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- Chapter Four
especially, to the men of Dolores, Guatemala, whose knowledge of the forest
and the archaeology of the Petén made this work possible. Finally, I would
like to thank George Cowgill, Amy Kovak, René Muiioz, Robert Sharer, David
Webster, and an anonymous reviewer for their constructive commentary on
earlier versions of this chapter.

L. In addition to the most exhalted title of k'uhul ajaw (“holy lord”), Late .
Classic texts make reference to persons bearing titles such as ajaw (“lord”),
ch’ok ajaw (“young lord”), sajal (perhaps “he who fears”), a-k'uh-hu:n (a
scribal title), and y-ajaw-k’ak (“the fire’s lord”’), as well as others. For a more
thorough understanding of these and other Classic period Maya titles, see
Houston and Stuart (2000).

2. Sajal were members of the nonroyal nobility who sometimes served as
members of the royal courts or as governors of secondary centers within
Maya polities. This title appears only in the inscriptions of the Late Classic
period and is restricted largely to the western portions of the Maya lowlands.
Sajal could apparently become ajaw, but in no recorded instance was an indi-
vidual of sajal status advanced to the highest position of k'uhul ajaw (Houston
1993; Houston and Stuart 2001; Villela 1993).

3. Such monuments tend to depict Bird Jaguar IV, though in a few
instances they do depict his successor, Shield Jaguar II, as well as his deceased
father, Shield Jaguar 1.

.,_i_um:m:m_: in Pre-Aztec Mesoamerica:
Monte Alban, Teotihuacan, and the
Lower Rio Verde Valley
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The term warfare subsumes a wide range of social interactions (Fried
et al. 1968; Keeley 1996; Ross 1986). Warfare is a form of conflict that
usually refers to organized violent encounters between members of
different sociopolitical groups but can range from sporadic raiding for
ritual purposes to large-scale warfare for territorial conquest with
thousands of casualties. The motivations and outcomes of specific his-
torical instances of conflict also vary greatly. To address warfare in the
archaeological record, we need to define more precisely the variation
in potential forms of interaction along with their archaeological corre-
lates. )

This chapter considers a specific category of interpolity conflict,
that of imperial conquest and control where a state comes to dominate
a multiethnic hinterland. The best-known example of imperial con-
quest in Mesoamerica is the Aztec Empire of the fifteenth and early
sixteenth centuries. The record of Aztec imperialism is strengthened
by both the archaeological data and the ethnohistoric record of the
Late Postclassic period (Berdan et al. 1996; Davies 1987; Hassig 1988,
1992b; Smith 1987, 1996; Smith and Berdan 1992). Despite the seem-
ingly rich database for Aztec imperialism, however, the nature and
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even the existence of the empire have been debated (Smith and Berdan
1992). Arguments for the presence of Mesoamerican empires prior to
the Aztec Empire have had to rely primarily on archaeological evi-
dence for imperial expansion, which, not surprisingly, has also trig-
gered considerable debate (Cowgill 1997; R. Millon 1988; Smith and
Montiel 2001; Zeitlin and Joyce 1999). Perhaps the two most controver-
sial cases of Mesoamerican imperialism involve the highland Mexican
polities of Monte Alban and Teotihuacan (figure 4.1).

In this chapter, I consider the impact of both Monte Alban and
Teotihuacan on the lower Rio Verde Valley on the Pacific Coast of
Oaxaca. In particular, I examine the possibility that during the Termi-
nal Formative (150 B.c.—A.D. 250), the lower Rio Verde Valley was
incorporated into an empire controlled by the rulers of Monte Alban
in the Valley of Oaxaca. Marcus and Flannery (1996) have argued that
the northern end of the lower Verde region was subjugated by Monte
Alban. While Marcus and Flannery (1996) acknowledge various forms
of imperial expansion, their model emphasizes direct territorial con-
trol either through military conquest or, in the case of weaker polities,
through colonization under the threat of military action. As I will
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show in this chapter, however, the Terminal Formative data from the
lower Verde suggest continuity in regional sociopolitical develop-
ments and do not meet the criteria for subjugation due to territorial
imperialism. Instead, the evidence suggests a major sociopolitical dis-
ruption of the lower Verde during the Early Classic period (a.p. 250
500) that meets more of the criteria for subjugation than do the
Terminal Formative data. Preliminary results suggest that the power-
ful center of Teotihuacan in the Basin of Mexico may have played a
role in Early Classic sociopolitical change in the lower Verde. While
the evidence for interaction between the lower Verde and Teotihuacan
is intriguing, at present plausible models range from conquest to
increased reciprocal exchange.

