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Abstract 

This paper contributes to an understanding of the connections among indigenous 

societies in pre-Columbian Mesoamerica and the Southwest of the United States by 

investigating the depositional contexts of two items of Mesoamerican origin, copper 

bells and macaws. The analysis shows that Southwestern peoples possibly emulated 

Mesoamerican ritual practices imperfectly; macaw iconography and the use of copper 

bells are similar in both regions, but the ritual burial of sacrificed macaws is a solely 

Southwestern practice. 

(61, macaws, copper bells, Mesoamerica-Southwestern connections) 
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Introduction 

There has been a longstanding curiosity about Mesoamerican traits in the 

Southwest of the United States occurring between AD 850 and colonial contact between 

AD 1519 and AD 1540. This has been noted with objects that originated in 

Mesoamerica and were recovered from Southwestern archaeological sites, as well as 

with architectural features such as Mesoamerican ball courts. The discussion about the 

Southwestern-Mesoamerican connection began with Sauer and Brand’s 1930 

documentation of Southwestern culture southward in Sonora to the Fuerte River and the 

northernmost expression of Mesoamerican culture in coastal Sinaloa. Subsequently, 

Ekholm asserted that contact between peoples of both regions must have “occurred 

across great areas that were occupied by relatively primitive peoples, and it seems 

likely that it must have been accomplished in large part by small groups of travelers” 

(Ekholm 1942:136, Wilcox 1986:14-17).  

At the Mesa Redonda meetings in 1943 this Southwestern-Mesoamerican 

question was discussed by scholars. Here, Isabel Kelly determined that eight selective 

Mesoamerican traits reached West Mexico by various routes, from different cultural 

groups, and happened in an overall time span of several centuries (Kelly 1944:216-

217). Next, Haury used 19 Mesoamerican traits found in the Southwest to determine 

that a single route of entry from a single group of people was unlikely. He recognized 

two periods of influence for which the first was around AD 1 – bringing corn, pottery and 

ceramic figures to Hohokam and Mogollon contexts (Haury 1945:56-69). In the 1950s, 

publication of three different migration models accounted for Haury’s second period 

where Mesoamerican traits reached the Southwest. However, subsequent research 
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showed that none of those models were tenable. Haury’s (1976) last migration model to 

account for his first wave of traits remains possible (Wilcox 1986:14-17). 

J. Charles Kelley and Charles C. DiPeso then began to advocate for a pochteca 

model. This theory proposes that highly organized groups of Mesoamerican long-

distance traders (pochteca) indirectly and directly influenced the development of the 

U.S. Southwest. This model advocates for the cultural evolution of the Southwest as a 

reflection of the evolution of Mesoamerica (McGuire 1980:4). For Kelly (1974), the Paint 

Cloisonné found in ceremonial centers of Alta Vista and Cerro de Mochtehuma, as well 

as in similar contexts from Zacatecas to Michoacán, must have been made by traveling 

pochteca who made it on demand while trading for turquoise and other rare sources. He 

also found the astronomical concepts embodied in Alta Vista architecture to be similar 

to those found at Teotihuacan and therefore concluded that the builders of Alta Vista 

were involved in widespread trade and exploitation towards the north. While DiPeso 

(1974) was continually identifying early occupation of the Casas Grandes area by 

Mogollon culture to the north, the main occupation of the Casas Grandes site itself was 

associated with the Medio period. He inferred this time period to be when 

Mesoamerican pochteca began exploiting the Southwest for turquoise, slaves, and 

other goods. Overall, the pochteca argument states that these merchant-priests 

(pochteca) from Mesoamerica entered the Southwest and directly affected 

Southwestern populations (Wilcox 1986:29-30).  

McGuire proposed a different approach to studying and determining the 

connection between the U.S. Southwest and Mesoamerica. He rejected the idea that 

the Southwest was solely influenced by Mesoamerica, but instead that the interaction 
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was mutual: “the Mesoamerican influence in the Southwest resulted from interaction 

between northwest Mexican and Southwest societies rather than domination by any 

single group such as pochteca” (McGuire 1980:32). Mesoamerica and the U.S. 

Southwest were not nation-states at this time, but simply regions inhabited by many 

different cultural groups whose similarities and differences are equally interesting (Ben 

Nelson, personal communication, 2012-13). McGuire suggested that Mesoamerican 

traits be defined and researched for their occurrence and influence on the Southwest: 

In establishing connections between the Southwest and Mesoamerica we 
must identify and distinguish between traits of generalized Mesoamerican 
nature and traits originating from specific regions. We must make this 
distinction because these two different types of traits tell us different things 
about the impact of Mesoamerican influence on Southwestern 
developments and the mechanisms of diffusion connecting the Southwest 
and Mesoamerica (McGuire 1980: 32). 

 
By doing so he introduced the necessity for more detailed analysis of all objects 

representing Mesoamerica in the Southwest in order to determine more precisely the 

nature and geographic structure of the connections.  

The next theoretical step in deciphering for Mesoamerican-Southwestern 

connections came with the world-systems concept. It was popularized by Immanuel 

Wallerstein (1976) with a definition encompassing two classes of world systems: world 

empires and world economies. Blanton et al. (1981) then concluded that Mesoamerica 

was a world system in that it included a system of elite, prestige exchange involving 

marriages, visitation, competitive feasting, and war. Phil Weigand then developed a very 

detailed world-system model to interpret Southwestern-Mesoamerican connections, 

attracting the attention of several Southwestern isolationists. Finally, Wilcox (1986) 

concludes, “that a world-systems framework is broad enough to incorporate many 
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conflicting viewpoints into what may become a more fruitful dialogue” (Wilcox 1986:30-

35). 

Most relevant to this study is McGuire’s final point within the aforementioned 

paper about the interaction amongst these groups of people. He stated that “this 

interaction encompassed not only the exchange of goods but also of ideas, accounting 

for shared beliefs, symbols, and architectural forms in the two regions” (McGuire 

1980:32-33). Therefore it is relevant to realize that when objects were transmitted 

between cultures in Mesoamerica and the Southwest, it is probable that ideas 

concerning the use of these objects or architectural styles were also transmitted. This 

concept became relevant in Crown and Hurst’s (2010) article on cacao use in the 

prehispanic Southwestern United States. 

 In this article, it is outlined that not only was cacao acquired by peoples of Pueblo 

Bonito, but so was the idea of using the plant to create a beverage used in 

Mesoamerican ritual practices. Crown and Hurst outline their conclusions by stating the 

four points of discovery. First, their finds document the presence of cacao north of the 

Mexican border, far outside the area where it is cultivated. Second, the function of the 

ceramic cylinders found at Pueblo Bonito can now be accounted for because their use 

can be directly tied to rituals involving cacao. Third, the ritual practice of cacao tied to 

Mesoamerica is possibly revealed at Pueblo Bonito. And lastly, understandings about 

Pueblo Bonito as the Chacoan ritual center are advanced (Crown &Hurst 2009:2111).  

 Crown and Hurst (2009) were able to make the aforementioned inferences based 

on their analysis of cacao residue on the ceramic cylinder vessels. They performed High 

Performance Liquid Chromatography coupled with Mass Spectrometry that “has 
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previously revealed cacao residues in ceramic vessels from sites in Belize, Guatemala, 

and Honduras” (Crown & Hurst 2009:2111). The residue they were looking for was 

theobromine, a marker of cacao in organic residues studies done with Mesoamerican 

vessels. They found this chemical residue on the cylindrical vessels from Pueblo Bonito 

and were therefore able to determine that the cacao present in these vessels was from 

use of the plant in a beverage form. “In Mesoamerica, cacao seeds were ground and 

combined with cold water, ground corn, ground chile pepper, and some flavorants to 

create beverages consumed largely by the elite class and in rituals” (Crown 2009:2112). 

The connecting residue component of cacao in both Mesoamerica and the Southwest 

was accompanied by the form of the vessels as well. They state that the restricted 

distribution of the cylindrical vessels at Pueblo Bonito suggests that, as in Mesoamerica, 

the beverage was consumed by only a small subset of the population. And that: 

the likely association of cacao with cylinder jars at Pueblo Bonito suggests 
that knowledge concerning the proper preparation, serving, and 
consumption of cacao beverages accompanied the seeds from 
Mesoamerica. Chacoan ritual practitioners imported or acquired both the 
ingredients and the culinary knowledge to incorporate elements of 
Mesoamerican ritual activity into the Chaco world (Crown 2009:2112).  

 
In this study, I expand upon McGuire’s and Crown and Hurst’s proposition that 

Mesoamerican ideas and practices were transmitted along with objects and architecture 

found in the U.S. Southwest. I evaluate whether such ideological transmission occurred 

with macaws and copper bells as well. I assume that if Mesoamerican meanings were 

imported together with these artifacts, then the depositional contexts in which the 

objects are found in Mesoamerica and the U.S. Southwest should be highly similar. If on 

the other hand new, independent cultural significance was attached upon their adoption, 

the depositional contexts of the objects in the two regions should differ. Depositional 
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context in this study includes the archaeological finds of either object within 

occupational and ceremonial sites in the U.S. Southwest and Mesoamerica. 

