graves. Nineteen of
these were reported to contain similar numbers of jade beads and axe-god pendants.
A slate mirror back with two columns of Maya glyphs similar in style to those on the
Marcador from Tikal (Mora-Marı́n, personal communication, 2002), itself dated
to AD 416 (Martin and Grube, 2001), suggests a late fourth or early fifth century
date. Most Maya artifacts reportedly found in Costa Rica date from the Early
Classic period (AD 200–600). These include slate mirror backs with hieroglyphic
inscriptions and (sadly unprovenienced) Maya royal belt plaques—more than are
known from the Maya lowlands (Baudez and Coe, 1966; Easby, 1968; Fields and
Reents-Budet, 1992; Folan et al., 1995, p. 325; Graham, 1998; Hoopes, 1985,
1992b; Reents-Budet and Fields, 1991; Stone and Balser, 1965). These are not
the only indications of Mesoamerican contacts during this period. A burial at
Talamanca de Tibás contained a large Olmec-style jade pectoral in the form of a
clamshell with low relief carving (Parsons, 1993; Snarskis, 1979). Although it is
unquestionably late Middle and/or Late Formative in date (it has been reworked)
and Mesoamerican in origin, local metates and a ceramic florero in the tomb
indicate a date in the fourth or fifth century AD. The depositional contexts of other
Olmec objects remain unknown (Mora Marı́n, 2002; Pohorilenko, 1981). A similar
burial was found at La Fábrica, the most completely documented settlement of
the Curridabat phase (AD 400–900) (Guerrero Miranda, 1980, 1981, 1986, 1993;
Herren, 1997; Herrera et al., n.d.; Snarskis, 1984a,b, 1992,). It contained an
individual who had been placed on top of three metates. Grave goods included a
mace head, a stirrup-shaped mano, four jade pendants, a waisted axe, two polished
celts, and a ceramic vessel. One of the pendants was a “banded, jade-like tube” that
Snarskis has identified as similar to examples from the Sacred Cenote at Chichén
Itzá (Snarskis, 1984a, p. 221).

There remains significant temporal and geographic confusion regarding the
specific relationships between El Bosque, Pavas, La Selva A, and Curridabat
A materials (Hurtado de Mendoza and Arias, 1986a,b; Snarskis, 1986), both
temporally and geographically. Hurtado, Arias, and Snarskis are all in agreement
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that El Bosque and La Selva overlap temporally. The most likely range for this
overlap is within the period of ca. AD 300–600, during which they may represent
contemporaneous, specialized assemblages. It is at this time that we also see the
production of elaborate, tall-legged tripod vessels—probably for the consumption
of special beverages—and their destruction in celebratory, feasting events. The
earliest goldwork appears ca. AD 500: 1) a “Coclé-style” piece from Tatiscú
(Aguilar Piedra, 1980), near Cartago; 2) grave goods from Guácimo, in the Lı́nea
Vieja (Stone and Balser, 1965); and 3) a pendant and pectoral fragments from
Finca Linares (Herrera, 1998).

The famous flying-panel metates are among the most spectacular objects
of this period, although no complete examples have been found in controlled
contexts. These monolithic tables are decorated with complex iconography,
typically of a central anthropomorphic being surrounded by animals (Graham,
1992a). Decorated, rimmed metates from the Tibás burial (Guerrero Miranda,
1998, fig. 15) and La Fábrica are closely related in style. The imagery of the
most elaborate flying-panel metates—of central, often anthropomorphic beings
surrounded by birds—is closely related to that of the gold pectorals from Neguanje
and Sitio Conte, guanı́n ornaments from the Diquı́s and Veraguas, and polychrome
vessels of the Gran Coclé semiotic tradition. Flying-panel metate fragments from
the Severo Ledesma burial (ca. AD 350) and a cemetery at La Montaña dated to
AD 640 ± 60 (Snarskis, 1978, p. 240) suggest dates for these elaborate sculptures
of ca. AD 400–600, or at most a century later.

