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Introduction
The definition of southern Central America used
here includes the territory of Panama, Costa Rica,
Nicaragua, Honduras, and (eastern) El Salvador
while making brief mention of Colombia. Central
America typically also includes Guatemala,
Belize, and the western part of El Salvador, but
the archaeology of these territories is tied more
strongly to discussions on the Mesoamerican cul-
ture area. The prehistory of southern Central
America comprises the Terminal Pleistocene and
the Holocene period, from initial peopling of the
region up to the period of European colonization
in the first half of the sixteenth century. With some
frequency, the region is defined as a corridor for
human, animal, and plant dispersal. For the earli-
est Paleoindian period (11500–10,000 BP), the
preceramic period (10000–4000 BP), as well as
more recent prehistoric times, southern Central
America is considered a key area for understand-
ing human mobility, environmental adaptation,

and long-distance exchange in the Americas and
indeed from a global archaeology perspective.

With the exception of multidisciplinary work
in Panama between archaeology and paleoecol-
ogy, the Paleoindian period is lacking robust chro-
nological control throughout much of the region,
the principal exception being central Panama. The
long process of plant domestication was intro-
duced, altering the overall vegetation, and around
4000 BP horticultural and agricultural practices
were beginning to define the landscapes of both
Pacific and Caribbean Central America. During
the first decade of the sixteenth century, Spanish
colonizers arrived on the Caribbean coast of Pan-
ama, going across the continental divide to reach
the Pacific and quickly moving northward via the
Pacific coast, thereby abruptly ending the prehis-
toric developmental trajectory, although some
indications point to the effective continuation of
indigenous lifeways over various decades before
the impact of Spanish colonization becomes visi-
ble archaeologically. The first half of the sixteenth
century left indigenous societies decimated in size
and forced surviving groups to seek refuge in
difficult to penetrate interior mountainous and
tropical forest regions.

The region lacks a singular unifying macro-
regional narrative, partly due to an overall geog-
raphy that is varied in nature, caused by a complex
geological history including volcanism and active
tectonic conditions on the Pacific coast. On the
whole, geographical contrasts are somewhat more
pronounced in Honduras, Nicaragua, and northern
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Costa Rica than is the case for central and eastern
Panama. Most poignantly, southern Central
America is described as a mixture of isthmian
and insular forms of landscapes (Cooke 2005).

The prehistory of southern Central America is
marked by a history of definitional debates on
external and internal spatial boundaries, predom-
inantly in relation to its position to Mesoamerica
and parts of northwestern South America. Until
recently, the overall area nomenclature was sub-
ject to change, with earlier literature invoking area
concepts such as “Lower Central America” and
“Intermediate Area.” Apart from some of these
area container concepts receiving critique for
their essentially negative definition (Sheets
1992), others only outline those parts of Central
America not deemed to show Mesoamerican
traits, such as the “Chibchan tradition”
(Kirchhoff 1943) or the “Isthmo-Colombian
Area” (Hoopes and Fonseca 2003). It’s fair to
say that this debate is not concluded, with current
interpretive emphases shifting to socially
informed network perspectives over culture areal
discussions. For this entry, the definition of south-
ern Central America is principally geographical
and in acknowledgment of the heuristically com-
plex relation to the Mesoamerican culture area. It
includes brief references to parts of Mesoamerica,
as well as encompassing those societies
displaying forms of relatedness further south,
into northwestern Colombia, extending into west-
ern Venezuela.

Area Definition
Spatial boundaries recognized in archaeology are
always conditioned by time and tend to be
uninformative for archaeological reconstructions
of prehistoric life, making their definition inher-
ently problematic. Similar problems are encoun-
tered in the choice of terms for these regions, all of
which carry their own set of implied comparative
assumptions. Lastly, when southern Central
American subareas are defined, then it is generally
only for materials and cultural patterns from
500 BC and later, with an emphasis from AD
600 to 1500, when sociopolitical formations
develop and material culture further diversifies
in southern Central America. Despite Spanish

reports discussing political landscapes in consid-
erable detail, they are difficult to observe archae-
ologically in southern Central America for most
periods, including the last centuries before the
Spanish colonization, with exceptions in central
Panama and Caribbean Costa Rica.