Depositional context is determined by where these objects are found when excavation 

is done. Their placement within the accumulated fill in recognizable architecture has 

specific associations with other objects, skeletal remains, and/or the architectural 

features themselves allowing for an interpretation of the activities that may have 

occurred in order for that object to be placed there and then recovered by 

archaeologists much further in time. These larger cultural regions have many varying 

cultures whose ritual practices and beliefs are unique and therefore I analyze sites in 

each of six different areas occupied by many cultures: Mimbres, Hohokam, Chaco, 

Maya, Central Mexico, and West Mexico. Because I am assessing the use of copper 

bells and macaws, it is most relevant to focus on these subregions for my analysis.  

I begin by exploring major ceremonial centers and settlements in the Maya 

region, Central Mexico, and West Mexico; gathering data of these objects and their 

depositional contexts in order to analyze similarities in patterns of association in 

archaeological contexts. Textual sources are also taken into account. This combination 

of evidence allows some conclusions as to the use of these objects in ritual practices. 

An analysis of similarities and differences amongst the three Mesoamerican subregions 

is also quantified. As Mesoamerica was made up of varying cultures and peoples, this 

research also shows both variation in the objects and their uses in ritual contexts for 

their origins throughout Mesoamerica.  

Next Chaco Canyon, the Hohokam area, and the Mimbres area are looked at in 

the same fashion as Mesoamerica. Examples are analyzed from major ceremonial 
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centers and settlements in these Southwestern cultural areas to see if any associative 

patterns existed between macaw bones, copper bells and their depositional contexts. 

Again, the three areas are compared to see if similarities or differences existed within 

the Southwest itself; possibly pointing to variations within this cultural region as well.  

 Finally, the outcomes of the data from both Mesoamerica and the Southwest are 

compared. Conclusions from the overall comparison determined the use of these 

objects in ceremonial rituals throughout the Southwest as well as in Mesoamerica. The 

following questions became answerable: Are the similarities of use within the 

Southwestern United States greater or equal to similarities of use in Mesoamerica? Did 

the ritual use of macaws and copper bells in the Southwest emulate ritual use of these 

objects in Mesoamerica? As these questions became answerable, departures from the 

expected pattern of shared practices appeared and are discussed. For example, ritual 

practices involving the macaw are consistent throughout the U.S. Southwest, but are 

different from those found in Mesoamerica where the bird’s natural habitat lies. Copper 

bells, on the other hand, are found in depositional contexts in the same proportions in 

both Mesoamerica and the U.S. Southwest, implying that practices associated with 

those items are shared in both regions. 

 

Methodology 

 One source of sites to be considered is Pendergast (1962) who outlined all the 

known archaeological sites yielding copper bell finds in both Mesoamerica and the U.S. 

Southwest. Hargrave (1970) also provides a survey of sites in the Southwest where 

macaw remains were found. Other sites were chosen using the Connections Database. 



13 

This database is being created by Dr. Ben Nelson along with students and postdoctoral 

scholars at the School of Human Evolution and Social Change at Arizona State 

University.  It entails a study of which sites in both the U.S. Southwest and 

Mesoamerica include objects acquired from great distances. These various objects 

include: copper, cacao, pseudo-cloisonne, macaws, turquoise, conch shell trumpets, 

iron pyrite mirrors, and shell bracelets.  By using published excavation reports and 

articles about these various objects, sites have been catalogued into the database with 

a specification of how many of each object was found and the context in which it was 

found. Some sites within the database containing macaws and/or copper bells within the 

regions chosen for this study were selected for this research project.  Most sites were 

chosen for this study because a published site report was available. Time constraints 

prevented extensive use of original excavation records or museum collections. 

Many sites were chosen because they contained both copper bells and macaws. 

The sites used are listed in Table 1.4 and Figure 1.1. Those found via the Connections 

Database were chosen to provide a sufficient number of Southwestern sites for this 

study. Regions were chosen based on knowledge of time periods in which 

Mesoamerican influence was known to appear in the Southwest. This time range is 

approximately AD 850 to the Spanish conquest around AD 1519-1540. 
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Table 1.1 Table of Archaeological sites from the Southwestern United States and 

Mesoamerica analyzed in this study. 

    

Maya Area  Hohokam 

Copán  Snaketown 
Zaculeu  Gatlin 
Mayapan  Casa Grande 
Tajumulco   

Chichén Itzá  Chaco Canyon 

  Pueblo Bonito 

West 
Mexico  Aztec Ruin 

Amapa  
Bis sa'ani 
Pueblo 

Cojutmalan   

Apatzingán  Mimbres 

  Galaz Ruin 

Central 
Mexico  Cameron Creek 

Tenochititlán  NAN Ranch 
Teotihuacan   
Tula 
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Figure 1.1 Map of Archaeological sites from the U.S. Southwest and Mesoamerica 

analyzed in this study.   

 

Excavation reports were used to find both copper bell and macaw remains that 

had a clear provenience stated. Since this study is analyzing depositional context, only 

instances where either object had a clear provenience were included. It is important to 

note that many more copper bells and/or macaws were found at sites than those used 

in this study; any instances without a clear provenience were eliminated based on the 

aforementioned selection criteria.  
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A description of the sites used is important for an understanding of the relevance 

of the data analysis and conclusions. Beginning with the region of the U.S. Southwest, 

the Chaco area is the first area researched for its ties to the emulation of cacao ritual 

discussed above. As Hargrave outlines “in the middle section of the Chaco River, San 

Juan County, Northwestern New Mexico, in the drainage of the San Juan River, are 

several large, ruined communal dwellings up to five stories in height, within the 

boundary of Chaco Canyon National Monument” (Hargrave 1970:28). The first 

archaeological parrot bone from a prehistoric human habitation in the Southwestern 

United States was recovered from Pueblo Bonito by Pepper (1996). He excavated 

nearly 200 rooms within the site and found both macaw remains and copper bells. The 

site is dated between AD 900 and AD 1130 (Pepper 1996). Similarly, Bis sa’ani Pueblo 

was a short-lived Late Bonito phase community that dates from around AD 1100 to 

1150. It is located on two sections of a ridge above Escavada Wash. Thirty five sites 

constitute the community: 10 small habitation pueblos, 10 isolated structures that 

include field houses and kivas, and 15 limited use sites related to agriculture and 

resource procurement (Mathien 2005:257).  

The last Chaco related site used in this study was Aztec Ruin.  Morris (1915) 

describes the site as two large communal villages where the walls stand to a height of 

three stories and exhibit surprising skill in construction. He states that “Aztec Ruin is the 

nucleus of the latest period of prehistoric Pueblo culture in the valley of the Animas 

river” in the San Juan County of New Mexico (Morris 1915:666). The copper bells found 

at this site are dated from AD 1200 to 1300; these are later than the sites located closer 
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to the heart of the Chaco region, but are equally important for this study as the time 

span chosen includes sites dated up to the Spanish conquest. 

Also within New Mexico is the Mimbres culture area. People occupied the 

drainage of the Mimbres River in Southwestern New Mexico. Cameron Creek Village 

was occupied beginning in AD 950. It contains surface masonry structures and 

encompasses the characteristic Mimbres Black-on-white ceramic type period. This is 

also true for Galaz Site which had macaw remains dated from AD 1100 to 1150, the 

latter part of Mimbres culture (Hargrave 1970:48). NAN Ranch Ruin is also located in 

southwestern New Mexico and is a Classic Mimbres pueblo site. The site was occupied 

from about AD 1080 to 1150 and is a model of Classic Mimbres household room 

function and space use (Shafer 1982:17).  

Three Hohokam sites are analyzed within the Southwestern region of the United 

States: Casa Grande, Snaketown, and Gatlin. The Hohokam culture area centers along 

the Gila and Salt rivers in Arizona. The latest Hohokam site used for this study was 

Casa Grande. It dates from around AD 1050 to 1450. This extensively excavated site 

includes a canal system, a Great House, and two platform mounds. Snaketown is a 

300-acre village founded and occupied by the Hohokam for 1000 years (Craig 2000:2-

4). It is located in the upper terrace north of the Gila River on the Gila River Indian 

Reservation approximately 13 miles southwest of Chandler, Arizona (Haury 1965:1).   

The Gatlin Site is three miles north of Gila Bend, Arizona. It consists of a platform 

mound that included six stages of development. It was constructed using an earth-core 

process with flat top, rounded corners, and sloping sides faced with caliche and adobe 

plaster. The site is placed within the Sacaton Phase of the Hohokam, which is dated 
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from AD 900/950 to 1100/1150. According to Hargrave, “it is considered to be a 

northern manifestation of the Mesoamerican pyramid-temple complex” and therefore 

important for this study (Hargrave 1970:49).  

