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Abstract

This paper describes 15 stone monuments documented unti} the 1995 field season at Rio Viej, the largest settlement in the
alluvial plains of the Rio Verde drainage in Coastal Qaxaca from 100 B.C. to A.D. 1100. The monuments, all seemingly dating to
the Classic period (A.p. 600-900), include mainly carved sielae that most often depict elaborately dressed human figures
accompanied by their calendrical names. The large size of these monuments and the political primacy of Rio Viejo strongly
suggest that the named individuals were local rulers. We posit that additional flattened sculptures and slabs riddled with small
circular depressions were foci of sacred activities aimed at petitioning favors from supernatural forces. The analysis of the
inscriptions is framed in terms of graphic similarities with highland scribal traditions in the central valleys of Oaxaca, the Mixteca

Baja, and the Mexican Highlands.

A major focus of archaeological research in the Lower Rio Verde
over the past 15 years has aimed at examining sociopolitical de-
velopments in the pre-Hispanic urban center of Rio Viejo (Grove
1988; Joyce 1991a, 1991b, 1993, 1999, 2000; Joyce and Winter
1989). Archaeological survey, excavation, and mapping at the site
show that Rio Viejo was first occupied during the Middle Forma-
tive period, ca. 700 to 400 B.c., reaching urban proportions by the
Terminal Formative, between 100 B.C. and A.p. 250. From that
time until its decline around A.p. 1100, Rio Viejo was the primary
center in the floodplain and most likely the capital of a state polity.
At its height, during the Late Classic period (a.p. 500--800), Rio
Viejo extended over 250 hectares and included massive earthen
platforms that supported structures with both public and domestic
architecture.

During the course of archaeological investigations at the site,
several stone monuments of various types have been recorded. A
few, although uncarved, appear to have been modified monoliths
whose function remains enigmatic; others are sculptures. A third
type of recorded monuments consists of large carved slabs depict-
ing human figures in elaborate dress, sometimes accompanied by
glyphic notations. Three large granite outcrops in the eastern sec-
tor of the site provide a readily available source for the monu-
ments, but additional surveys need to be conducted to locate quarries
and document evidence concerning procurement and manufac-
ture. Our purpose is to describe the stone monuments from the site
and consider their significance and implications in terms of the
political role of Rio Viejo over its hinterland and neighboring
coastal areas. A comparative discussion of the epigraphy in the
carved stones with scribal traditions in the central and southwest-

ern highlands of Mesoamerica will place the monuments in the
" broader context of interregional interactions.
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PAST AND PRESENT DOCUMENTATION OF STONES

Rio Viejo sits on the west side of the Rio Verde, approximately 10
km north of the coastline (Figure 1). During Brockington’s recon-
naissance of the Oaxaca coast in the 1960s, his survey team re-
ported a carved monument at the site. They described the stone’s
markings as the faint representation of a human figure with an
elaborate headdress (Jorrin 1974:37).

As part of the Rio Verde Archaeological Project in 1986, Win-
ter (1987) documented five carved stones, two sculptures, and a
peculiar two-chambered rectangular basin carved at the base of
one of the rock outcrops on the southeastern edge of the site (Fig-
ure 2).! Between 1988 and 1994, while mapping and excavating at
the site, Joyce located and recorded three additional monuments
(Joyce and Winter 1989; Joyce and Workinger 1996).

A focus of the 1995 field season was the search for documented
as well as undocumented monuments to record them by means of
artificial light. This technique was deemed appropriate given the
fact that the stones are granite, a material of metamorphic origin
whose hardness permitted the ancient sculptors to execute only
shallow reliefs with terse rather than sharp carved edges. Erosion

! The basin is a unique feature in the archaeological record of Oaxaca.
Its overall dimensions are 3.22 X 1.4 X .7 m. The edges of the chambers
are slightly sunken and molded, demarcating the basin conspicuously from
the surrounding exposed rock. One of the chambers is larger and slightly
deeper than the other, and a squared aperture in the bottom center of the
wall that divides them connects both. Plugging this hole could have al-
lowed the smaller chamber to function as a water reservoir that on certain
occasions fed the larger chamber. The basin may not necessarily date to
pre-Hispanic times, but if it does, it could have been part of a ritual water-
management system. Winter (1987:2) refers to it as a bathing tub.