The northwestern edges of southern Central
America are defined by periods of frequent inter-
action with the southern extension of Mesoamer-
ica. This includes the Maya region, marked by the
linguistic spread of Mayan languages into western
Honduras and El Salvador, in combination with
the presence of stone carved hieroglyphs from
about AD 250. This zone is geographically
defined to run along the central valleys of Hondu-
ras, geologically formed by the Comayagua gra-
ben, trending north-south through the country. On
the Pacific side, in eastern El Salvador, the
regional dynamics are more complex to the point
of becoming unclear. Eastern El Salvador, cover-
ing about one-third of the national territory, is
formed by the course of the Lempa River
(Longyear 1966), and this region, together with
the adjacent Gulf of Fonseca, presents varied cul-
tural characteristics through time, featuring both
localized and Mesoamerican elements. More
recent discussions frame this lack of clear pattern-
ing as indications of periodic links across cultural
boundaries (Sampeck 2014). Following the
Pacific coast further south, Greater Nicoya
includes the Pacific regions of Nicaragua and the
Nicoya peninsula of Costa Rica and was defined
originally as a cultural subarea of Mesoamerica,
emerging around AD 800, although discussions
on this regional perspective are now relying less
on historical references to human migratory
movements and pushing for more critical and
localized archaeological understandings of
Greater Nicoya (McCafferty et al. 2012). Greater
Nicoya is more clearly supported by archaeolog-
ical evidence in Pacific Nicaragua and Nicoya,
than it currently is for the wider tri-national area
around the Gulf of Fonseca.

The southern extremity of southern Central
America is particularly challenging to address, as
numerous historically deep linguistic and genetic
ties exist with parts of contemporary northwest
and Caribbean Colombia, and interaction

2 Prehistory of Southern Central America



networks were likely frequent and long term,
especially fromAD 0 onward. A strong ecological
continuity between eastern Panama and the
Colombian Chocó region as well as around the
Gulf of Urabá into the Caribbean plains further
strengthens such a hypothesis. Cultural exchanges
with parts of Colombia are amplified further by a
comparable semiotic corpus materialized in clas-
ses of objects, prominently including decorated
pottery, metal objects, ground stone sculpture,
particular forms of green stone pendants, as well
as practices of shell carving. Such exchange and
transfer of ideas and practices eventually
connected the most northerly stretches of the
Andes, the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta, to
parts of Panama and Costa Rica, even though
objects chemically sourced to have traversed
such distances remain scarce as a result of the
lack of analysis. Beyond this, comparisons have
also been drawn between the sculptural practices
of southern Central American and those of the
Cauca Valley in southern Colombia. In short,
there is no agreement on where to draw a southern
boundary for the prehistory of southern Central
America, even if only for heuristic purpose, but it
is likely that this boundary not to be sought in
Panama but in fact somewhere in northwest South
America.

Overall, southern Central America is defined
by starkly contrasting geographies, consisting of a
combination of tropical highlands and lowlands,
each having their own climate and vegetative
characteristics (Coates and Obando 1996). Trade
winds pushing weather systems into eastern parts
of southern Central America influence this geog-
raphy, leading to more temperate zones on the
Pacific side and at times featuring a transitional
central highland zone as a third major geograph-
ical component. As such the geographical contrast
extends to form quite divergent climates on the
Caribbean and Pacific coast; the former featuring
moist rainforests and the latter defined by drier
conditions and a less pronounced hydrology. In
Nicaragua, this contrast is influenced by the two
large freshwater lakes, geologically formed by the
Nicaraguan depression. The larger of the two,
Lake Cocibolca (or Lake Nicaragua), drains into
the Caribbean Sea by way of the San Juan River,

thereby forming the only straightforward connec-
tion between Pacific Nicaragua and the Carib-
bean. In the low-lying grasslands where the
lakes are situated, a front arc of active stratovol-
canoes is a further main geographical feature.
With numerous historically recorded eruptions,
this volcanism played a crucial role in later pre-
historic periods as well, resulting in abrupt shifts
in, for example, settlement pattern and pottery
technology. The presence of the two freshwater
lakes and the fertile soils generated by the volca-
nic ash deposits presented favorable conditions in
Pacific Nicaragua for early prehistoric settlement.

The eastern region of Honduras, extending
northeast of the capital Tegucigalpa toward the
Caribbean coastline, comprises an expansive
zone of tropical forest, the largest surviving con-
tinuous one in Central America today. Rugged
terrain and high precipitation make for a challeng-
ing environment for archaeological research, and
accordingly regional data resolution is still unsat-
isfactory. The eastern portion of Honduras, cross-
ing the Nicaragua and Honduras border along the
Caribbean Sea, is referred to as La Mosquitia.
This region of grassy savannas, pine forests,
marshes, and tidal lagoons is ecologically similar
to the Caribbean coastline of Nicaragua. The
extensive river deltas and shallow offshore waters
that mark this Miskito or Mosquito Coast in Nic-
aragua are at the root of the isolation these coastal
regions have experienced, being largely cut off
from the interior regions of Nicaragua and its
Pacific coast. In central regions of Nicaragua,
there are some archaeological indications of peri-
odic exploitation of Caribbean maritime
resources.