 One site representing the Maya region of Mesoamerica is Copán in modern day 

Honduras. This was mainly due to the immense amount of iconographical 

representations of the macaw in sculpture associated with its main ballcourt. Copán was 

a Classic Maya center (AD 200-900) and does contain one of the two macaw burials in 

Mesoamerica detected by this study. The site has many hieroglyphic inscriptions and 

other sculpted monuments and has therefore been extensively excavated. The 

‘Principal Group’ of ruins consists of a series of large buildings constructed around open 

plazas, which frequently contain stelae and altars. The Hieroglyphic Stairway Plaza in 

the south end of the site is where visitors could watch the activities taking place at the 

ballcourt. To its north is the final version of Copán’s main ballcourt, known as Ballcourt 

A-III. It is the largest of its kind and one of the most elaborately embellished anywhere in 

Mesoamerica (Fash 2001:16-26) 

The only Mesoamerican site in this study that has both macaw and copper bell 

deposits is Zaculeu. This site was occupied continuously from Early Classic times until 

the final overthrow by the Spanish conquest (AD 200- 1525). The ruins of Zaculeu are 

located in the northwestern part of the Huehuetenango Valley in Guatemala. 

Archaeological research at Zaculeu included narrow axial trench excavation of the 43 

structures within the ceremonial center. These structures are generally arranged to form 

rectangular plazas that are defined by terraces and platforms (Woodbury and Trik 

1953:21-25).  
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Mayapan is also a Mayan site. It is located 2 km south of the village of 

Telchaquillo. Mayapan was the seat of a centralized government with a large urban 

population that exerted control over much of northern Yucatan. The site was founded in 

AD 1236-1283, was a center of government until ca. AD 1441-1461, and it was 

occupied until Spanish conquest. Excavations were conducted within and near the city 

walls, in ceremonial precincts, as trenches and pits in cenotes, sinkholes, and other 

places not directly associated with constructions (Proskouriakoff 1962:327). It is known 

that the early buildings at Mayapan very probably imitated those of Chichén Itzá, 

another site analyzed in this study (Pollock 1962:1-17). 

Used in this study is the Cenote of Sacrifice at Chichén Itzá. This is a great cup-

like depression filled with murky green water. It was believed by the Maya people 

occupying Chichén Itzá and using the Cenote of Sacrifice that the gods and souls of 

dead ancestors remained in the cenote. Therefore, all kinds of offerings, including a 

large amount of copper bells, were deposited within this sacred well. From 1904 to 1907 

E. H. Thompson dredged the southern part of the cenote. Chichén Itzá began to be 

occupied in AD 534 and was occupied, abandoned, and re-occupied several times 

before contact with the Spanish in AD 1520 (Lothrop 1952:3-4).  

Another Mayan site analyzed for this study is Tajumulco Ruin. It is located in the 

Department of San Marcos in southwestern Guatemala. The site includes two 

rectangular mounds. East of these mounds are higher terraces that lead to the Palace 

Terrace. There is also a platform mound, Mound III. All these mounds and terraces 

were excavated and it was determined that the site was occupied from AD 1000-1500 
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or the Mexican Period. Sculptures within the site show both Mayan and Mexican 

influences therefore this site is a relevant inclusion for the purposes of this study.  

In the center of Mexico the sites used for this study are Teotihuacan, Tula and 

Tenochtitlán. Teotihuacan is situated in the north-eastern part of the Valley of Mexico. 

The architectural remains largely consist of temples with some remains of houses 

containing apartments all built of adobe. This city is thought to be established around 

AD 100 and have lasted until the 7th or 8th centuries. Linné’s excavation report was used 

for this study where neither macaw remains nor copper bell deposits were found (Linné 

1934). The Toltecs of central Mexico flourished between the 9th and 13th centuries and 

their capital in the modern state of Hidalgo is called Tula. Tula Grande was the main 

precinct consisting of plazas surrounded by temples, ballcourts, administrative 

buildings, and palaces. A residential zone surrounded Tula Grande as well. The site 

also included a civic zone called Tula Chico, El Corral temple, and  a round structure 

dedicated to Huastec god Ehecatl, Lord of the Wind (Diehl 1983: 13-16).  

Lastly, Tenochtitlán was begun in 1325 and developed into the city that 

European explorers destroyed by 1521. It was then entirely surrounded by the waters of 

Lake Texcoco and was the capital of the Aztecs (Noll 1897:515-516). In 1900 Leopoldo 

Batres requested permission to interfere in the drainage work being done in the 

direction of the Main Plaza of the site and excavated Escallerillas Street. Here he found 

numerous copper bells, which are discussed below. 

West Mexico is the third region of Mesoamerica to be described. The site of 

Amapa in Nayarit is “a dense cluster of thatched buildings, with the most prominent 

ones on elevated mounds reached by staircases paved with cut and sometimes 
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decorated stones” (Meighan 1976:2). It was a ceremonial center with surrounding 

residential areas and a ballcourt. Its major occupation took place between AD 600-

1300, with very little occupation for the century and a half prior to Spanish contact. 

Within the site area investigated, which does not include all mounds in the vicinity, 

excavation took place in groups of earth mounds arranged around plazas and are 

concentrated as well as oriented to the cardinal points (Meighan 1976:5-10).  

The other West Mexican sites are in Michoacán, Mexico. Cojumatlán, excavated 

by Lister (1949), is an area in the northern part of the Tarascan territory. Investigations 

and excavation here were carried out along the shores of the Bay of Cojumatlán at the 

southeastern end of Lake Chapala. Two trenches were dug and yielded copper bell 

specimens used within this study. The site dates from AD 1100 to 1350 and was 

contemporaneous with Apatzingán (Lister 1949:9-13). Apatzingán lies in the tierra 

caliente of Michoacán and is an area containing 24 archaeological sites. After survey 

work was done in the area, five sites were excavated: Capiral, Las Delicas, San 

Vicente, El Llano, and El Tepetate. The copper bells used in this study were all found at 

El Llano and are of the Chila ceramic complex. Dates for the ceramic complexes found 

within Apatzingán were not given but it was specially stated that “the chronological 

position of the Chila complex seems well-established. Presumably it overlapped with the 

Conquest” (Kelly 1947:15-35). West Mexico is a focus of discussion below; the 

significance and use of copper bells is discussed in relation to West Mexican metallurgy 

(Hosler 1994).  
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Ritual Use and Significance of Copper Bells 

 Hosler (1994) provides an overview of the manufacturing technology and 

symbolism of Mesoamerican copper objects. Metallurgical technology, including copper 

bells, was introduced to this region by peoples of Central and Southern America. 

According to Hosler, the metallurgical technology within this region consisted of two 

periods. From AD 600 to AD 1200/1300, copper was principally used. The second 

period (AD 1200/1300-1521) was when the color of these metal objects became 

important. The use of copper alloys transformed the color of copper objects to hues of 

gold and silver. This is also when wirework on copper bells began. Along with the bells, 

items such as fishhooks, awls, needles, rings, tweezers, axes, axe-monies, and sheet 

metal ornaments were also made. Although axes are a part of the metallurgical 

technological kit made and used by people of West Mexico for 900 years, “the 

constellation of artifacts makes clear that these artisans were interested in items that 

visually and aurally expressed their conceptions of the sacred and reinforced elite 

status. They disregarded for the most part metal’s many utilitarian applications” (Hosler 

1994:45-47).  

Copper bells were mostly worn or used in ritual by rulers and elites to affirm their 

own sacred power and affiliation with the supernatural (Figure 2.1). They are most 

frequently found in burials, worn by the deceased in bunches around the ankles, wrists, 

or neck in the sites Hosler (1994) analyzes. Hosler is able to understand the 

technological metallurgy involving the casting of copper bells, their various shapes and 

sizes, as well as their uses and significance for peoples of Mesoamerica.  
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Figure 2.1 Tezcatzoncatl demonstrating how bells were worn around the ankles during 

ritual ceremonies (Sahagún 1950:Book 1) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.2  David Pendergast’s typology of all the bells found in Mesoamerica and the 

Southwest (Pendergast 1962:526). 

 

When it comes to the manufacture and look of copper bells (Figure 2.2) Hosler states 

that: 

Virtually all west Mexican and Mesoamerican bells I have examined are 
designed in the same way. They are small usually measuring 1-8 cm in 
height, although very occasionally they are much larger. They range from 
round to oval to cylindrical in shape. All have a narrow, elongated opening 



24 

(or slit) at the base and are suspended by a loop at the top. Most contain 
loose clappers, usually made from pebbles but sometimes from ceramic or 
metal (Hosler 1994:52-53). 
 

Also, all Mesoamerican bells are cast in one piece using the lost-wax technique. The 

significance of copper bells can be seen in a variety of theological stories and beliefs 

throughout the region.  

Both sound and color contributed to the development of bell technology: 

“Through the sound and through color these objects created a sacred domain of 

experience in which priests and other religious functionaries could enact in ritual basic 

societal propositions contributing structure and meaning to the lives of these ancient 

people” (Hosler 1994:227).  Golden and silvery metallic colors, achieved by using 

copper alloys to create the bells, are associated with many regions in the Americas. 