In an earlier publication (Hoopes, 1996), I suggested that the Aguas Buenas
period (AD 200–600) was a critical time for the emergence of inequality and
social hierarchy in southern Costa Rica. This appraisal was made without the
benefit of additional dates from the Diquı́s Delta (Baudez et al., 1993, 1996) and
central Panama (Cooke et al., 2000). A more specific phase of AD 400–600 seems
indicated for the statues of one individual riding on another’s shoulders, shaft
tombs, and monumental metates of Barriles, in Chiriquı́, Panama (Haberland,
1984, pp. 244–245; Linares et al., 1975; Stirling, 1950; Vidal, 1971, 1993) and for
the famous stone balls of the Diquı́s Delta (Baudez et al., 1993; Lothrop, 1963;
Quintanilla Jiménez and Fernández, 2003). This corresponds to the Late Bugaba
phase in Chiriquı́, during which one finds images of individuals with conical
hats—similar to the figures in the statues—on tripod serving bowls (Linares and
Sheets, 1980, p. 37). The contemporary Las Brisas site had elite objects such as a
polished stone cylinder and an axe-god pendant in association with clay “portraits
of village and territorial individuals dressed in formal attire,” including conical hats
(Drolet, 1992, p. 222, fig. 5). The existence of a cultic center is suggested by the
fact that the statues at Barriles once stood in a row near a raised, 30 m × 50 m area
lined with stone slabs (Stirling, 1950). To date, no macroterritory necropolis has
been identified in the Diquı́s Delta for the period in question, although this pattern
probably applies to sites like Panteón de la Reina and others dating after AD 900
(Quilter, 2000; Quilter and Vargas, 1995). Sitio Bolas, a single-component site with
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stone balls and mounds in the Térraba Valley is “clearly a socioceremonial center”
(Drolet, 1988, 1992). The large stone balls were first manufactured in late Aguas
Buenas times, although they were used for many centuries afterwards (Badilla et
al., 1997). The pattern for Greater Chiriquı́ is therefore contemporaneous with
regions to the east and west.

Panama

In Panama, the period of AD 300–600 corresponds to the appearance of
painted ceramics of the “Gran Coclé semiotic tradition” (Cooke et al., 2000, 2003;
Cooke and Sánchez, 1998; Cooke and Sánchez Herrera, 2000; Sánchez Herrera,
2001; Sánchez Herrera and Cooke, 1998), especially the styles of Tonosı́ (cal AD

250–500) and Cubitá (cal AD 500–700), with emphasis on the transition between
the two. Tonosı́ and Cubitá styles predate the spectacular, gold-filled burials at
Sitio Conte, whose dates are ca. AD 750–950 (Cooke et al., 2000, p. 42) but are
plainly ancestral to Coclé pottery in style and iconography. There is little beyond
the size of sites such as La Mula-Sarigua to imply settlement hierarchy prior to
AD 250. Evidence for social inequality is weak during Tonosı́ times. Cooke and
Sánchez Herrera (2000, p. 14) note that the “geographically localized distribution
of ceramic production techniques alludes to self-sufficient villages of the kinds
that depended on certain locally accessible raw materials, had limited relations
with outside communities, and were politically poorly integrated” (Cooke and
Sánchez Herrera, 2000, p. 14). Cooke (1984) and Briggs (1989) concur that the
contemporary sites of El Indio and Sitio Sierra, both of which date before AD 250,
were egalitarian. The Tonosı́/Cubitá transition, however, sees the emergence of
an increasingly complex iconography (Sánchez Herrera and Cooke, 1998) in the
Tonosı́ and related Aristides style (Isaza, 1993). The earliest gold ornaments in
Panama are associated with ceramics pertaining to the Tonosı́-to-Cubitá transition
(AD 400–500) at the sites of El Cafetal, La India-1, and Las Huacas-1 (Cooke et
al., 2003). Painted pottery with a rich iconography and gold jewelry represent the
first “prestige goods” in central Panama.

The Cubitá style (Cooke and Sánchez Herrera, 2000; Sánchez Herrera, 1995;
Sánchez Herrera and Cooke, 1998) emerges from Tonosı́ ca. AD 500. It is associated
with the manufacture of ornaments of Spondylus (spiny oyster) and Pinctada (pearl
oyster) and use of gold jewelry of the Initial Group, a collection of styles that
include cold-hammered double-spirals, as well as curly-tailed animals, conjoined
animals, and bird figures of cast guanı́n (Bray, 1992; Cooke and Bray, 1985). The
dates of the Initial Group are estimated at AD 400–600 (Bray, 1997). It is not
clear whether the earliest gold ornaments in Panama were manufactured locally
or imported. Helms (1979, 1981, 1991) suggests that these objects were used to
parlay contact with distant Colombian cultures into local political power. However,
close correspondences in the iconography of Tonosı́ and Cubitá painted ceramics,
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local shell jewelry, and early goldwork suggest goldworking was practiced in
central Panama (Cooke et al., 2003).