The remoteness of the Nicaraguan Caribbean
was a likely determinant of regional interaction in
prehistory, as it was during Colonial times and in
part still is today. These Caribbean coasts run
south to eastern Panama, cut by the estuaries of a
few major rivers such as the San Juan and the
Reventazón River in Costa Rica. Horticultural
activities in the Caribbean probably took the
form of small gardens near houses, planted with
species with an array of purposes. Cultivated flora
included plants known for medicinal qualities and
those suitable for construction purposes. There are

Prehistory of Southern Central America 3



also early historical Spanish references to planta-
tions of peach-palm trees. Finally, in southern
Costa Rica, the Caribbean coast is defined by
lowland plains where the terrains narrow, giving
way to the highlands of the Cordillera de
Talamanca that approach the Caribbean coast
toward the border with Panama. The Caribbean
regions of eastern Honduras, Nicaragua, and
Costa Rica are often compared and presented in
a joint analysis, sometimes highlighting their
“wedged” position alongside the Pacific and cen-
tral regions, but considerable linguistic and style
differences were also present.

Archaeological studies generally focus on sites
or natural units of analysis in either the Caribbean
lowlands, the Pacific coast, or central valleys or
plateaus at somewhat higher elevations. The
geography generally facilitates human mobility
parallel to the coastlines, and specific cultural
and linguistic clustering from AD 600 to
800 onward seems to be loosely correlated to
such geographies. That said, the cultural links in
the geographically diverse south of Costa Rica
and west of Panama provide a counterexample.
One element that is a prominent feature in Central
America is the range of active volcanoes running
from Guatemala all the way into western Panama,
interrupted only by the mostly metamorphic Cor-
dillera de Talamanca. Beyond the numerous pre-
historic and recorded historic eruptions,
volcanism, and the tectonics underlying their exis-
tence, has given rise to highlands, lakes, and
extensive lands covered by ash lenses, creating
fertile grounds along the Pacific coasts. Alongside
the effects on prehistoric subsistence strategies
(Sheets and McKee 1994), the highly visible pres-
ence of volcanoes is also discussed in terms of
how they are rendered in prehistoric indigenous
interpretive landscapes.

Southern Costa Rica and western Panama
include the Osa Peninsula, and it encompasses
the Diquís valley as well as the provinces of
Chiriquí and Bocas del Toro. Many river valleys
and plains characterize this region, creating a
fragmented topography. This nowadays
bi-national subarea of Greater Chiriquí is gener-
ally treated as a single archaeological unit of anal-
ysis, given the already mentioned significant

overlap in prehistoric practices and styles visible
between them. The Cordillera de Talamanca
mountain range separates this region from the
Caribbean coast, but there are archaeological indi-
cations of comparable cultural developments
between the Pacific and Caribbean. Further east,
the central provinces of Panama are marked by a
combination of stretches of savannas as well as
tropical forest zones, a narrow central mountain
range of reaching to some 200 meters above sea
level, broad coastal bays, and the central lowland
zone of the Panama Canal. The distance between
Caribbean Sea and Pacific is at times as little as
70 kilometers here. Various rivers discharge into
the Pacific Ocean here, creating wide deltas, and
in the Gulf of Panama, a number of islands are
found that potentially played a role in shell trade
along the Pacific littoral. Interestingly, islands are
otherwise fairly scarce along the coasts of Central
America. Of note are those in the Gulf of Fonseca,
in the Gulf of Nicoya, a small spread off the
Pacific coast of Chiriquí, the San Blas Islands of
Caribbean Panama, and the Pearl Islands of the
Pacific Panama. When archaeologically investi-
gated, all exhibited traces of prehistoric habitation
or exploitation of maritime resources. This near-
shore prehistoric activity is a defining feature for
the prehistory of southern Central America, as it
features a relatively high coastline-to-land area
ratio.

Finally, the eastern third of Panama encom-
passes the Darien, a region about which system-
atic regional archaeological knowledge is still
very limited, apart from a handful of studies and
recent paleoecological investigations. It is a
densely forested region, enveloping the entire
land area from the Caribbean to the Pacific coast,
with hills of modest height near the Caribbean
coast, creating wider plains on the Pacific than
elsewhere in Panama and covered with subtropi-
cal forests. This vegetation is, as mentioned ear-
lier, comparable to the Chocó region environment
across the Colombian border. Similar to other
examples in southern Central America, here also,
contemporary nation state borders complicate
regional analysis.
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Scholarly Background
Through a combination of historical circum-
stances and an aesthetically pleasing material cul-
ture, the beginnings of systematic archaeology in
southern Central America coincide with some of
the earliest archaeological studies in the
Americas. Historical reasons for this were both
US and European economic exploitation in south-
ern Central America through banana and coffee
plantations alongside the extraction of various
precious metals, further amplified by the estab-
lishment of railroads across difficult terrain and
repeated efforts to establish a transcontinental
canal (initially proposed for Nicaragua, and later
for central Panama). These nineteenth- and early
twentieth-century conditions resulted in a sub-
stantial presence of foreign cartographers, engi-
neers, and travelers, observing on the
archaeological remains they encountered. During
the first three decades of the twentieth century, a
small number of studies were undertaken to
explore the indigenous prehistory based on
museum collections and field research aimed at
assembling archaeological, linguistic, and ethno-
graphic observations. In terms of field archaeol-
ogy, Carl Hartman’s early work on a number of
monumental sites in Caribbean and Pacific Costa
Rica stands out for its meticulous approach and
reporting in this early period of research (e.g.,
Hartman 1901, 1907). Ironically, these early stud-
ies were followed by a long period of relative
paucity of advancements in the understanding of
prehistoric developments, while neighboring
regions, prominently Mesoamerica, saw a stark
increase in the volume of field projects and overall
academic study.