These metal hues were identified with the sun and moon by Tarascans, Aztecs, and 

probably other Mesoamerican groups. In Nahuatl, a language widely spoken in Central 

Mexico and in some areas of West Mexico, the word for gold is cuztic teocuitlatl and 

means “yellow divine excretions”. These excretions are of a solar deity, Tonatiuh, 

whose verbal root toma, means shimmer, to shine, for the sun to shine, or to give off 

heat — just as gold does. Similarly, the Nahuatl word for silver is iztac teocuitlatl and 

means “white divine excretions”, this time from the moon. The Tarascans also have a 

root, tiripeti, meaning gold and was used as the name given to gods that were 

manifestations of the sun. According to Hosler, “these terms make clear that these 

metals were divine substances, produced, smelted, or emitted by the deities” (Hosler 

1994:229).  
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Along with linguistic evidence of the importance of gold and silver hues within 

West and Central Mexico, the Tarascans would store gold and silver in the state 

treasures to honor the sun and Xaratanga, the goddess of the moon. Their kings would 

use silver shields to protect themselves in battle and were buried with golden bells and 

shields. The Aztecs had a goldsmith’s god, Xipe Totec. The creator from Ajuchitlán 

made people from ash and an alloy like those used to create the symbolic golden and 

silvery hues in copper bells (Hosler 1994:228-230). Along with an important significance 

in the color of these copper objects, bell sounds and the sounds of composite bell 

instruments played a major role in sacred contexts. 

Bells and other rattling instruments also figure prominently within ritual and 

ceremonies throughout the Americas. Some of the concepts behind the sounds made 

by these objects are also similar. The musical cultures of Central Mexico, Michoacán, 

and Oaxaca were fundamentally similar and therefore the instruments and meanings 

ascribed to their sounds also resemble one another. Specifically, the sound of bells was 

associated with “shimmering, colorful, singing birds and with human voices that 

represented deities and their human transformations” (Hosler 1994:233). Hosler outlines 

three sacred contexts in which these regional ideas about copper bells collide: ritual in 

celebrating human and agricultural fertility and regeneration, protection in warfare, and 

the sacred paradise created by song and sound.  

The sound of bells signifying fertility and regeneration can be seen with the 

deities and ritual practices of the region. The deities associated with fertility, life, and 

regeneration are also frequently depicted with bells and other composite instruments 

containing bells. Those deities are Tlaloc, Xipe Totec, and Quetzalcoatl. Bell sounds 
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replicate the sound of thunder, rain, and the rattle of the rattlesnake, all symbols of new 

life in this region. The wire work present in second phase bells constitutes vertical 

zigzag designs. This design is one of lightning, also associated with fertility and 

regeneration (Hosler 1994:235).  

When it comes to ritual practices associated with these symbolic sounds the 

various deities are represented while wearing and sounding bells or composite 

instruments containing bells. The Tlaloc would sound the instruments containing bells to 

attract rain and thunder. Quetzalcoatl in human form wears ankle bells and Xipe Totec, 

“patron of the metalsmiths and god of new vegetation,” is the Aztec second month deity 

when sacrificial victims were flayed; these ceremonies are related to agriculture, fertility, 

and prosperity (Hosler 1994:237-239). There are even more deities associated with the 

ones just explained that also wear bells and represent fertility and regeneration in some 

form.  

The wearing of bells for protection in warfare is also evident in Aztec and 

Tarascan theology and myth. The deity Huitzilopochtli who wears ankle bells, was 

involved in a cosmic battle where his soldiers were noted to have attached bells to their 

calves when preparing for war. Huastec warriors, battling the Aztecs, also wore bells 

and attached them to their shields. The Relación de Michoacán shows a Tarascan chief 

wearing an ankle band with bells as his army attacked a village. In many regions, rules 

and elites wore bells; this may have also been for protective purposes. Aztec rulers, the 

king of Texcoco allied with the Aztecs, and upper class members of Oaxacan society 

are all known to have adorned themselves with bells (Hosler 1994:241, 243). 
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The sounds of bells representing the sacred garden is the third and last context. 

This divine garden existed for the Aztecs who believed it could be created by song. 

These songs were made with bell sounds, bird songs, and the sound of humans 

singing. Along with these, flowers, trees, and golden colors are all associated with bell 

sounds in this Aztec paradise. Sounds creating color also appears in other metaphors: 

smelting, a process within copper bell making, gave birth to sound and song, as well as 

to golden metallic colors (Hosler 1994:241-243).  

The use of rattles and bells in Mesoamerica can be traced back to the Formative 

Period with figurines belonging to the Tlatilco tradition. The availability and knowledge of 

metallurgy allowed people to continue creating rattling instruments previously made of 

ceramic (Hosler 1994:233-235). The significance of bells is therefore varied within 

agricultural fertility, order, protection, color, and sacred places. Hosler concludes: “the 

importance of bells is not only apparent in their variety and abundance, and in the ways 

they are used in specific rites, but is encoded in language. The material, metal, and a 

kind of object made from it, bells, were inextricably associated” (Hosler 1994:242-243), 

and as has been described, very significant for Mesoamerica.  

Hosler does note that Titlacauan, a god related to Tezcatlipoca, was also 

associated with bells in Tarascan theology. Tezcatlipoca is associated with shamanism 

and “is pervasively modeled on the American Indian shaman”. She states that “rattles 

and bells are the primary instruments of the American shaman” (Hosler 1994:241). 

Tezcatlipoca’s bells could therefore be associated with this explanation. This is a ritual 

association linking the two regions that remains to be clearly identified. Below I look into 
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how depositional context of copper bells may further explain the connections 

Southwestern and Mesoamerican peoples had when it comes to this object. 

 

Data Analysis of Copper Bells 

 

Figure 3.1 A map of the Mesoamerican sites categorized by the regions chosen for this 

study. 

 

As copper bell metallurgy developed in West Mexico for Mesoamerica, a 

discussion of the types of depositional contexts found at Amapa, Apatzingán, and 

Cojumatlán is relevant (Table 3.1). All depositional contexts were categorized into one 

of three groups: Domestic Setting, Ceremonial Setting or Burial. Domestic Setting 
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indicates contexts within rooms or houses and any deposits made in specifically 

occupational settings. An example for West Mexico is that of excavations done at El 

Llano, Apatzingán. Isabel Kelly describes El Llano as containing both burial and 

occupational mounds. The only provenienced bells found at Apatzingán were in Yacata 

3, El Llano.  By looking at the map of excavated Yacatas at El Llano, it appears that 

Yacata 3 did not contain any burials and therefore the depositional context of the bells 

found was classified as Domestic Setting due to its occupational nature (Kelly 

1947:171).  

 The Ceremonial Setting category indicates architecture associated with 

ceremony or ritual. Examples of depositional contexts that were grouped into 

Ceremonial Setting and will be seen throughout the data analysis of both copper bells 

and macaws are: kivas, temple mounds, ceremonial precincts, platform mounds, 

structures within ceremonial sites and plazas associated with ceremonial structures. For 

West Mexican copper bells, temple mounds, a plaza within the ceremonial center of 

Amapa, and a projecting platform associated with a mound are the Ceremonial Setting 

representations for this region. All bells found in the excavated pits at Amapa and 

labeled B were designated as having a Ceremonial Setting depositional context 

because “Group B mounds apparently formed the ceremonial center for Amapa” 

(Meighan 1976:18).  

 Twenty two clearly provenienced bells were found at these three sites within 

West Mexico: nine of them in burials, 11 in ceremonial settings, and two in domestic 

settings. Ten bells found in West Mexico used for this study are dated and range from 

AD 900-1400. The majority were found at Amapa. This site also has a comparatively 
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large amount of copper artifacts in general. Most of the Mesoamerican sites included in 

this study also contain copper needles, tweezers, awls, wires, plaques, knives, 

bracelets, rings, a rattle (from Apatzingán), as well as copper bells. Each depositional 

category is almost equally represented: four instances of burials, five of ceremonial 

contexts and two domestic contexts. 

One of the main contexts used by Hosler to determine the significance and use 

of copper bells in Mesoamerica was the Aztec. Their capital, Tenochtitlán, has been 

extensively excavated since the end of the 19th century. One of the first documentations 

of copper bells was by Leopoldo Batres who excavated Escalerillas Street at 

Tenochtitlán in the year 1900. He discovered 240 bells as well as necklaces and strings 

of copper bells of undetermined amounts (Table 3.2). All were deposited within a 

staircase or tower found at this ceremonial site, and therefore Tenochtitlán within this 

study, emphasizes the ritual use of these objects as Aztec language and historical 

accounts of Aztec cosmological beliefs in fact point to. The other central Mexican sites’ 

excavation reports showed no finds of either copper bell or macaw deposits. 
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Table 3.1 Copper Bell Depositional Contexts: West Mexico. 