As in Costa Rica, this period is characterized by the appearance of large
cemeteries. Mortuary contexts with Cubitá-style ceramics show much greater
elaboration than those of earlier periods. These include deep tombs cut into bedrock
at Las Huacas and numerous graves in Operations 3 and 4 at Cerro Juan Dı́az
(Cooke et al., 2000). These latter include individuals buried with necklaces of
hundreds of elongated Spondylus beads, hammered gold plaques, polished stone
bars, perforated canines of pumas and ocelots, and many small, labor-intensive
objects of gold and guanı́n, marine shell, pearls, and animal teeth. Although
close to a hundred mortuary features containing almost 400 individuals have been
excavated in distinct cemeteries, not one of the burials at Cerro Juan Dı́az has the
appearance of a “chiefly” tomb. In a sample of 115 skeletons, 50 were subadults
(Dı́az, 1999). Playa Venado, whose painted ceramic assemblage is 95% Cubitá
in style (Cooke and Sánchez Herrera, 2000), represents another large cemetery
from this period. At least 365 individuals were buried there, with offerings of fine
ceramics, Spondylus ornaments, and gold jewelry. Several of these indicate ritual
activity, including sacrifice (Lothrop, 1954). It is important to note, however, that
violence has yet to be identified in the large skeletal population from Cerro Juan
Dı́az, despite careful study (Dı́az, 1999).

The arrangement of burials and associated goods at these sites suggest distinct
differences in status, but there is still little evidence for “central persons” (chieftains
or chiefs). Sites such as Cerro Juan Dı́az and Playa Venado may have served as
“central necropoli” that established a pattern later manifest in sites like Sitio Conte
and El Hatillo. The latter may have served as burying grounds not for individual
chiefdoms but for high-status individuals from several different communities or
“macroterritories” in Gran Coclé (Cooke et al., 2000, p. 172). Craft activities
associated with Cubitá included the production of beads made of Spondylus
and other marine shells, the working of gold and guanı́n, and the production of
polychrome ceramics. The appearance of marine shells from coral reef habitats has
been suggested as resulting from the expansion of trade along the coast and islands
of Parita Bay (Cooke et al., 2000; Cooke and Sánchez Herrera, 2000, p. 15). The
procurement of Spondylus, a deep-water mollusk that occupies habitats at depth
of 60–80 m, may have been a specialized occupation.

Colombia

The origins of complexity in western and eastern Colombia are remarkably
distinct in chronology and manifestation. Patterns at San Agustı́n, in the Alto
Magdalena, and Malagana in the middle Cauca Valley indicate the production
of gold and monumental stone sculpture as early as the first century BC. The
iconography of Malagana goldwork shows clear antecedents to the “crocodile
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man” figures of southern Central America, dating several hundred years earlier
(Bray, 2000). The spectacular “treasure of the Quimbayas” (Plazas, 1978)
probably dates to AD 400; its iconography also appears to be reflected in Central
American goldwork and stone sculpture. Quimbaya-style gold ornaments have
been recovered from mortuary contexts at Sitio Conte and various sites in Costa
Rica, including La Fortuna. I have recently argued that the seated figures on Classic
Quimbaya poporos are conceptually linked to Barriles human statuary (Hoopes
and Fonseca, 2003). Their four-legged stools are probably ancestral to later duhos
or “seats of power.” However, the similar treatment of male and female figures in
Quimbaya goldwork suggests their identification as chiefs is not straightforward.

Research on the Tairona has resulted in renewed interest in fieldwork by
Mason in the 1930s (Mason, 1931, 1936, 1939) at Neguanje and related sites.
The Neguanje culture (also spelled Naguanhe) has associated C-14 dates ranging
between AD 130 ± 40 (Plazas, 1998, p. 51) and 620 ± 70 (Oyuela, 1987, p. 46) and
is viewed as the beginning of the Tairona tradition (Bischof, 1969a,b; Langebaek,
1996, pp. 54–56; in press; Oyuela, 1986; Wynn, 1975). The nucleus of a cast guanı́n
object provided an uncalibrated date of AD 310 ± 70 (OxA-1577) (Bray, 1991,
p. 59; 1995, p. 110), but according to Augusto Oyuela (personal communication,
2002), the ceramics from this burial date to the end of Cinto Phase II, or cal AD