During the second half of the twentieth cen-
tury, national archaeologies gradually developed,
though not necessarily in a comparable way
throughout southern Central America. In this
same period, from the 1950s onward, a number
of archaeological studies followed by scholars
based in the USA and Europe. Central to this
renewed investigative focus were the argued
links between parts of Mesoamerica and coastal
South America. Such links, fundamental under
the proposed notion of “Nuclear America”
(Willey 1955), naturally called for viewing

southern Central America as a developmental
“axis” between parts of Mexico and its links to
the central Andes of Ecuador and Peru. Conse-
quently, a number of archaeological surveying
and test excavations were set up along the Pacific
coast (overview in Healy 1980). One of the results
of research in this period is the observation that
earlier indigenous societies on the Pacific coast of
Nicaragua and northwest Costa Rica showed Cen-
tral American characteristics, whereas during later
periods, a Mesoamerican influence becomes
noticeable. Primarily, these projects obtained a
set of markers for macroregional spatiotemporal
control, in many cases the first of its kind in the
respective parts of southern Central America.

Later work, during the later 1960s and 1970s,
continued to build on existing chronological
sequences, expanding on the knowledge of
ceramic styles and also outlining regional subsis-
tence strategies and settlement patterns in both the
Pacific and Caribbean sides of southern Central
America. During this period, the first synthetic
publications began to appear, some contained in
handbooks, or as monographs (Baudez 1970;
Stone 1972), others as standalone articles, such
as Olga Linares’s still remarkably fresh views
(Linares 1979). Studies also sought to address
the question of the nature of crop domestication
and dispersal and the transfer of particular tech-
nologies such as metallurgy across the Americas.

By the 1980s, archaeological research was
beginning to grow more substantially, but this
was per Central American country highly depen-
dent on political development, causing, for exam-
ple, a marked difference in research activity
between the stable democracy of Costa Rica and
the civil war-torn conditions of Nicaragua and El
Salvador. In Panama, the establishment of the
Smithsonian Tropical Research Institute in 1966
(with historical roots in the Panama Canal project)
provided a major push in studies on human-
environment relations, paleoecological recon-
structions, and the initial period of human settle-
ment of southern Central America. Since then, the
volume of archaeological work has steadily
increased, helped by the presence of several
local institutes and a combination of both US or
European field research by dedicated
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archaeologists and their students as well as multi-
ple edited volumes published between the 1980s
and now.

Human Adaptation and Mobility
A returning theme of interest for research is the role
of human mobility in the prehistory of southern
Central America. Depending on the period under
discussion, tropes such as colonization, dispersal,
and migration are introduced in the different
national archaeologies. Such archaeological dis-
cussions receive additional input from genetics,
linguistics, and observations found in early Colo-
nial period historical documents. While several
decisive occurrences mark the long period from
11,500 BP onward, the events around AD
300–600 (cf. Hoopes 2005) impacted the cultural
landscape of the southern Central America, and the
social dynamics that have underlain such changes
have received the bulk of archaeological study. The
most important sources of information that support
such migrations are linguistic and ethnohistoric in
nature, with supporting indications coming from
changes in the decorative style of polychrome pot-
tery. Archaeological research focused on ethnic
identification, and the direct sourcing of materials
involved in such human mobility has, however,
produced mixed results, highlighting the complex
relation between historical writings (based on
indigenous oral history) and the traces of human
action as recovered archaeologically.

A second focus on human mobility argues for
back migrations (after initial dispersal) from north-
west South America into Panama, Costa Rica, and
further along the Caribbean side of Central America,
including the Honduran Mosquitia region. This
argument gives rise to the mentioned Isthmo-
Colombian or Chibchan archaeological area thesis
(Fonseca 1994; Hoopes and Fonseca 2003), and its
formulation resides principally on contact deduced
from sharedmaterial culture, motifs, and technology
and later also combined with common linguistic
roots and mitochondrial DNA studies. This thesis
rests in part on certain iconographic foci depicted on
objects fashioned out of gold, ceramics, ground
stone, and lustrous jade-like polished stone and
including a regional preference to depict double
spirals, crocodilian motifs, and humans in a state

of transformation. The ample archaeological rela-
tions to parts of South America help to illustrate the
definitional complexity of an archaeology of south-
ern Central America.