Region Site Object No. Context Detailed Provenience Dates Reference 1 Reference 2 

         

West Mexico Cojumatlán Copper Bell 6 Burial Burial 9  1100-1350 Lister 1949: 70  

         

West Mexico Cojumatlán Copper Bell 1 Burial Burial 4 1100-1350 Lister 1949: 71  

         

West Mexico Apatzingán Copper Bell 5 Ceremonial 
Found in El Llano Yacata 3 during general 
digging Unknown Kelly 1947: 139-140  

         

West Mexico Amapa Copper Bell 1 Ceremonial Pit F; 102cm; within large temple mound 1100-1400 
Meighan 1976: 112-
120 

Pendergast 1962: 
374-377 

         

West Mexico Amapa Copper Bell 1 Ceremonial 
Pit B; 20-40cm plaza floor of ceremonial center 
for Amapa 1100-1400 

Meighan 1976: 112-
120 

Pendergast 1962: 
374-377 

         

West Mexico Amapa Copper Bell 1 Domestic Pit E-6; 152cm; "trash" within house mound 5 Unknown 
Meighan 1976: 112-
120 

Pendergast 1962: 
374-377 

         

West Mexico Amapa Copper Bell 3 Ceremonial Pit F: 95cm within temple mound Unknown 
Meighan 1976: 112-
120 

Pendergast 1962: 
374-377 

         

West Mexico Amapa Copper Bell 1 Burial Burial with Stones Unknown 
Meighan 1976: 112-
120 

Pendergast 1962: 
374-377 

         

West Mexico Amapa Copper Bell 1 Ceremonial 
Pit B-22; Projecting platform on east side of 
Mound B-5 900-1100 

Meighan 1976: 112-
120 

Pendergast 1962: 
374-377 

         

West Mexico Amapa Copper Bell 1 Burial Pit E-7: 260cm within burial mound Unknown 
Meighan 1976: 112-
120 

Pendergast 1962: 
374-377 

         

West Mexico Amapa Copper Bell 1 Domestic Pit E-13; 16cm within house mound trash Unknown 
Meighan 1976: 112-
120 

Pendergast 1962: 
374-377 

         

    TOTAL 22           
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Table 3.2 Copper Bell Depositional Contexts: Central Mexico 

               

Region Site Object No. Context Detailed Provenience Dates Reference 1 

        

Central Mexico Tenochtitlán Copper Bell 30 Ceremonial Found with slanting wall at the end of a little staircase  1300-1521 Batres 1900: 14 

        

Central Mexico Tenochtitlán Copper Bell 110 Burial Found within a construction in the form of a tower 1300-1521 Batres 1900: 34 

        

Central Mexico Tenochtitlán Copper Bell 100 Ceremonial Found under a bit of ground paved with large flagstones 1300-1521 Batres 1900: 38 

        

Central Mexico Tula Copper Bell 0    Diehl 1983 

        

Central Mexico Teotihuacan Copper Bell 0    Linné 1934 

        

    TOTAL 240         
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In the Maya region more sites were taken into account in order to represent the 

major shift of occupation within this region throughout the time span selected. 

Ceremonial centers and settlements are both represented within these data (Table 3.3). 

The most frequent contexts were burials; 11 of them contained a total of 34 bells. Seven 

bells were found in seven separate domestic deposits. Ceremonial Setting is also 

represented seven separate times within these five sites and contains 311 bells – 304 of 

which were recovered from the Cenote of Sacrifice at Chichén Itzá. Similar to the 

contexts of West Mexico, each depositional category is almost equally represented.  

What can be said about the Maya region that differs from West Mexico is the 

elaboration of the Burial contexts themselves. At Zaculeu a bell was found within a 

copper bird head buried in a staircase within a plaza in between two ceremonial 

structures. At Mayapan, nine bells were found on the ankles of a child buried under a 

bench within an elite house. At Tajumulco, bells were found along with numerous 

human teeth and at Chichén Itzá, the Cenote of Sacrifice contained a plethora of 

artifacts, including human bones indicative of human sacrifice.  

The ritual significance of copper bells throughout Mesoamerica from AD 900 to 

AD 1525 is fairly well represented by these nine sites from the three cultural regions 

chosen. Many of the bells that were clearly deposited as offerings were also found in 

elaborate burials or ritual contexts. Their significance as such, explained by Hosler 

above, can be seen in archaeological depositional context as well as in linguistic and 

historical evidence. Data from West Mexico and the Maya region show that the 

depositional context of copper bells is not uniquely patterned to a particular region. 

Rather, they are found in almost equal proportion in ceremonial, domestic, and burial 
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deposits. This can be said about both ceremonial and settlement sites. Mesoamerica 

offers a clear multi-regional pattern that can easily be compared to the U.S. Southwest. 
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Table 3.3 Copper Bell Depositional Contexts: Maya Region 

Region Site Object No. Context   Detailed Provenience Dates Reference 1 Reference 2 

         

Maya Zaculeu Copper Bell 1 Burial Grave 16-2 masonry crypt containing 2 adult males 1250-1350 
Woodbury and Trik 1953: 
263 

Pendergast 1962: 
523 

 
 
Maya Zaculeu Copper Bell 1 Burial Grave 16-2; masonry crypt containing 2 adult males 1250-1350 

Woodbury and Trik 1953: 
263 

Pendergast 1962: 
523 

 
 
Maya Zaculeu Copper Bell 1 Burial Grave 13-23 containing an adult male 1250-1350 

Woodbury and Trik 1953: 
264 

Pendergast 1962: 
523 

 
 
Maya Zaculeu Copper Bell 1 Burial Grave 4-3 cremation containing a young adult female  1350-1525 

Woodbury and Trik 1953: 
264 

Pendergast 1962: 
523 

 
 
Maya Zaculeu Copper Bell 1 Burial 

Grave 4-3; In cremation jar containing a yound adult 
female 1350-1525 

Woodbury and Trik 1953: 
264 

Pendergast 1962: 
523 

 
 
Maya Mayapan Copper Bell 1 Domestic Lot A-94 within a house 1200-1400 Proskouriakoff 1962: 397  
 
 
Maya Mayapan Copper Bell 1 Ceremonial Lot C-39, ceremonial precinct 1200-1400 Proskouriakoff 1962: 397  
 
 
Maya Mayapan Copper Bell 1 Domestic Lot A-191 within a house 1200-1400 Proskouriakoff 1962: 397  
 
 
Maya Mayapan Copper Bell 1 Domestic Lot A-191 within a house 1200-1400 Proskouriakoff 1962: 397  
 
 
Maya Mayapan Copper Bell 1 Burial Lot A-418; tomb within Structure Q-169 (house) 1200-1400 

Proskouriakoff 1962: 
397,435  

 
 
Maya Mayapan Copper Bell 1 Domestic Lot A-402, south room of Structure Q-172(house) 1200-1400 

Proskouriakoff 1962: 
397,434  

 
 
Maya Mayapan Copper Bell 9 Burial from anklets of buried child within Lot A-110 1200-1400 

Proskouriakoff 1962: 
397,434  

 
 
Maya Mayapan Copper Bell 1 Burial 

upper fragment of bellLot A-418; tomb on central axis 
within Structure Q-169 (house) 1200-1400 

Proskouriakoff 1962: 
397,434  

 
Maya Mayapan Copper Bell 1 Domestic Lot A-206 within Structure Q-206 ( an L-shaped bench) 1200-1400 

Proskouriakoff 1962: 
397,121  

 
 
Maya Mayapan Copper Bell 1 Ceremonial Lot C-81 within Structure Q-148; "from all excavations" 1200-1400 

Proskouriakoff 1962: 397, 
436  
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Maya Mayapan Copper Bell 1 Domestic Lot A-130 within a house 1200-1400 Proskouriakoff 1962: 397  
 
 
Maya Tajumulco Copper Bell 10 Burial Tomb 1 within Mound I containing 28 human teeth  1000-1250 

Dutton and Hobbs: 24, 57, 
115  

 
 
Maya Tajumulco Copper Bell 8 Burial 8 bells found in Tomb 7 at the east end of Mound 1 1000-1250 

Dutton and Hobbs: 24, 57 
115  

 
 
Maya Tajumulco Copper Bell 1 Domestic Found at the East end of Mound I 1000-1250 Dutton and Hobbs: 57, 115  
 
 
Maya Tajumulco Copper Bell 1 Ceremonial Found at the South end of Palace Terrace 1000-1250 Dutton and Hobbs: 57, 115  
 
 
Maya Tajumulco Copper Bell 1 Ceremonial Found in vase with Palace Terrace 1000-1250 Dutton and Hobbs: 57, 115  
 
 
Maya Tajumulco Copper Bell 1 Ceremonial Found in vase with Palace Terrace 1000-1250 Dutton and Hobbs: 57, 115  
 
 
Maya Tajumulco Copper Bell 1 Ceremonial Found in vase with Palace Terrace 1000-1250 Dutton and Hobbs: 57, 115  
 