200 Urcid and Joyce

— T e~
/'/ \\
/
/ \‘
’/ Sola de Vega \
( Region H
\ /
\ 7/
~ e
-~
Jamiitepec
[ ]
La Humedad. .lmv\.r
g Juquila
. La Boquilla
}/Q'\§ b 4 San Francisco
Arriba
[ ] —_—-
Rig Viela , U e —~<_
N
e \
Rio San Francisco h \
A
! 1
\ Loxichas region \
. l
- \ I
e N
~ /
~ - ,/
S e— -

Pacific Ocean

z
(=}

20 kilometers

Figure |. Map of Oaxaca, the coast, and sites mentioned in the text.
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Figure 2. Two-chambered tub in the southeastern edge of Rio Viejo (plan and profiles after Winter 1987:3, Figure 1).
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and the light color of the stone exacerbate the apparent indistinct-
ness of the carvings to such an extent that only faint traces of carved
lines are discernible during the day. Thus, it became necessary to
document and study the monoliths at night, using the battery of an
automobile and lamps with low-voltage bulbs. Evening field sketches
eased chalk marking of the carved lines so that photographic doc-
umentation could also be accomplished with natural light. Final scale
line drawings were generated from the photographs.

The search for previously recorded stones failed to locate two
of them, but other surveys yielded three unrecorded carved mon-
uments. We slightly lifted, or turned sideways, a few large mono-
liths that were lying on the surface throughout the site. These were
found to be plain. As the result of our documentation program, we
have a corpus from Rio Viejo that includes 12 carved monuments,
two monoliths with circular depressions, and two-—possibly
three—sculptures.

CARVED MONUMENTS

Six of the carved stones were found in the vicinity of Mound 9.
The other seven monoliths appeared in or around Mound 1, which
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is located over the central portion of the site (Figure 3). Mound 9,
located toward the eastern sector of the site, consists of a monu-
mental platform that included residences and public buildings from
Terminal Formative through Late Classic times. Mound 1, a huge
acropolis measuring 350 X 250 m along its base, supported two
substructures (Buildings. 1 and 2), each rising 15 m above the
surrounding floodplain, as well as a public plaza and sunken patio.
Mound | was the civic-ceremonial core of the city during the
Terminal Formative and Late Classic periods, with a seeming pe-
riod of abandonrent during Early Classic times, when the site as
a whole declined in size (Joyce 2001). By the Late Classic period,
settlement had expanded along the river eventually to cover some
250 hectares. Rio Viejo stood then as the primary center in a
seven-tiered settlement hierarchy and undoubtedly functioned as
the main center of political power in the region. During the Early
Postclassic period (a.p. 800-1100), occupation at the site de-
clined as the regional political hierarchy collapsed. Low-status
families reoccupied the acropolis by the Early Postclassic period,
as shown by the construction of modest residences over the re-
mains of Late Classic public architecture (Joyce, Workinger, Kroef-
ges, Oland, and King 2001).
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Figure 3. Plan of eastern end of Rio Viejo showing distribution of mounds and monuments,
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Figure 4. Rio Viejo Monument &.

Based on style and epigraphic conventions discernible in ten of
the carved stones, the monuments from Rio Viejo appear to date to
the Classic period. The impossibility of detecting major stylistic
differences between them does not warrant the assumption that
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the spatial distribution of the monoliths necessarily reflects chro-
nological differences between Early and Late Classic periods. Given
the lack of contextual data, we are currently unable to substantiate
or refine the chronological placement of the stones.

The carved monuments that were found in the periphery of
Mound 9 include Stones 5, 6, 7, 14, 15, and 16. Monument 5
(Figure 4), which measures 1.70 X .82 X .17 m, lacks a bottom
portion. It is now eroded and was apparently reused to build a
wall. The carving depicts a standing personage in profile. Its right
hand holds 4 staff; the left arm hangs down naturally. Enough of
the figure remains to determine that both legs were rendered. The
garments seem to include a short skirt tied at the waist, with a
broad cloth belt whose ends hang loose in front. The skirt looks
undifferentiated but may have been made of a jaguar pelt because
of what looks like a tail hanging from the back. The personage
wears a broadband headdress with an array of feathers.