Paleoindian Period
The record for the earliest evidence of human
activity in southern Central America does not
allow for a regional reconstruction of sufficient
detail, keeping in mind that securely dated South
American Pleistocene sites such as Monte Verde
have yielded dates of 14,500 BP with even earlier
dates still possible (Dillehay et al. 2015). In gen-
eral, the peopling of the Americas remains a
highly debated research focus, with different
views on initial points in time, routes, and chro-
nological development. For southern Central
America, the most substantial data set able to
contribute to this debate come from Panama,
where the earliest traces of human-induced vege-
tation changes and documented artifacts date to
approximately 11,500 BP (Cooke et al. 2013).
These would have been small and highly mobile
hunter-gatherer groups, occupying rock-shelters
for habitation and roaming between coastal and
more highland regions, hunting for large fauna.
Water locked in land ice resulted in lowered sea
levels by as much as 100 meters relative to current
levels before the end of the Late Glacial Maxi-
mum (13,000 BP). Significant areas of land were
left exposed, greatly changing the coastlines of
southern Central America. One example of this
would be the entire Bay of Panama, which was a
plain covered with deciduous vegetation. Clima-
tological conditions were also different from later
Holocene averages (which stabilized to current
values around 8000 BP), with mean temperature
dropping several degrees centigrade, and precipi-
tation levels also lower compared to today.
Toward 10,000 BP, the dwindling numbers of
large game, combined with the warming trend,
probably gave rise to a focus on biota consisting
of smaller animals and a greater diversity of edible
plants in the diet.

Preceramic Period
At the onset of the Holocene around 10,500 to
10,000 BP, the technologies used for fashioning
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lithic tools are still firmly based on flaking in order
to produce for example unfluted and fluted pro-
jectiles, but this period now also sees the emer-
gence of ground stone tools, indicative of the
increased processing of plants. Outside of Pan-
ama, convincing data from other southern Central
American regions remains very spotty, although it
can be assumed with some confidence that small
groups accessed all geographical regions of Cen-
tral America right from the outset of the Holocene,
including the Caribbean lowlands and highland
mountain ranges. Thick volcanic deposits along
the Pacific coast, obscuring preceramic sites,
likely play a role in this as well. In the case of
central Panama, groups appear to become more
selective in choosing locations for habitation, and
there is evidence for clearing of forests by burn-
ing. Further insights gained primarily from coring
lakebeds point to the first indications of root crop
domestication between 9000 and 8000 BP
(Piperno et al. 1991). The intensity of human
activity further increases in central Panama
toward 7000 BP, with more extensive evidence
for forest clearings, accompanied by the occa-
sional traces of habitation in rock-shelters. Also,
maize appears for the first time in the paleoeco-
logical microfossil record around 7600 BP, and it
is likely that the adoption of maize cultivation is
causally related to the observed further decrease in
primary forest. Domesticated in the southwest
Mexican state of Guerrero around 10,000 BP,
maize dispersed rapidly through southern Central
America and into South America, but how it did
so remains another widely debated and researched
topic. Reliable data for following this dispersal
trajectory is found in central Panama and Costa
Rica, with little excavation data coming from
elsewhere in southern Central America. Similar
to later data from parts of Caribbean regions, palm
nuts and other types of fruit-bearing trees also
form part of the diet during this period.

First Pottery
There is convincing evidence for early pottery
outside of southern Central America, from the
San Jacinto site in the foothills of northwest
Colombia (5900–5300 cal BP), but the earliest
forms of pottery in Central America are presumed

to be independent inventions (Hoopes 1994).
Such pottery may have initially served for storage
purposes alongside natural gourd containers or
possibly also for competitive feasting (Hoopes
1995). Alongside pottery, the first traces of refuse
piles, including shell mounds, are known from
Pacific coastal bay areas in central Panama, and
traces of early domestic structures are
documented at the Tronadora Vieja site around
the Arenal Volcano in Costa Rica around 3800 BP.

Around 5500 cal BP, the first traces for pottery
manufacture appear in the archaeological record
of southern Central America. This data comes
from coastal and inland sites in Panama, including
Monagrillo (5470–3250 cal BP). Somewhat later
are ceramic deposits from northwest Costa Rica
(4000–2500 cal BP). This Tronadora-style pottery
from northwest Costa Rica, though rare in occur-
rence, may be indicative of materials found along
the wider Pacific coast further north toward Nica-
ragua and south toward western Panama and into
the Caribbean lowlands. The developed technol-
ogy of this pottery, however, suggests even earlier,
as yet unidentified, forms (Corrales 2000).