400–600, a date supported by the sequence from Puerto Gaira (Oyuela, 1987,
1995) and other parts of the Santa Marta littoral (Langebaek, in press). There are
a number of strong parallels between the material culture of Neguanje and both
Costa Rica and central Panama. A circular mortuary mound at the type site of
Neguanje 1, located in Santa Marta (Mason, 1931, 1936, 1939), provides clear
evidence of complex mortuary activity. A stone wall 15 m in diameter and 1 m high
encircled this feature. At its center was a large, stone-lined tomb that contained at
least 30 ceramic vessels, numerous greenstone pendants, metal objects of gold and
guanı́n, and about 8000 beads made of carnelian, agate, quartz crystal, a red stone
like catlinite, and green stone. Thirty polished greenstone pendants were of the
“winged pendant” type (cf. Snarskis, 1998, p. 90) known from Costa Rica, Panama,
Venezuela, and the Caribbean, still used by modern Kogi as paired tinklers. Long,
tubular shell beads recall those from Cubitá/Tonosı́ burials in Operations 3 and
4 at Cerro Juan Dı́az (Cooke et al., 2000). The goldwork includes Initial Group
objects, such as bicephalic birds. A thin gold pectoral (Mason, 1936, p. 255, Pl.
CXLV) has a general shape that recalls the double-spiral form and a repoussé
design of an individual with a bifurcate headdress that recalls elements of gold
pectorals from Sitio Conte and that corresponds to “Icon D,” identified as hátei
nyui (Kogi: “Father Sun”) (Reichel-Dolmatoff, 1988) or Seyankua, “son of the
Father Sun” (Oyuela, 2001). The tomb also contained painted vessels with abstract
curvilinear and geometric designs in red on a buff slip. This evidence supports
Reichel-Dolmatoff’s early appraisal of “Central American” influence on early
Tairona culture (Reichel-Dolmatoff, 1965, p. 157). The large mortuary feature
at Neguanje is a clear indication of social differentiation and the existence of
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individuals who merit special tombs with high concentrations of high-status goods.
Settlement pattern studies, however, indicate little or no site hierarchy during either
the Neguanje or succeeding Buritaca (AD 600–900) periods (Langebaek, in press;
Oyuela, 1995).

The Timing and Causes of Emergent Complexity

The preceding discussion documents the existence of a relatively short
temporal horizon of AD 300–600 during which the earliest evidence for social
inequality is apparent at a number of sites throughout the Chibchan world. Some
specialization in the production of jade pendants and fine pottery, “central places”
such as La Mula-Sarigua, and special cemeteries such as Las Pilas, Guanacaste
(Lange and Scheidenheim, 1972) are present before AD 300. However, there is
a significant and widespread change in the form and expression of complexity
throughout the Chibchan area in the succeeding centuries, especially ca. AD

400–600. Why do these changes affect diverse populations in such a similar
fashion? Why do they occur when they do? The pattern suggests a network
of interacting elites. Is this a landscape of emergent chiefdoms or something
different?

Whether the emergence of a widespread religious complex contributed to
the formation of centrally organized chiefdoms remains unclear. Carneiro (1998,
2002) insists that domination is critical to chiefdom formation. Yet the evidence
for the domination of some settlements by others in the Chibchan world remains
ambiguous, even when there is variation in settlement sizes. In central Panama,
where there is arguably the best and most thoroughly documented evidence for
concentration of wealth and power anywhere in southern Central America, Cooke
and his associates are reluctant to identify multivillage chiefdoms even at the time
of Spanish contact (Cooke et al., 2000, p. 172). In the Upper Magdalena, Drennan
(1995a,b; Drennan and Blick, 2000; Drennan and Quattrin, 1995) identifies
chiefdoms on the basis of monumental tombs but concedes that there is little
evidence for chiefly control of economic resources. The historic Tairona have
been identified as a classic chiefdom-level society, but site hierarchies do not
appear until after AD 900. It is only for the Muisca that there is clear ethnohistoric
evidence for “an autonomous political unit comprising a number of villages under
the permanent control of a paramount chief” (Carneiro, 1981, p. 45; 1998, p. 20),
but this dates to the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. There seems to be little
correlation between inequality and the control of some villages by others for the
period in question. Is something else at work?

Sanders and Webster (1978) argued that trajectories in which minimal status
differentiation for a long period were followed by rapid state development were
conditioned by environments in which there was a high degree of resource diversity
and also a high degree of risk to agriculture. In areas with high diversity and
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relatively low risk, one might expect long-term stability. Yet short-term changes
would place pressure specifically on those areas whose agriculture had become
important either for the production of staples or feasting foods. Under these
circumstances, low-risk areas would cease to be so—at least on a temporary
basis. The introduction of risk and change, and the ways it was explained, may
have provided the “kick” for rapid emergence of inequality linked to religious
specialization rather than economic control.