 
Maya Tajumulco Copper Bell 1 Burial Found in Tomb 19 in the middle of central quadrangle 1000-1250 Dutton and Hobbs: 57, 115  
 
 
Maya Copán Copper Bell 0    Pendergast 1962: 523  
 
 
Maya 

Chichén 
Itzá Copper Bell 304 Ceremonial Found in the Cenote of Sacrifice  900-1200 Lothrop 1952: 85 

Pendergast 1962: 
523 

         

    TOTAL  352           
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Figure 3.2 Map of Southwest Sites Analyzed within this Study 

  

One of the most important observations to be made about copper bells within the 

Southwestern United States is that none of the copper objects found there were made 

in the Southwest (Vargas 1995). Secondly, not all the copper objects made in 

Mesoamerica are found in the Southwest –only copper bells. Within the region, copper 

bells used for this study are dated within the temporal time range (AD 900-1525) and 

are varied in type similarly to the varieties found in Mesoamerica. Also, ceremonial and 

settlement sites are represented by the relatively small sample of copper bells found in 

the nine Southwestern sites analyzed.  
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The three sites within the Hohokam region yielded 88 copper bells. The majority 

of these bells were found at the Gatlin Site. Of the 14 separate depositional contexts in 

which bells were found, three were domestic and contained 31 of the bells, three were 

ceremonial settings and contained there of the bells, and seven were burials and 

contained 53 of the bells (Table 3.4). The Hohokam region can then be said to be 

similar to what is seen with Mesoamerican copper bells. Each depositional category is 

almost equally represented. 

On the other hand, at the selected sites within the Mimbres region, only five 

provenienced copper bells were found in total, three of them in three separate burials 

and two in two separate occupational settings. These bells are all dated to the Classic 

Mimbres period, only representing the time frame from AD 1000-1150 (Table 3.5). The 

Chaco region yielded copper bells within domestic and ceremonial settings but not 

within burials (Table 3.6). Fifteen copper bells were found at the three sites, mostly at 

Pueblo Bonito. Within the domestic category, 10 bells were found, and five bells were 

found in four ceremonial contexts. Unlike the Mimbres region, the Chaco region 

contained bells dated to nearly the full time span chosen for this study (AD 900-1300).  

Within the Southwest, the three cultural groups differ in which depositional 

contexts are represented. For the Hohokam region, burials were the majority of 

depositional contexts where copper bells were found. The Mimbres region and the 

Chaco region lack copper bells in ceremonial structures or burials respectively. Despite 

the lack of congruency seen with the depositional contexts and dating of Southwestern 

copper bells by cultural group, the overall pattern in the region is still reflective of the 

trend found in Mesoamerica. At least in the aggregate, the three cultural regions within 
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the Southwest together do in fact emulate those in Mesoamerica when it comes to the 

deposition of copper bells. 
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Table 3.4 Copper Bell Depositional Contexts: Hohokam 

Region Site Object No. Context Detailed Provenience Dates Reference 1 Reference 2 

         

Hohokam Snaketown Copper Bell 28 Domestic Number 8 store house 900-1100 Vargas 1995: 89  

         

Hohokam Casa Grande Copper Bell 2 Domestic Compound B,C,D, or clan house 1 1050-1450 Vargas 1995: 89 Sprague and Signori 1963: 7 

         

Hohokam Casa Grande Copper Bell 1 Ceremonial Compound A: from ceremonial room 1050-1450 Vargas 1995: 89  

         

Hohokam Casa Grande Copper Bell 1 Domestic Compound A: from NW room  1050-1450 Vargas 1995: 89  

         

Hohokam Gatlin Site Copper Bell 4 Burial East of platform mound, cremation 950-1150 Vargas 1995: 89  

         

Hohokam Gatlin Site Copper Bell 4 Burial East of platform mound, cremation 950-1150 Vargas 1995: 89  

         

Hohokam Gatlin Site Copper Bell 1 Ceremonial Platform mound, below of stage VI 950-1150 Vargas 1995: 89  

         

Hohokam Gatlin Site Copper Bell 1  Structure 1, burned roof 950-1150 Vargas 1995: 89  

         

Hohokam Gatlin Site Copper Bell 1 Ceremonial Platform mound, below of stage VI 950-1150 Vargas 1995: 89  

         

Hohokam Gatlin Site Copper Bell 4 Burial East of platform mound, cremation 950-1150 Vargas 1995: 89  

         

Hohokam Gatlin Site Copper Bell 1 Burial East of platform mound, cremation 950-1150 Vargas 1995: 89  

         

Hohokam Gatlin Site Copper Bell 35 Burial East of platform mound, cremation 950-1150 Vargas 1995: 89  

         

Hohokam Gatlin Site Copper Bell 1 Burial East of platform mound, cremation 950-1150 Vargas 1995: 89  

         

Hohokam Gatlin Site Copper Bell 4 Burial East of platform mound, cremation 950-1150 Vargas 1995: 89  
         
    TOTAL 88           
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Table 3.5 Copper Bell Depositional Contexts: Mimbres 

Region Site Object No. Context Detailed Provenience Dates Reference 1 

        

Mimbres Cameron Creek Copper Bell 1 Burial Burial 1000-1150 Vargas 1995: 93 

        

Mimbres Galaz Ruin Copper Bell 1 Domestic Room SWM-D, under floor 1000-1130 Vargas 1995: 93 

        

Mimbres Galaz Ruin Copper Bell 1 Domestic Room SWM-D, under floor 1000-1130 Vargas 1995: 93 

        

Mimbres Galaz Ruin Copper Bell 1 Burial Room 4, Burial #2 1000-1130 Vargas 1995: 93 

        

Mimbres NAN Ranch Copper Bell 1 Burial Burial of adult male 1000-1050 Vargas 1995: 97 

        

    TOTAL 5         
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Table 3.6 Copper Bell Depositional Context: Chaco Region 

Region Site Object No. Context Detailed Provenience Dates Reference 1 

        

Chaco Canyon Pueblo Bonito Copper Bell 1 Domestic Room 127  Unknown Vargas 1995: 92 

        

Chaco Canyon Pueblo Bonito Copper Bell 1 Domestic Room 229, SE compartment 900-1200 Connections Database 

        

Chaco Canyon Pueblo Bonito Copper Bell 1 Domestic 6 Frags. worked, Room 273, 5 smallest pieces found in stairway 900-1200 Connections Database 

        

Chaco Canyon Pueblo Bonito Copper Bell 1 Domestic Room 264 A 900-1200 Connections Database 

        

Chaco Canyon Pueblo Bonito Copper Bell 1 Ceremonial Court trench E of Room 152, worked 900-1200 Connections Database 

        

Chaco Canyon Pueblo Bonito Copper Bell 2 Ceremonial 2 Frags. Great Kiva Q, worked 900-1200 Connections Database 

        

Chaco Canyon Pueblo Bonito Copper Bell 1 Domestic Frag. Room 329, worked 900-1200 Connections Database 

        

Chaco Canyon Pueblo Bonito Copper Bell 1 Ceremonial Frag. Trench West Court, worked 900-1200 Connections Database 

        

Chaco Canyon Pueblo Bonito Copper Bell 1 Domestic Room 83 SW corner, floor 900-1200 Connections Database 

        

Chaco Canyon Pueblo Bonito Copper Bell 2 Domestic Room 106, found 7' below surface of W wall, fill, worked 900-1200 Connections Database 

        

Chaco Canyon Pueblo Bonito Copper Bell 1 Domestic Room 249 A 900-1200 Connections Database 

        

Chaco Region Aztec Ruin Copper Bell 1 Domestic Room 64 1200-1300 Connections Database 
        

Chaco Canyon Bis sa'ani Pueblo Copper Bell 1 Ceremonial Southern House, kiva wall 1120-1220 Connections Database 
        

    TOTAL 15         



43 

Ritual Use and Significance of Macaws 

 The first historical account of the use of macaws by Southwestern peoples 

occurred in 1536 with Cabeza de Vaca stating that groups living in New Mexico and 

Arizona “traded parrot’s feathers for green stones far in the North” (Guernsey 

2006:143).  Similarly, in 1716 the use of macaws by southwestern peoples, specifically 

the Pima, was noted by Padre Luìs Velarde: “at San Javier del Bac and neighboring 

rancherías, there are many macaws, which the Pimas raise because of the beautiful 

feathers of red and of other colors, … which they strip from these birds in spring, for 

their adornment” (Guernsey 2006:143). Writing about exchange between Mexico and 

the U.S Southwest from a Mesoamerican perspective, Pohl (2001: 95) cites a Pima 

legend where a type of parrot, much like the macaw, consumes turquoise. These 

accounts are logical since it is known that one of the only objects to appear in 

Mesoamerica originating from the Southwest is turquoise. Green and blue stones are 

important for the cosmological beliefs of many Mesoamerican cultures at this time and 

therefore could have been exchanged for macaws and/or their feathers as well as for 

copper bells.  