Monument 6 is the one originally seen by Brockington’s survey
team. It measures 3.38 X 1.34 X .30 m. Despite its erosion, the
carved surface depicts a standing personage in profile, showing
both legs but only the right arm and hand. The figure wears a short
skirt tied behind by a cloth band, an elaborate headdress in the
shape of a bird’s head, and sandals (Figure 5). Earplugs and a
beaded necklace make up its personal ornaments. The hand holds
a staff apparently adorned at the tip with a bead. Next to the
figure’s face is a non-calendrical sign or an elaborate speech
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Figure 5. Rio Viejo Monument 6.
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Figure 6. Rio Viejo Monument 7.

scroll. The Glyph 1 X appears carved below the staff. This glyph,
with a human head in profile accompanied below by a dot, means
“1 Lord.” The evidence anchoring Glyph X to the twentieth posi-
tion in the glyphic day-name list of the Zapotec, Nuifie, and
Xochicalco/Cacaxtla calendars has been discussed elsewhere (Ur-
cid 2001:211-213).

Monument 7 was not found during the 1995 ficld season. When
documented by Winter (1987:11-12), the stone formed part of the
foundation to a wall. It appears to be a partially buried fragment
whose exposed portion measured .80 X .70 X .38 m (Figure 6).
The study of available photographs discloses faint traces of a hu-
man torso with crossed arms and possibly a glyph framed by a
cartouche in front of the personage’s profiled head. The glyph
seemingly consists of several undulating lines typical of the sign
for water. There are, however, no traces of a coefficient.

Monument 14 was found partially buried with its carved sur-
face sideways (Figure 7). The block measures 2 X .73 X .36 m. Its
well-preserved carving shows a large sign within a cartouche and
a coefficient below it. Three pairs of symmetrically opposed scrolls
decorate the sides and top of the cartouche. The glyph inside it
shows the butt of a dart; a bar and a dot below render the nu-
meral 6. The anchorage of the “dart” sign to the thirteenth posi-
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Figure 7. Rio Viejo Monument 14.
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Figure 8. Rio Viejo Monument 15.

tion in the glyphic 20 day-name list can be ascertained by a
comparison with the year bearers at Xochicalco, where the glyph
equivalent to the Nahuatl “Acatl” (Reed) is similarly rendered as
the feathered end of a dart. This convention contrasts with the
graphs (Glyphs D and Beta) used by Zapotec scribes in central
highland Oaxaca to depict the thirteenth day Quijlana, a term that
literally means “reed-flesh” (Urcid 2001:222-224).

Monument 15 lay flat next to Monument 14, with its carvings
near the ground surface (Figure 8). The monolith measures 1.92 X
.90 X .15 m. Advanced erosion makes the interpretation of the
representation difficult, but it undoubtedly included a human fig-
ure wearing an elaborate headdress. The headdress consists of a
headband with an array of feathers and a broad stripe hanging
from behind. The scroll-like element below the stripe could be the
back knot of a waistband. A string of beads also hang in front of
the headdress. The posture of the personage cannot be determined,
but if the figure had a standing posture, the stone probably would
be missing its lower portion. In front of the personage is a short
vertical sequence of glyphs that seemingly includes the profile
rendering of a bird (specifically an owl), the numeral 6 (a bar and
a dot), a trilobe sign, and probably a knife or the sign for blood.?
The first sign in the text, Glyph F, corresponds to the thirrd posi-
tion in the 20 day-name list of the Zapotec and Nuifie calendars
(Urcid 2001:170-174), and the third sign stands for “heart” in
Zapotec and Teotihuacan writing (Figure 15a). Monument 16 is a
small fragment that was found on the surface. Due to erosion,
only a few faint carved lines were visible, and no configuration
was recognizable.