External Stimuli for Culture Change

There has long been a sense that social change in the Chibchan area was
introduced from without. Snarskis (1978, 1984a, p. 236; 1992, p. 144; 1998,
2001, 2003) continues to advocate a model that attributes increased cultivation of
maize, the adoption of jade and avian iconography, and rectilinear house plans
to Mesoamerican influence. In his scenario, a “politico-religious world view”
was brought via trade to Costa Rica ca. 600-400 BC by “heirs of the Gulf Coast
Olmec cultural tradition.” This induced peoples of northern Costa Rica to adopt
jade—especially in the form of celts—as a material associated with Olmec thought,
specifically reverence for maize and preparation of the land for agriculture. This
persisted in a “patina of Mesoamerican symbolism. . . combined with preexisting
tropical forest animist beliefs” (Snarskis, 1984a, p. 215) that dissipated with the
collapse of Teotihuacán and competing “South American influence,” resulting
in the gradual replacement of jade with gold as the principal prestige material
between AD 500 and 700.

There are a number of problems with this scenario. First and foremost is
the significant chronological gap between the “Gulf Coast Olmec” (ca. 1000–500
BC) and the earliest known El Bosque phase settlements, dated by Snarskis to
no earlier than 50 BC (and possibly as late as AD 400). Secondly, there are too
few elements of Mesoamerican belief systems in eastern Costa Rica to recognize
even a “patina.” The use of figurines in Preclassic rituals has no counterpart.
Architectural orientations to the cardinal directions, the bloodletting complex, 260-
day calendar, and glyphs—all present in Mesoamerica from 400 BC—are absent
from the practices of Chibchan groups. The ballgame, although present much later
in eastern Honduras, was not played farther south, despite the appropriateness
of the ecology for the production of latex. Obsidian, the quintessential marker
of Mesoamerican trade systems, is all but absent. More significantly, Snarskis’
hypothesis does not explain the simultaneous emergence of similar patterns in
southern Costa Rica, central Panama, and even northern Colombia.

Although it is tempting to interpret elements such as jade pendants, birds,
and double-headed reptiles within a Mesoamerican framework, there is a more
complex process at work. Begley (1999) observes that ball courts in eastern
Honduras have a style and orientation that reflect Mesoamerican patterns.
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However, he situates their use within pre-existing local cosmologies that he
traces to South American concepts of an axis mundi as an organizing structure
of the universe and argues ball courts were appropriated for the promotion
of non-Mesoamerican worldviews. This may have been true for jade and
other elements of early Chibchan symbolism, but there has not been adequate
examination of possible Colombian antecedents. There is a long tradition of
polished, fine-grained stones in northern Colombia, and jade use may be another
practice that appears Mesoamerican but is actually autochthonous or derived
from northern South American uses. It remains to be demonstrated whether
the double-headed saurian of the Chibchan world has a meaning parallel to
the double-headed serpent in Mesoamerica and whether the Sun/Black Sun
dichotomy for the Kogi was equivalent to the Sun Jaguar/Jaguar God of the
Underworld concepts for the Maya. Reichel-Dolmatoff’s (1965) identifications
of Mesoamerican concepts in northern Colombia have been too hasty. We do
not know whether similarities between Mesoamerican and Chibchan symbol
systems indicate shared primordial cosmologies or more recent diffusion. The
significant temporal priority of monumental architecture (Shady Solı́s et al., 2001)
and metallurgy (Burger and Gordon, 1998; Plazas, 1998) in South America over
Mesoamerica indicates caution is warranted when placing emphasis on the latter.

Snarskis’s (1998) and Graham’s (1992a, 1995) identifications of Mesoameri-
can elements in the art of central and eastern Costa Rica are not without merit. The
prevalence of the avian iconography in Costa Rica after 500 BC may derive from the
predominance of the Principal Bird Deity in Late Preclassic Maya iconography
and direct contact with the Maya. Early and Late Formative contact between
Costa Rica and southern Guatemala has been suggested by jade items traced to the
Motagua source (Bishop and Lange, 1993), especially blue jade from the Motagua
Valley (Seitz et al., 2001) and objects with Epi-Olmec texts (Mora Marı́n, 2002).
Jade procurement almost certainly involved direct contact and exchange. In the
absence of dated contexts, however, it may be premature to interpret early artifacts
as evidence of early contact. Two alternative explanations are that Olmec objects
were introduced to Costa Rica either in modern times, as suggested by Pohorilenko
(1981), or during the Early Classic period in the Maya region (AD 200–600), where
their procurement may eventually be tied to specific historical events.