Archaeological Evidence
for Imperial Conquest

Comparative research on ancient empires such as the Wari, Inka,
Roman, Assyrian, Vijayanagara, and Aztec indicates that imperial
elites usually pursued a variety of strategies to control or influence
hinterlands (Algaze 1993; Berdan et al. 1996; Fulford 1992; Hassig
1988; Postgate 1992; Schreiber 1987, 1992; Sinopoli 1994; Smith and
Montiel 2001; Stark 1990; Stein 1999). These strategies vary from terri-
torial conquest and direct administration, such as is emphasized by
Marcus and Flannery (1996), to indirect hegemonic control achieved
largely through the cooperation of local elites in peripheral regions, as
was the case for much of the Aztec Empire (Berdan et al. 1996; D’ Al-
troy 1992; Hassig 1988, 1992b). In cases of indirect control, the cooper-
ation of local elites is often achieved through military threats backed
up by occasional raids. Finally, imperial control can be exerted
through asymmetrical alliances with local elites, often cemented via
intermarriage and gift exchange (Stark 1990), and may involve the
presence of outposts to facilitate trade (Algaze 1993; Stein 1999).
Archaeological correlates of imperialism vary according to the nature
of imperial conquest and control.

Archaeological correlates of territorial imperialism include evi-
dence for military conquest or colonization and the direct administra-
tion of the province (Berdan et al. 1996; Fulford 1992; Postgate 1992;
Schreiber 1987, 1992; Smith and Montiel 2001; Stark 1990; Stein 1999).
Direct evidence for conquest warfare includes burials with traumatic
war wounds, burned and/or intentionally destroyed buildings (see
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Brown and Garber, chapter 6 in this volume), and the construction of
defensive walls. Indirect evidence for war includes sites that have been
suddenly abandoned, settlement shifts to defensible locations, and
buffer zones between competing polities. Direct control over subju-
gated regions is often manifest in evidence of architectural remains,

mortuary practices, or aspects of elite culture that reflect the presence -

of imperial administrators. The wholesale replacement of indigenous
cultural patterns, such as ritual practices and styles of architecture and
ceramics, would probably occur only with large-scale imperial coloni-
zation. The imperial reorganization of local political and economic

systems would be suggested by changes in settlement hierarchy along |

with the presence of colonies, garrisons, and trading enclaves. Systems
of craft or subsistence production would be expected to intensify as
tribute was mobilized to the imperial core. Evidence for imperial stor-
age facilities would be expected. Military conquest and imperial
administration of a region may also be visible in iconographic and epi-
graphic data, especially at the capital of the empire.

Evidence for indirect hegemonic control is more difficult to iden-
tify archaeologically than territorial conquest and direct administra-
tion (Berdan et al. 1996; Schreiber 1992:32-34; Smith 1987; Smith and
Montiel 2001; Stark 1990; Stein 1999). If conflict is sufficiently intense
and protracted, defensive features and settlement shifts to defensible
locations might occur in subject regions, although with politically
weak polities even the threat of warfare can be sufficient for imperial
elites to gain compliance (Hassig 1988:112-33). Imperial administra-
tive facilities will not be as extensive under indirect control, and if
local elites are left intact, there may not be any evidence of an Imperial
administrative presence. Even in the absence of imperial administra-
tors, however, local elites often adopt imperial symbols of prestige
and gain access to prestige goods from the core. Some degree of eco-
nomic reorganization often occurs under indirect rule as tribute is
mobilized for transport to the core (Stark 1990:257-58). Evidence of
economic reorganization includes intensification in subsistence and
craft production for tribute, a lowered living standard, and some
counterflow of trade goods from the imperial core to the provinces
(Smith 1987; Stark 1990).