Though based on a fragmentary data set, the last
two millennia BC show a pattern of rising human
impact on the environment with coring data show-
ing further decreasing primary forest taxa and an
increased reliance on domesticates such as maize,
manioc, squash, and sweet potato. Simple fishing in
tidal pools is beginning to expand to more advanced
shoreline fishing technology, documented in the
Parita area at the Bay of Panama, involving nets
and possibly using simple canoes or other forms of
flotation. For southern Central America in general, it
can be assumed that the adoption of a more agricul-
tural lifestyle, including the production of pottery,
took place over a long timeframe, with groups living
in tropical montane regions continuing a foraging
subsistence strategy while those in seasonally drier
environments relying more on cultivated staple
crops. From around 500 BC onward, the archaeo-
logical record becomes far more varied across
southern Central America, with production and
exchange in material culture increasing and the
first patterns in settlement location becoming appar-
ent. It is also this period (500 BC–AD 1520), upon
which the majority of past and current
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archaeological investigations are focused. Such
investigations invariably are contained to one coun-
try, as reflected in the country discussions below.

Honduras
With Maya societies living in the extreme western
regions of Honduras, the main central, northern,
and eastern parts of the country reveal a complex
zone of communities interacting to various levels
from approximately 1000 BC onward. Most of
these early sites are situated in various Honduran
intermontane valleys, such as Ulúa, Lake Yojóa,
Naco, and Comayagua. Already at this relatively
early stage, communities were taking part in
interregional interaction networks reaching into
Mesoamerica, as evidenced by pottery made
locally but stylistically reminiscent of Olmec
objects. This is perhaps unsurprising given the
macroregional importance of the regionally
unique source of jadeite in the Motagua Valley
of Guatemala and the role of cacao as a product
from the tropical regions of Honduras, sought
after in societies far beyond local cultural horizons
(Healy 1984). During this first half of the last
millennium BC, we also see the first evidence
for mound and raised platform construction
(Joyce 2004).

Following these early expressions of monu-
mentality is the advent of the hallmark Usulután
ceramic style, spreading through much of Hondu-
ras and El Salvador from the latter half of the last
millennium BC and in use up to roughly AD 400.
Due to its distinctive orange and cream appear-
ance, combined with resist decoration, and a spe-
cific range of rather fine pastes, Usulután ceramics
are the most highly diagnostic ceramic ware in
Honduras during this period. While for a long
time considered a trade ware, more recent neutron
activation and petrographic studies are changing
this view, pointing instead to various local pro-
duction points. Usulután wares are documented in
most of the sites excavated in the mentioned Hon-
duran valleys, with the exception of the northeast-
ern region where it is noticeably absent. The
advent of Usulután is accompanied by increases
in site density and overall contacts between and
beyond these regions.

During the centuries after this, up to about AD
1000, mound and platform construction continues
to intensify, introducing ball courts (typical for
Mesoamerica) into both central and eastern Hon-
duras, expanding ceremonial mound-lined plazas
and showing signs of possible site ranking in two
or three levels. New earthworks are added to those
at previously occupied sites, not infrequently
obscuring earlier constructions. Apart from this
steady intensification of building activity, this
period is signaled archaeologically by the appear-
ance of the so-called Ulúa-Yojoa polychrome
wares and interaction with the major Maya settle-
ment of Copán. The Ulúa-Yojoa polychromes, a
broad category of decorated pottery, including
flat-bottomed cylindrical vessels, has a long his-
tory in the archaeology of Honduras and is
documented stylistically in excavations in Nica-
ragua, El Salvador, and even Guatemala (Joyce
2017). Alongside this polychrome group, the sec-
ond defining object class is a small but distinctive
corpus of cylindrical vessels sculpted in marble,
produced in limited numbers at a specific work-
shop at the center of Travesía in the Ulúa Valley,
and appearing in sites in the Maya lowlands and
Pacific Nicaragua. Both the increase in monumen-
tal architecture and the evidence for craft special-
ization may help in arguing the stability of the
communities responsible for this activity. While
authors have argued for the emergence of incipi-
ent chiefdoms in his period, there is little evi-
dence, for example, from funerary settings, for
any form of chiefly elite, leaving open the alter-
native explanation by means of heterarchical
cooperative structures.

The period from AD 1000 onward shows a
decrease in building activity in many of the Hon-
duran valleys. A straightforward link to the pop-
ulation decline is observed at Copán a century or
two prior to this period, invoked by the so-called
Maya Collapse. Although the intensity and veloc-
ity of this decline is the topic of ongoing debate, it
is likely that any mayor change would have
entailed consequences for other Honduran
regions. Although there is a decrease in the previ-
ously seen rise in sites and possibly also in popu-
lation density, it is not a period of sharp shifts in
settlement patterns. Numerous sites continue to be
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occupied after AD 900, including Las Vegas and
Los Naranjos, and Copán itself continues to show
some activity. The Naco Valley is one of the best
studied areas for this period. Sites there are known
to have played a central role in coastal trade net-
works reaching from the coasts of Honduras,
across the Yucatán peninsula, to the Gulf of Mex-
ico. Recent research in the Naco Valley sites high-
light the negotiation of authority and local
political hierarchies, using networks of exchange
to bring in exotic materials (Schortman and Urban
2011). Interaction networks to other parts of
southern Central America are also evidenced by
moderate amounts of Greater Nicoya white-
slipped polychrome decorated pottery at sites in
central Honduras as well as elements of styles
from Honduras, Nicaragua, and Costa Rica. Con-
tacts toward Mesoamerican subregions are indi-
cated by the presence of small amounts of copper
objects and a few instances of the trade ware
ceramic-type Tohil Plumbate from El Salvador at
Copán and on the Bay Islands off the Caribbean
coast.