The late fourth and early fifth centuries saw the arrival of Siyaj K’ak at Tikal
on January 31, 378, and the installation of Yax Nuun Ayiin I (“First Caiman”) as
ahau of Tikal in 8.17.2.16.17 (September 13, 379). The association of this latter
individual with crocodilians is apparent in his name glyph (initially read as “Curl
Nose”) and his tomb (Burial 10), which contained the headless body of an adult
caiman and a small jade ornament in the shape of a caiman head. Inscriptions
on Altar Q at Copán indicate that on September 5, 426, an individual named
K’uk Mo’ Ajaw (“Quetzal Macaw Lord”) took a k’awil scepter and became the
founder of the site’s Classic period dynasty (Martin and Grube, 2001, p. 192). The
name of Yax K’uk Mo’, as he was later known, was represented by monumental,
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double-headed, human-faced birds (combining quetzal and macaw) in plaster
on the Margarita pyramid, erected by his son Popol Hol around 441 (Martin
and Grube, 2001, p. 194). Copán’s connections with Central America are well
documented (Gerstle, 1988), and either it or Quiriguá is likely to have controlled
access to jade sources in the Motagua Valley. These events had repercussions far
beyond the Maya lowlands. For example, stories of ahaus with names of caimans,
quetzals, macaws, and other birds undoubtedly reached southern Central America,
enhancing the associations of these animals with rank and social differentiation.
Both Olmec and Maya royal jewels, such as Olmec “spoons,” the Tibás jade,
the La Fortuna slate disk, and numerous Early Classic royal belt plaques, may
have been exhumed from early royal tombs that were desecrated during fourth
and fifth century conflicts among Tikal, Calakmul, and their rival polities. The
potentially dangerous supernatural qualities of sacred talismans and texts on jade
belt plaques that asserted the legitimacy of conquered lineages necessitated their
disposal through trade with distant, non-Maya peoples. Through this process,
complex worldviews of the Maya were integrated, albeit transformed, into those
of neighbors to the south.

Gold is conspicuous by its absence in the Maya lowlands, especially by
comparison to the Chibchan world, but the Maya were not completely ignorant of
this material. Guanı́n jewelry is known from a fifth century context at Altún Ha
(Pendergast, 1970) and from a cache beneath Stela H at Copán, erected during the
reign of Waxaklajuun Ub’aah K’awil (“18 Rabbit”) in AD 695–736 (Morley, 1946,
p. 432, fig. 55c). Exchange relationships may have been terminated before gold
use became widespread in Central America between AD 400–600. Maya trade with
southern Central America was sharply diminished during the Late Classic period
(Hoopes, 1985, 1992b). Isthmian and Colombian gold does appear at Chichén
Itzá but was probably deposited after AD 800 (Coggins and Shane, 1984; Lothrop,
1952).

Significant elements of Chibchan culture undoubtedly originated in South
America. Mesoamerican traits may not represent new features but additions of
new meanings to pre-existing Chibchan cosmologies. Jade, for example, may
have been a substitute for hard, polished stones such as quartz crystals and
carnelian as used in northern Colombia but with added layers of meaning. An
emphasis on crocodilian and avian motifs in Costa Rica during the period of
AD 300–600 represented the assignation of additional values to existing icons.
An anthropomorphic caiman may have been present in Malagana goldwork of
the upper Cauca Valley sometime prior to the second century AD (Bray, 2000,
fig. 5.5) and traveled into the isthmus with Initial Group goldwork sometime prior
to AD 400. Caimans and harpy eagles are prominent in Chavı́n iconography ca.
800–200 BC. Both caimans and birds (especially “beak birds”) are prominent in
the iconography of flying-panel metates and goldwork. Individuals seeking to use
powerful symbols may have utilized the element of distance, as has been discussed
by Helms (1979, 1988, 1992, 1993b), to further interpret stories of events in distant
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lands to their own advantage, mythologizing events concerning foreign leaders or
charismatic individuals, and communicating animal-based names for humans in
the idiom of anthropomorphized animals. Hearing about events in distant lands
involving influential individuals named for animals, shape-shifting, shamanistic
transformation, and even fanged beings may have been interpreted in ways that
conflated human and animal identities. The period of AD 400–600 is also one
that saw the florescence of strong technological and iconographic traditions in the
middle Cauca and upper Magdalena, as expressed in Classic Quimbaya goldwork
and the monumental Regional Classic period (AD 0–900) tombs of San Agustı́n.
Although the absolute chronology of these cultures will never approach that of
the literate Maya, the most parsimonious explanation is that these events were
roughly simultaneous.