Pohl adds that “in these northerly regions, the brightly colored feathers of the 

Scarlet Macaw were highly prized and very rare due to the fact that the macaw’s natural 

habitat did not extend north of coastal Oaxaca and northern Veracruz/southern 

Tamaulipas” (Guernsey 2006:143). The Mimbres region, looked at in this study, is an 

excellent example of the importance of macaws within the Southwest as it has both 

iconographical representations as well as the first burials of macaws within the region. 

Creel and McKusick (1994) determined that “the thirteen of the vessels with macaw or 
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parrot depictions have known site provenience, with at least nine separate communities 

represented. These are the Baca, Cameron Creek, Cienega, Galaz, Mattocks, 

McSherry, Old Town, Pruitt Ranch (or Upton), and Swarts sites, most of which are large 

communities in the Mimbres River drainage. Vessels depicting macaws or parrots occur 

at more sites than do skeletal remains of the birds” (Creel and McKusick 1994:515). 

These depictions of macaws on the pottery vessels found in this region (Figure 4.1): 

Indicates that macaws were captured and transported in baskets into the 
region, they were raised until they attained the age of ten to thirteen months. 
It is at this age, when the long tail feathers of macaws are fully formed, that 
they appear to have been sacrificed and placed in burials with individuals 
afforded preferential mortuary treatment; these individuals appear to have 
been associated with special responsibilities in the local community 
including ceremonies pertaining to agricultural cycles (Guernsey 2006:145) 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 Figure 4.1 Examples of macaws depicted on Mimbres pottery vessels (Creel and McKuisk 1994: 514) 
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Hargrave’s (1970) comparative osteology and tabulation of macaw remains from 

the Southwest made it possible to differentiate the remains of the Military macaw from 

those of the Scarlet macaw, and to review macaw remains from archaeological sites 

within the Southwest. He concludes that of the 117 individual remains found, 71 percent 

were newfledged or 11-12 months old when they died (Table 4.1). These remains were 

found at large population centers and rarely in smaller, secondary sites.  

Creel and McKusick summarize the sacrificial use of the macaw at this age within 

the Southwest. They state that “indeed, the ceremonial importance of these colorful 

birds and their feathers by about A.D. 1000 is reflected by the sacrifice of macaws in the 

spring after their long tail feathers had fully formed, as well as by their formal burial. 

Pueblo ethnographic data suggest further that these responsibilities included conducting 

certain ceremonies associated with the agricultural cycle” (Creel and McKusick 

1994:521).  

Hargrave also argues that the macaws found had not been born or bred in the 

Southwest; rather that they had come from farther south in Mexico and were traded into 

the U.S. Southwest region. A possible site in which breeding could have occurred for 

macaws found in the Southwest dated to AD 1100 or later is Casas Grandes in northern 

Mexico. Here “the breeding of Scarlet (and Military Macaws) Macaws for their feathers 

was a family profession enduring generations. The archaeological evidence from this 

site includes remains of eggs, nesting boxes, and carcasses of nestlings and birds of all 

ages in macaw breeding and raising areas throughout the site” (Guernsey 2006:145). 

Somerville et al (2010) have recently confirmed this inference with bone-chemistry 
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analysis; 29 of 30 adolescent macaw feathers tested have isotopic signatures 

consistent with local breeding.  

Specifically at Paquimé within Casas Grandes, the beheading of macaws took 

place. Moreover, macaws were also found accompanying human burials. According to 

Rakita (2001) 52 macaws were sacrificed and found within three separate units at 

Paquimé. Additionally, 18 articulated macaws were found with human remains in plazas 

and urn burials (Rakita 2001:307-308). This site has been noted as “distinctly more 

Mesoamerican than any other site in the North American desert west” (Rakita 

2001:307). Interestingly, the Southwestern practices of macaw sacrifice are present 

along with Mesoamerican traits in architectural features found at Paquimé (Rakita 

2001:302).  

Mesoamerican macaw practices are distinctly different from those of the U.S. 

Southwest. There is very limited archaeological evidence for the interment of macaws in 

the ways commonly found in the Southwest (further discussion below). However, 

Guernsey (2006) summarizes important ethnohistoric information. In 1772, Fray 

Francisco Ximénez in Sacapulas, Guatemala recorded the practice of raising 

domesticated macaws so that the feathers of the birds could be used in dances and to 

decorate altars. Fray Francisco de Burgoa reported on a 17th century Zapotec man who 

would pray and make offerings to a macaw kept in his house.  In Central Mexico, red 

feathers are depicted in the Aztec Matrícula de Tributos (Gasco and Voorhies 1989:64-

65) This document contains lists of the tribute of 32 Aztec provinces around the time of 

conquest and shows that the provinces of Soconusco and Tochtepec were taxed in red 
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feathers. Sahagún (1959) (Figure 4.2) shows how these tribute goods would be used in 

workshops devoted to feather working in Aztec communities (Guernsey 2006:147-148). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.2 Feather-working shop portrayed in Sahagùn’s Florentine Codex, Book 

9 (1959). 

 

Guernsey states that the reverence held for macaws in both the Southwest and 

Mesoamerica “must have stemmed from its dramatic appearance” and “from their 

uncanny ability to mimic human speech” (Guernsey 2006:148). Pohl also argues that 

the macaw’s ability to talk undoubtedly contributed to the associations made of macaws 

in ancient Mesoamerica. One such association is the Seven Macaw in the Popol Vuh. 

Here, the Seven Macaw was a Scarlet Macaw who played a major role in the creation 

myth within Maya mythology (Rizo 1998:20). 

 The Seven Macaw in the Popol Vuh is described as needing jewels, turquoise 

and metal to provide his glorious appearance. He is attacked by the Hero Twins 

(protagonists trying to usher in the era of present creation by putting an end to the reign 

of Seven Macaw) with a blowgun, and his jaw is dislocated. They send him to their 
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grandparents, posed as curers, to remove his teeth. The grandparents replace Seven 

Macaw’s teeth with white corn and soon all the precious materials composing him also 

come out and his supernatural powers are then stripped from him. According to 

Guernsey, this story suggests “a dialogue between society ‘inside’ and the cosmological 

realm ‘outside’ as reflecting long-distance trade and economic acquisition” (Guernsey 

2006:148-150). 

Guernsey adds that supernatural communication in Mesoamerican cosmology 

involves access to distant spheres as this is where specialized, exotic goods are 

acquired. Artistic records show that during the Late Preclassic period attention was paid 

to avian costumes worn by elite performers attesting to their status. Rizo (1998:19) 

states that, “the Maya often incorporated the feathers of macaws, parrots, and quetzals 

into elaborate costumes made of woven cloths, furs, and pelts of other exotic creatures, 

jade, pyrite, obsidian, and shell.”  

Sculpture within monumental architecture associated with ritual and ceremony 

also includes the macaw imagery. The earliest depiction of Seven Macaw is on Stela 25 

at the Late Preclassic site of Izapa. The bird on top of the World Tree on Pacal’s Tomb 

at Palenque is also believed to be the Seven Macaw. Other sites that include Seven 

Macaw depictions include: Nakbé, Piedras Negras, Tikal, and Chichén Itzá (Rizo 

1998:21-22). In the Late Preclassic Monte Alban II, within the Valley of Oaxaca, a 

ceramic model of a temple includes a macaw with an open beak emerging from the 

temple floor. The majority of macaw imagery can be found at Copán (Figure 4.3) and is 

associated with the Main Ballcourt and its different phases of construction (Rizo 

1998:31). “All phases of construction of the Main Ballcourt (Ballcourt A) had three 
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sculpted macaw-head stone ‘markers’ inset into the top of each inclined bench parallel 

to the playing alley, one placed at each end, and one in the middle” (Fash 1991:85). 

Also, “other macaw heads were found on the surface near Mound 7, which is near the 

Ballcourt” (Stromsvik 1952, cited in Freidel et al. 1993:486). Macaw heads like those 

found at Copán were also seen at the site of Talqueselapa in Honduras.  

 

 

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.3   The Scarlet Macaw on Structure 10L-10 of Ballcourt A-III at Copàn (Fash 

2001:35). 

 

The iconographic depictions of macaws within Mesoamerican contexts and their 

importance within ritual practices and mythological beliefs are as evident as those found 

in the U.S. Southwest. The practices and specific beliefs do differ, but as Guernsey 

summarizes, “although the rituals have long since subsided, the stone monuments that 
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record them and the sacred centers in which they were performed still attest to their 

importance during this dynamic period in Mesoamerican history” (Guernsey 2006:154). 