The carved monuments found in and around the Late Classic
acropolis on Mound 1 include Stones 1, 2, 8,9, 11, and 12. Mon-
ument 12, found in situ, forms part of a wall at the base of Mound
1-Structure 1 that was built late in the construction sequence of
the acropolis. The top of the monolith was visible and, although
much eroded, seemed to be carved. When we exposed the lower

2 The single-prong version of the blood glyph is usually rendered in
vertical position, yet some horizontal examples occur at Monte Negro
(Scott 1971:270, Plate 29). Examples of two- and three-prong versions of
the blood glyph placed in horizontal position appear in Piedra Labrada
(Guerrero) Stone 1 (cf. Urcid 1993:156, Figure 18, No. 1) and Rio Viejo
Monument 11 (see Figure 14).
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Figure 9. Rio Viejo Monument 12 (arrow indicates facing direction of carved surface).

half of the stone to determine the size of the monolith (1.95 X
.83 X .20 m), we confirmed the presence of a human figure in
profile (Figure 9). The only discernible features include the face
in profile, an ear spool, an array of feathers high above the face—
which would imply an imposing headdress—and part of the upper
torso with traces of a beaded necklace and/or a pectoral. Based on
the size and location of the extant figure’s head in the middle
portion of the carved surface, the stone seems to be incomplete at
the bottom. Thus, although in situ, it does not appear to be in a
primary context. The placement of Monument 12 in the wall at the
base of Structure 1 probably represents a reuse of the stone during
the Early Postclassic period (Joyce et al. 2001).

Monument 1 lays slanted near the northern edge of the plaza of
the acropolis. So far, this is the largest stela found at the site,
measuring 4 X 1.5 X .33 m. The fact that the carved surface faces
Structure 1 breaks with a possible axial alignment in relation to
the architectural surroundings and suggests that the monolith was
originally placed somewhere else. The carving includes, near the
top, the Glyph 2 Jaguar (Figure 10). The sign renders the frontal
view of a feline’s head placed within a cartouche marked by a
single line. The two dots of the coefficient appear below. The
Glyph Jaguar corresponds to the fourteenth position in the 20 day-
name list of the Zapotec, Nuifie, and later Mesoamerican calen-
dars (Urcid 2001:156-157).

Monument 8 was found at the base of Structure 2, on the side
that opens into the plaza of the acropolis. The monolith was seem-
ingly reused to form a corner of a very late wall built over and
along the middle portion of Structure 2. It lay almost completely
fallen with its carved surface facing upward. The monument, mea-
suring 2.02 X 1.47 X .25 m, depicts a standing personage with
head and legs in profile and the torso and crossed arms in frontal
view (Figure 11). The figuré wears sandals and a loincloth tied
with a waistband whose knot is visible in the center of the torso.

The elaborate headdress on the figure includes the imagery of
Glyph U, a sign that refers to a mythological bird in several Me-
soamerican cultures (Taube 1987, 1988; Urcid et al. 1994). The
profile head and paw of a jaguar protrude from behind the image
of Glyph U. The personage seems to wear a jaguar buccal mask
with prominent fangs. Its sumptuary ornaments include ear spools.
In front of the personage is a vertical sequence of glyphs. Al-
though the upper one might possibly be an elaborate speech scroll,
a non-calendrical compound that forms part of a personal name,
or a hand-scattering gesture, the lower sign renders pictographi-
cally an eye with scrolls above and below it, followed by two
numeral bars. The glyph thus reads 10 L (10 “Eye”). The L sign
corresponds to the sixteenth position in the glyphic day-name list
of the Zapotec and Nuifie calendars (Urcid 2001:184-185).

* When documented by Winter (1987:4), Monument 2 lay some-
where along the north base of Mound 1 but could not be located
during our search. The stone measures 4.25 X .5 X .2 m and
depicts a standing personage that may hold a staff (Figure 12). It
seems to wear a buccal mask, a headdress, and sandals. A possible
glyph may be carved below the feet.

During the 1988 field season, Joyce saw Monument 9 partially
buried and slanted at a place along the northern edge of Mound 1
(Figure 13). At that time the stone was complete, measuring 2.5 X
.86 X.5 m. After 1989, during the construction of a nearby irriga-
tion channel, the stone was broken into two fragments. Someone
had dragged the lower piece several meters away from the upper
fragment, obliterating its carving in the process. Originally, the
monument depicted a personage, probably in the same posture as
the figure on Monument 8, facing to its right with the arms crossed
over the chest and wearing an elaborate headdress. At least one
glyph appeared next to the personage’s face, but its configuration
is unrecognizable. This glyph, as in the case of Monument 8, may
have signaled a personal name or a hand-scattering gesture.