The emergence of inequality in the Chibchan world was accompanied by the
creation of a synthesis and reinterpretation of local and distant elements charged
with symbolism, interpreted in the context of a cosmology that explained the
universe and emphasized in an idiom of common origin. There are significant
Andean elements in the iconography of the Chibchan world. The association
of gold with rayed beings and the sun—such appear on early Tairona pectorals
(Reichel-Dolmatoff, 1988)—were especially prominent in Moche iconography,
as exemplified by the “Lord of Sipán,” dating to ca. AD 300 (Alva and Donnan,
1993) and decorations on fine-line ceramics (Donnan and McClelland, 1999).
They also are echoed in ceramics from burials at San José de Moro dated to ca. AD

500 (Castillo, 1993; Castillo and Donnan, 1994). Chibchan appropriation and
adaptation of symbols with Andean origins, and the roles of intermediate cultures
in the process of their transmission, merits further attention from archaeologists
and iconographers.

Internal Stimuli for Culture Change

The emergence of cultic centers, special cemeteries, and individuals with elite
status in the Chibchan world may have been related to a form of crisis cult similar
to, but much less centralized than, what Burger (1988) has proposed for Chavı́n
during the Early Horizon in the Andes. The timing of these changes appears to be
linked to a complex suite of relationships among specific historical events both
north and south and specific environmental events that had both global and local
effects. The period of AD 450–600 has been identified as one associated with a
prolonged dry period on the north coast of Colombia (van der Hammen, 1970,
1986a,b; van der Hammen and Noldus, 1986) as well as a rapid and substantial
(>1 m) tectonic uplift of the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta (Oyuela, 1987, 1996).
These changes included the initial desertification of the Goajira Peninsula. Oyuela
suggests that a “catastrophic environmental crisis” took place ca. AD 500–550
(Oyuela, 2001, p. 9). This was probably related to the “years without summer,”
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a global climatic event that occurred ca. AD 536 (Gunn, 2000). These changes
affected the availability of marine resources, especially shellfish, and in Santa
Marta precipitated a population shift inland to better agricultural lands and higher
altitudes. Coincidentally, this occurred shortly before the catastrophic eruption of
Volcán Barú in western Panama around AD 600, an event that may have driven
inland populations towards the coasts (Linares et al., 1975). These events had
transcontinental effects on many different cultures, stimulating and conditioning
long-distance interaction. However, they must also be understood within a larger
context.

The elaborate phenomena that appear in the period AD 300–600 suggest a
widespread horizon of common practices and beliefs despite variations in their
specific manifestations. Why did this emerge? Cultural networks were conducive
to communicating complex interpretations of natural phenomena and appropriate
response. Oyuela suggests that a catastrophic environmental crisis ca. AD 500–550
stimulated the emergence of prophets and a serious concern with eschatology (a
cosmology concerned with afterlife and the end of present reality) in northern
Colombia. In his model, charismatic, visionary individuals articulated a worldview
that came to be expressed through “routinization”—the development of a patterned
iconographic and material expression of ritual. Oyuela identifies routinization as
“the cultural threshold practice of the change from shamanism to priesthood”
and associates it with the emergence of a religious complex that “can expand and
contract in space, depending on the rise of new crises and the success of the process
of routinization in the landscape.” This process precipitates the designation and
use of cultic places, “where individuals can engage in prayers and offerings to
the masters and gods that control the universe” (Oyuela, 2001). The principal
practitioners of these rituals are members of a priesthood, one example of which
would be mámas or “elder brothers” of the Kogi of the Sierra Nevada de Santa
Marta (Reichel-Dolmatoff, 1985, 1990; Reichel-Dolmatoff et al., 1999).

The differences between “shamans” and “priests” are more than semantic
(Klein et al., 2002). Priests are considered to be intermediaries between individuals
and the supernatural in the context of a formalized, institutionalized, routinized
set of beliefs and practices. The “routine” of the priest is an institution distinct
from the individual who practices it in the same way that the “office” of a chief
is distinct from the individual who holds it. A priest differs from a shaman in
that the status of the former’s authority is sanctioned by the existence of formal
institutions as well as individual charisma and ability. The generalized tools and
techniques of shamans are well known and can be recognized cross-culturally
(Vitebsky, 2001), despite critiques of specific interpretation and nomenclature
(Kehoe, 2000). The priest’s “routine” consists of those elements that are not
general, but culture specific. Priests also may have been chieftains or chiefs. We
have far more evidence for symbolic, ideological activity than political control.
As noted earlier, the question of whether the activities of these individuals can
be considered as a corporate or network strategy (or perhaps with elements of
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both) may be a more productive line of investigation than the question of whether
or not they were chiefs or chieftains. It also is germane to consider how these
individuals articulated with each other in the context of a heterarchical, rather than
hierarchical structure, in which their specific roles may have varied significantly
depending upon which functions or networks are being considered.