 

Data Analysis of Macaws 

 As it has been made clear by the textual evidence that sacrificial practices 

associated with macaws are particular to the U.S. Southwest, the data analysis of their 

depositional contexts will group all the nine sites from each region together. We know 

that the ritual use of macaws in the Southwest typically involved a sacrifice of the bird 

between 11 to 12 months of age. They were then buried whole within domestic settings, 

beneath ceremonial/ritual structures or areas, and with human burials. The majority of 

the macaws in the four analyzed Southwestern sites containing macaws were found in 

domestic contexts (13 macaws in six separate deposits). Four macaws were found 

within mounds or a kiva in three separate instances. One was found with a burial of an 

adult male at Cameron Creek and another with a one year old child at Galaz Ruin. The 

data of Southwestern sites used for this study replicates these interpretations of the 

larger sample size of macaw burials within the Southwest discussed above with 

Hargrave’s analysis (Table 5.1).  

Within Mesoamerica very few macaw burials were found in the nine sites chosen 

for this study. This was expected, as noted above, macaws are very well represented in 

sculpture and theological beliefs in Mesoamerica but rarely found buried. In fact the only 

depositional contexts containing macaws are in the Maya region where the bird’s 

natural habitat lies and where the majority of the textual evidence of its significance can 

be found. The instances where they were found are similar to the examples of elaborate 
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burials containing copper bells (Table 5.2). The macaw skeleton found in the cache at 

Zaculeu also contained a polished black cylindrical tripod vase, a painted bowl, a 

polished brown bowl holding 11 river beads, and two jade beads. At Copán, the two 

macaws found in the dedicatory crypt associated with Atlar Q also contained 14 large 

cats, including jaguars, as well as tail fans of seven other unidentified birds. 

The only other instances of macaw interments found in the research done within 

this study were found at Tikal in the Maya Lowlands and at Tierras Largas in the Valley 

of Oaxaca. At Tikal, remains of a macaw were found in a cache dated to AD 250-600 

that included four king vultures. Tierras Largas contained macaw remains found even 

earlier than the three other instances discussed and includes three different depositional 

contexts. One such context dated to 1300-1200 BC includes macaw bones, with the 

wing bones cut so as to preserve feathers. This context is in Area B, Feature 116 of the 

site, a bell-shaped storage pit in Household Cluster 1. Also dated to this time period 

were macaw bones found in Area G, Feature 184, a bell-shaped storage pit in 

Household Cluster 2. The last instance found at Tierras Largas were of macaw bones 

found in Area B, Feature 141, also a bell-shaped storage pit in Household Cluster 1 and 

is dated to 1150 BC.  
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Table 5.1 Macaw Depositional Contexts: U.S. Southwest 

Region Site Object No. Context Detailed Provenience Dates Reference 1 Reference 2 

         

Hohokam Snaketown Macaw 0    Connections Database  

Hohokam Casa Grande Macaw 0    Connections Database  

Hohokam Gatlin Site Macaw 1 Ceremonial 
Trench 1, just outside cobble 
facing mound Pre 1250 Hargrave 1970: 49  

         

Mimbres Cameron Creek Macaw 1 Burial 

Over the left arm of an adult male 
in the deep back soil fill of Room 
60 Pre 1250 Hargrave 1970: 48  

Mimbres Galaz Ruin Macaw 2 Domestic Room 73 1000-1130 Hargrave 1970: 48 Connections Database 

Mimbres Galaz Ruin Macaw 1 Burial 
Burial 2-278 near Room 35, child 
1 year 1000-1130 Hargrave 1970: 48 Connections Database 

Mimbres Galaz Ruin Macaw 1 Domestic Room 73, in floor 1000-1130 Hargrave 1970: 48 Connections Database 

Mimbres NAN Ranch Macaw 0    Connections Database  

         
Chaco 
Canyon Pueblo Bonito Macaw 5 Domestic Room 249A 900-1200 Hargrave 1979: 28- 32 Connections Database 
Chaco 
Canyon Pueblo Bonito Macaw 1 Domestic Room 251A 900-1200 Hargrave 1979: 28- 32 Connections Database 
Chaco 
Canyon Pueblo Bonito Macaw 2 Ceremonial 

East refuse mound (platform) on 
S side of #12 layer 900-1200 Hargrave 1979: 28- 32 Connections Database 

Chaco 
Canyon Pueblo Bonito Macaw 1 Ceremonial Kiva J 900-1200 Hargrave 1979: 28- 32 Connections Database 
Chaco 
Canyon Pueblo Bonito Macaw 2 Domestic Room 306A, floor fill/floor 900-1200 Hargrave 1979: 28- 32 Connections Database 
Chaco 
Canyon Pueblo Bonito Macaw 1 Domestic Room 309, floor 900-1200 Hargrave 1979: 28- 32 Connections Database 
Chaco 
Canyon Pueblo Bonito Macaw 1 Domestic Room 306A. Floor 900-1200 Hargrave 1979: 28- 32 Connections Database 
Chaco 
Canyon Aztec Ruin Macaw 0    Connections Database  
Chaco 
Canyon Bis sa'ani Pueblo Macaw 0    Connections Database  

         

    TOTAL 19           
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Table 5.2 Macaw Depositional Contexts: Mesoamerica 

Region Site Object No. Context Detailed Provenience Dates Reference 1 Reference 2 

         

West Mexico Cojumatlán Macaw 0    Lister 1949  

West Mexico Apátzingan Macaw 0    Kelly 1947  

West Mexico Amapa Macaw 0    Meighan 1976  

         

Central Mexico Tenochtitlán Macaw  0    Batres 1900  

Central Mexico Teotihuacan Macaw  0    Linne 1934  

Central Mexico Tula Macaw  0    Diehl 1983  

         

Maya Zaculeu Macaw 1 Ceremonial Cache 9-1 found on east side of structure 9 200-600 Woodbury & Trik 1953: 114-115 Guernsey 2006: 146 

Maya Copán Macaw 2 Ceremonial Atlar Q, a large dedicatory crypt  600-900  
Ballinger & Stomper 2000: 229-
230 Guernsey 2006: 146 

Maya Mayapan Macaw 0    Proskouriakoff 1962  

Maya Tajumulco Macaw 0    Dutton and Hobbs 1943  

Maya Chichén Itzá Macaw 0    Lothrop 1952  

         

    TOTAL  3           
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Macaw remains within these Mesoamerican sites are all dated to time periods 

earlier than the time span used for this study. The practice of burying of macaws 

occurred much earlier than the time span involving connections represented by all other 

objects of Mesoamerica origin acquired by Southwestern peoples. These early 

instances do involve an elaboration of interment and are found within the similar 

contexts to those in the Southwest of ceremonial or domestic settings. Given the great 

separation of time, however, it can be concluded that the depositional contexts of 

macaw remains within Mesoamerica are not emulated in the Southwest and therefore 

that the ritual practices involving the bird also differed.  

 

Conclusions 

By exploring sites from the regions of West, Central, and Mayan Mesoamerica, 

as well as Chaco, Hohokam, and Mimbres in the U.S. Southwestern, it is possible to 

answer the question of whether, as in the case of cacao, Mesoamerican ritual practices 

were possibly adopted along with the imported objects of copper bells and macaws. It 

seems that in the case of copper bells, emulation of use may have also occurred as did 

the ritual use of cacao. These musical, shiny objects seem to be found in the same 

proportional quantities within similar depositional contexts in both the Southwest and 

Mesoamerica; the most common context in both areas being houses and rooms, and to 

a lesser extent burials. Macaws, on the other hand, were sacrificed and buried in the 

U.S. Southwest in ritual practices unlike those of any Mesoamerican cultural group. 

Within Mesoamerica, the macaw is rarely found in burials of just themselves or with 

humans. They are also dated to time periods not associated with the connections 



55 

between Mesoamerica and the U.S. Southwest of AD 850 to around AD 1525. 

Iconographically they are very well represented in both Mesoamerica and the 

Southwest, but their use becomes very different during this time span of long-distance 

connections. Paquimé is representative of the use of macaws in the Greater Southwest 

more so than any other site explored. It became a breeding center of the bird and also a 

location with a large number of sacrifices of newfledged macaws. This site resembles 

some connections involving the macaw as most of its architectural features can be 

attributed to Mesoamerican influence. Using a total of 18 sites within the six regions 

mentioned above, some conclusions concerning these objects and their importance for 

the connections between the U.S. Southwest and Mesoamerica can be stated. 

Based on the depositional context of copper bells within both the Southwest and 

Mesoamerica, the knowledge concerning the ritual use and significance of this item may 

have been acquired along with the object. Ritual use of macaws takes on a unique form 

in the Southwest with the sacrificing of newfledged macaws in association with 

ceremonies having to do with the agricultural cycle. Therefore, I do not reject that 

emulation of Mesoamerican ritual practices is only seen with copper bells. Although not 

all Mesoamerican objects acquired from Southwestern peoples were used in the 

specific ways the origin culture may have used them, copper bells and cacao seem to 

be examples of possible emulation. The importance of the macaw became so great to 

the peoples of the greater Southwest that a breeding center was established at 

Paquimé. The significance of the bird did not lose value but simply was altered for 

practices pertaining to the Southwestern cultural area. If no other conclusion can be 

made, this study has provided further insight into the connections between the U.S. 
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Southwest and Mesoamerica; connections that continue to become clearer as they are 

continually reexamined. 
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