In the northeastern region, site surveying and
mapping has produced evidence for substantial
habitation after AD 1000. Numerous sites, some
of which in defensible locations, show consider-
able elongated mound-plaza architecture, exceed-
ing sites from previous periods in size and
planning. Overall, these sites still do not adhere
to a self-evident orthogonal layout, instead com-
bining architectural elements depending on local
topography, drainage, and vantage points, but the
increase in overall planning is evident. In terms of
material culture, there is a noteworthy orientation
toward the Caribbean lowlands of Nicaragua and
Costa Rica, with a tradition emerging of sculpting
stone monoliths and fashioning elaborate milling
stones. Most recently, an investigation into coastal
sites was initiated to better understand existing
local typologies and regional relations. Despite
this work, and its being one of the largest regions
in Honduras, the northeast remains one of the
archaeologically least-known parts of southern
Central America.

The archaeology of Honduras reveals connec-
tions of stylistic forms and materials to Central
American regions further south. Furthermore,

there is a relation of selective exchange through
the network node of Copán and beyond this to
trade routes frommore central parts of Mesoamer-
ica. From the last millennium BC onward, and
continuing into the last centuries before the Span-
ish Conquest, such networks, while subject to
periodic change, remained a constant feature,
evidenced primarily through the trade in rare com-
modities. Simultaneously, site layouts and struc-
tures, and more regional level settlement patterns,
seem to have maintained a certain level of resil-
ience in their trajectories within the multiple val-
leys that mark the cultural landscape of Honduras.
While major macroregional changes like the
Maya Collapse during the ninth century AD
were certainly not without their effect, complete
ruptures of past cultural patterns and connections
seem to not have occurred. In fact, northeast Hon-
duras saw an increase in activity and the prolifer-
ation of material practices, possibly intensifying
ties with Caribbean regions further south.

The Gulf of Fonseca and Eastern El Salvador
The Gulf of Fonseca is shared by eastern El Sal-
vador, southern Honduras, and northwest Nicara-
gua. This is one of the most particular coastal
features of southern Central America, marked by
extensive mangrove forests and tidal flats, along-
side delta-like mud plains. A number of islands
dot the Gulf, and numerous rivers discharge their
water coming from the valleys of central Hondu-
ras. The Gulf is a product of active tectonics,
leading to faulting and volcanism occurring
along the wider Pacific coastline. There is consid-
erable uncertainty about the archaeology of this
region, even though it is likely to have featured
substantially as an area of fishing in prehistoric
times. In macroregional perspectives, the Gulf is
typically seen as a waypoint in the networks of
exchange that are argued to have existed along the
Pacific coast. For AD 800 and later, it forms an as
yet unresolved nexus between more southern
Central American-oriented communities and
those more strongly resembling Mesoamerican
cultural patterns. Notwithstanding this regional
uncertainty, substantial archaeological work
done on the Gulf region is lacking, with past
research documenting several small settlements
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and salt-making sites on the Honduras side of the
coast with human activity going back to AD
300 and continuing until the arrival of the Spanish
(Baudez 1976). Despite this dearth of research,
there are indications that the Gulf filled an impor-
tant role in interzonal economic exchange
between local coastal communities and those fur-
ther toward the interior in the surrounding valleys.
Such “vertical” interaction merits more scholarly
attention, as southern Central America overall is a
region with an above-average amount of coastal
zones relative to inland surfaces.

Starting west of the gulf and naturally bounded
by the Lempa River, eastern El Salvador demon-
strates connections to the material culture of
southern Central America by means of contempo-
raneous presence of certain ceramic types or trade
wares during the last millennium BC and the first
millennium AD. Especially widely recorded
Usulután-style pottery appears in significant
quantity at eastern El Salvadoran sites such as
Chalchuapa and Usulután (the site after which
the ware is named). Between AD 1000 and
1200, the presence of Papagayo Polychrome pot-
tery, having its origin in Pacific Nicaragua (see
below), is indicative of connections of eastern El
Salvador with more southern regions. In the
regional perspective, the archaeology of eastern
El Salvador is a crucial connection in evaluating
the changes in relations between southern Central
America and more northern regions, such as the
Maya lowlands, the Gulf Coast of Mexico, and
southern parts of Mexico. The more prolonged
studied site Quelepa provides strong evidence
for such diachronic shifts in macroregional con-
nections (Andrews 1976), which, perhaps remark-
ably, appear to exclude the Maya center of Copán.