CONCLUSION

The Chibchan world presents a laboratory for the study of diversity in prestate
societies. It is sufficiently distinct in character to merit consideration as a major
region in its own right, and not an intermediate area that is a pale reflection of
either Mesoamerica or the central Andes. There is now a substantial literature
documenting a wide range of cultural phenomena that can inform studies of the
emergence of inequality and a wide range of forms of social organization from
autonomous villages to multivillage chiefdoms. The study of social complexity has
now gone well beyond issues of typology in describing the processes that produce
a wide range of organizational and leadership styles. A focus on the behavior of
chiefs runs the risk of discounting other mechanisms that can foster organization
above the level of households or villages. One that holds promise is the realm of
ideology and religion as expressed in material culture.

This paper has focused not on the long trajectory of the emergence of
centralized, multivillage chiefdoms but on defining the period that bears the
greatest potential for elucidating the early stages of emergent hierarchy in the
Chibchan world. Social differentiation prior to AD 300 remains diffuse and poorly
documented. After this date, however, it is widespread and unmistakable. By
AD 600, and certainly no later than AD 700, a basic cosmology and formalized
patterns of ritual activity are evident throughout most of the region. These represent
the beginnings of a process that continued until the sixteenth century. These were
manifest in post-A.D. 600 occupations at sites such as Marañones in the Culmı́
Valley, La Fábrica de Grecia in highland Costa Rica, Sitio Conte in central Panama,
and Mamorón in Santa Marta, Colombia. The causes for these changes remain
unknown, but they seem likely to have resulted from the responses of an emergent
elite to environmental phenomena and historical events affecting a broad cultural
milieu distributed across a broad area of the Americas.

Current models for tribal cultures identify “pantribal sodalities” as a
phenomenon that preceded the formation of chiefdoms. One option is to interpret
the archaeological record of the period from AD 300–600 as representing a
landscape of competing individual, self-aggrandizing chiefs who amassed wealth
and power through the control of esoteric knowledge and limited resources. Yet
the existence of a loose network of shamans, prophets, or priests who were able
to articulate interpretations of the world that explained environmental change
and integrated imperfect knowledge of distant populations in Mesoamerica,



32 Hoopes

the Caribbean, and the Andes—and their expression in increasingly routinized
ritual—may have produced similar patterns. The possibility that this was manifest
in a cultural horizon whose specific elements can be discerned in the iconography
of jade, gold, ceramics, and stone sculpture deserves further investigation, as does
the possibility that the priesthood of Kogi mámas represents the persistence of a
sodality with origins in the events of the sixth century. Were there networks of
interacting chiefdoms or interacting priesthoods? It is certainly possible that both
processes were occurring simultaneously and that the same individuals shared the
roles of shamans, priests, and chiefs. Were there characteristics of these processes
that were distinct from those occurring in areas that subsequently experienced the
emergence of state societies? These are issues that require more careful evaluation.
Future research that explores the multiple dimensions of social complexity in
prestate (or nonstate) societies will find rich challenges to interpretation in the
archaeology of the Chibchan world. This paper highlights some of the resources
that can contribute to this line of inquiry.
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en la costa Atlántica de Nicaragua. Revista de Arqueologı́a 268: 32–37.

Gassiot, B. E., Clemente, C. I., and Lechado, L. (2003b). El Cascal de Flor de Pino: Descubrimiento,
planimetrı́a y datación de un conjunto arqueológico en la Costa Atlántica de Nicaragua. Revista
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Karpinsky, R. M., (ed.) (1997). El Oro de América: Tesoros precolombinos de Costa Rica, La Lonja,

Zaragoza, 3 octubre 1997 – 11 enero 1998. Ayuntamiento de Zaragoza, Spain and Museo Nacional
de Costa Rica, San Jose.



Chibchan Social Complexity 39

Kehoe, A. B. (2000). Shamans and Religion: An Anthropological Exploration in Critical Thinking,
Waveland, Prospect Heights, IL.

Kidder, A. V. (1940). South American penetrations in Middle America. In Hay, C. L. (ed.), The Maya
and Their Neighbors, D. Appleton Century, New York, pp. 441–459.
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Dı́az: Su relación con el surgimiento de las sociedades cacicales en Panamá (450–650 d.C.).
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Cooke, R. G. (2001). Gran Coclé. In Peregrine, P. N., and Ember, M. (eds.), Encyclopedia of Prehistory,
Volume 5: Middle America, Kluwer/Plenum, New York, pp. 197–203.

Corrales Ulloa, F. (1997). Gente de piedra, arcilla y metal: La ocupación precolombina de Costa Rica.
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