Unfortunately, most of the potential indicators of imperial con-
quest and control, whether direct or indirect, can also result from
other factors (see Schreiber 1992; Smith and Heath-Smith 1994; Stark
1990; Zeitlin 1993). For example, changes in settlement, economy, and
sociopolitical organization can occur because of a multitude of factors,
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both internal and external. The diffusion of ideas and practices W@B
core regions can result from emulation independent wm conflict with
that region (Renfrew 1986:8). The causes of the diffusion of elements
of ceramic and architectural style from the imperial core are often
extremely difficult to interpret (Cowgill 1997; Pasztory 1993; mﬁma.w
1990; Yarborough 1992). Burned structures can be the result of acci-
dental fires or reverential termination rituals (see Pagliaro et al., Q.ﬂmv-
ter 5 in this volume). Finally, iconographic and epigraphic indications
of imperialism must be viewed with caution since wrmv.\ Hmm._mnﬁ ﬁ.ﬁ
viewpoint of core elites and can represent propaganda with _H.Em r.um-
torical veracity (Marcus 1992b:401). These problems of equifinality
require that researchers use multiple lines of evidence to support an
¥ imperialism argument. In addition, other factors that affect the proba-
E bility of direct territorial control need to be considered, such as the
E relative size and complexity of core and peripheral polities, their dis-
tance from one another, the difficulty of travel, their relative military
prowess, and the potential benefits to the core of subjugating the

- periphery (Stein 1999).

Monte Alban Imperialism

; The interregional impact of Monte Alban during the Terminal Forma-
 tive, from about 150 B.C. to A.D. 250, has become a topic of mmvwﬁm
- among Oaxaca archaeologists (Balkansky 1997; Feinman and Nicholas
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- Joyce and Winter 1996; Joyce et al. 2000; Marcus .Gmwh Marcus .mﬁm
* Flannery 1996; Redmond 1983; Spencer 1982; Workinger 2002; N.m_«rb
1990, 1993; Zeitlin and Joyce 1999). Most nmmmwnormam\. including
. myself, agree that Monte Alban influenced many areas during the ,_,wn-
. minal Formative. Evidence for contact with Monte Alban varies
. greatly, and this has led to a variety of perspectives as to the nature
- and effects of core—periphery relations in Terminal Formative Oaxaca.
E The most pervasive evidence of Monte Albdn’s interregional influence
' is the spread of certain gray-ware ceramic styles from the Valley of
E QOaxaca to the Mixteca Alta, Mixteca Baja, Ejutla Valley, Miahuatldn
- Valley, Sola Valley, Cuicatldn Cafiada, lower Rio Verde Valley, mﬁm
E southern Isthmus of Tehuantepec (figure 4.2). In addition, people in
| the Mixteca Alta and Mixteca Baja adopted a number of elements .Om
i Oaxaca Valley elite culture, including hieroglyphic writing and a dis-
¢ _tinctive style of anthropomorphic urn (Joyce and Winter 1996).

There is evidence for increased interpolity conflict during the
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Terminal Formative (150 B.c.-a.p. 250) throughout the Oaxacan high-
lands and in the lowland Cuicatlan Cafiada region (Feinman and

Oaxaca

Nicholas 1990; Joyce 1994a; Spencer 1982; Winter 1989). Evidence for
conflict includes a shift in settlement locations to defensible hilltops.
In many of the highland valleys of Oaxaca, early urban centers devel-
oped, all of which were located on hilltops or ridges. Urban centers
often had defensive walls, such as at Monte Alban, Cerro de las Minas,
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Tehuacan Valley

of Tehuantepec

and Yucuita. There are indications of warfare, such as the apparent
burning and partial abandonment of Yucuita at approximately a.p.
200 and the abandonment of Monte Negro at about the same time.
Probable trophy skulls have also been recovered at Huamelulpan,
Yucuita, and Monte Negro (Winter 1989:37).

Marcus and Flannery (1996:206-7) argue that the Terminal Forma-
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tive data from QOaxaca indicate that Monte Albén expanded beyond
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f the Valley of Oaxaca through imperial conquest and colonization.
According to their model, by the Terminal Formative, Monte Alban’s
empire covered an area of 20,000 square kilometers, stretching from
the Cuicatlan Cafiada in the north to the Pacific coast in the south (see
. Marcus and Flannery 1996:fig. 242). Imperial subjugation of these
. regions would have allowed Monte Albéan’s rulers to gain control over
exotic goods and trade routes from the Pacific coast to Central Mexico.
Marcus (1983, 1992a:394-400) supports the imperialism argument
. through her study of the Terminal Formative “conquest slabs” from
j Building J in the Main Plaza at Monte Alban. The conquest slabs con-
¢ sist of over fifty carved stones that have been interpreted as represen-
 tations of places conquered by and/or paying tribute to Monte Alban
. (Caso 1938, 1947; Marcus 1976, 1983, 1992a). Each slab contain two dis-
| tinct elements: 1) a standardized “hill” glyph signifying a place’and
L 2)aglyph or series of glyphs directly above the “hill” glyph, differing
 for each stone and signifying the name of a particular place (figure
4.3a). Many of the slabs contain an upside-down human head directly
beneath the “hill” glyph, each with a distinctive headdress and inter-
preted as the dead ruler of a conquered locality. Marcus and Flannery
(1996:197) suggest that the difference between the slabs that include
effigy heads and those that do not is that the former refer to places
incorporated into the Zapotec Empire by conquest with the latter sub-
jugated by colonization. Some conquest slabs also exhibit a hiero-
glyphic text that in its most complete form includes a calendar date
that may represent the date of conquest of the locality. By comparing
the toponyms carved on the Building ] slabs to those found in the
Codex Mendoza, a sixteenth-century Aztec tribute list, Marcus
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Figure 43a Building J “conquest siab”” from Monte Alban: slab 15

(1992a:395-96) argues that the specific location of seven of the locali-
ties can be identified.

One of the regions identified on the conquest slabs by Marcus
(1983:108) was the Cuicatldn Cafiada, located about 100 kilometers
northwest of the Oaxaca Valley. Archaeological research in the Cuicat-
lan Cafiada by Charles Spencer and Elsa Redmond (Redmond 1983;
Spencer 1982; Spencer and Redmond 1997) has provided the strongest
direct evidence for conquest by Monte Alban. Their data suggest mili-
tary conquest followed by the imperial administration of the region by
Monte Alban. Evidence for the conquest and subjugation of the region
includes the following:

1. The surface survey showed a dramatic shift in settlement patterns from
the high alluvium to defensible piedmont locations.

Imperialism in Pre-Aztec Mesoamerica / 57

Figure 4.3b Building J “conquest slab” from Monte Alb4n: slab 57

2. There was a decrease in the settlement hierarchy from three to two
levels.
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from the Valley of Oaxaca.

4. Evidence from excavations indicated that the Llano Perdido site was
burned and suddenly abandoned.

5. Excavations at the site of La Coyotera exposed the remains of a tzompan-
tli, or skull rack, possibly exhibiting victims of warfare or sacrifice.

6. The apparent establishment of a Zapotec administrative outpost and for-
tress at Quiotepec was inferred from a Oaxaca Valley-style tomb erod-
ing from the surface.

7. An unoccupied buffer zone was indicated by survey data between the
Cafiada and the Tehuacin Valley to the north.

8. New forms of political organization were inferred from changes in pub-
lic architecture.

9. A major economic reorganization was suggested, perhaps designed to
produce surpluses in the form of tropical crops for tribute payments to
Monte Alban. Economic changes included the development of irrigation
systems as well as a decline in evidence for exchange and craft produc-
tion.

While the data for Monte Alban’s subjugation of the Cuicatldn
Cafiada are compelling, direct evidence for Zapotec conquest of other