Pacific Nicaragua and Northwest Costa Rica
Around 1000 BC, the earliest traces of habitation
are documented in parts of Pacific Nicaragua and
northwest Costa Rica in the form of shell middens
and hearths associated with diagnostic incised and
striated monochrome and bichrome ceramic
wares. Funerary practices are varied in form,
including both secondary urn burials and primary
extended interments, the latter often with three- or
four-legged grinding stones or stools present, on

which the deceased is sometimes placed. Further
grave goods can include polished stones made of
jadeite or visually similar materials and ground
stone mace heads. While archaeological data
remains scarce for this period, it is accepted that
it continues to up to around AD 500, when poly-
chrome pottery types appear and there is a subsis-
tence shift to include exploitation of maritime
resources. From AD 800 onward, the material
culture in Pacific Nicaragua shows strong resem-
blances to that found in northwest Costa Rica
(principally the Nicoya Peninsula), and this simi-
larity in pottery is the background for the notion of
the Greater Nicoya archaeological region. As with
most other regions of southern Central America,
its boundaries are only approximately defined, but
it is generally understood to envelop the shores of
both Lake Xolotlán and Lake Cocibolca and the
foothills of central Nicaragua, as well as reaching
up to the Gulf of Fonseca. For northwest Costa
Rica, the Nicoya peninsula and the Tempisque
River Valley are the primary features, with the
Tilarán mountain range forming a natural south-
eastern extremity.

In contrast to the other regions discussed here,
Greater Nicoya was originally defined to denote
an extension of the Mesoamerican culture area
(Lange 1984). This initial proposal was motivated
by ethnohistoric similarity to Mesoamerica
(Kirchhoff 1943), later evidenced by a combina-
tion of regionally shared changes in pottery,
including motifs and symbols appearing on poly-
chrome ceramics in the region, alongside devel-
opments in lithic technology, and ethnohistoric
references to migration of Mesoamerican lan-
guage speakers into the region sometime around
AD 800 (Norweb 1964). By now, Greater Nicoya
is recognized as a region with strong local cultural
dynamics, even when exhibiting a relatively high
amount of identical ceramic types when compared
with surrounding archaeological regions of Cen-
tral America (Healy 1980). Compared to other
regions of southern Central America, several
parts of Pacific Nicaragua and northwest Costa
Rica are at least to some degree known archaeo-
logically, with several projects taking place since
the 1960s. Prior to AD 900, there is considerable
uncertainty about the archaeology in this region,
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and it may well have shared cultural patterns with
the Caribbean regions of Nicaragua and Costa
Rica. Similar to patterns in central Honduras, the
first examples of exchange with Mesoamerica
date back to at least 500 BC, with early pottery
forms showing resemblances to other types found
along the Pacific coast toward Guatemala and
southern Mexico. Intensity and continuity of
these connections, however, remain poorly under-
stood. From 500 BC onward, Usulután-style
ceramics also appears in parts of Greater Nicoya,
possibly made in local workshops.

In addition to the proposed cultural affiliation
toMesoamerica, the notion of Greater Nicoya also
rests on geographical features, perhaps more so
than other southern Central American archaeolog-
ical regions. Chance events, such as volcanic
eruptions, had immediate and long-term effects
on the development of pre-Hispanic communities
in Greater Nicoya. The coastal regions of Nicara-
gua are defined by the two freshwater lakes and a
strip of land separating Lake Nicaragua from the
Pacific Ocean by as little as 19 km at one point.
This corridor-like geography was likely a pre-
ferred route for down-the-line exchange networks
throughout the pre-Hispanic sequence, and exca-
vated settlements in Pacific Nicaragua dating to
AD 300 show the movement of materials such as
obsidian from other parts of southern Central
America, including the central valleys of Hondu-
ras and parts of eastern El Salvador.

Possibly tied with migratory movements from
Mesoamerica, a series of changes in regional set-
tlement patterns, funerary practices, and material
technologies occurs around AD 600 (Hoopes
2005). From this moment on, up to the arrival of
the Spanish, pottery finishing shows innovations
and changes that have enticed scholars to argue a
scenario in which Greater Nicoya took part in a
macroregional exchange network, involving the
transfer of materials and symbolism. The latter is
principally argued through the growing presence
of polychrome ceramics in combination with the
appearance of new motifs and innovations in
finishing techniques, including distinctive white-
slipped ceramics in Pacific Nicaragua and orange-
slipped types in northwest Costa Rica. Attesting
such migrations, as a direct cause of the changes

in material culture, however, has proven elusive
(McCafferty 2015). Instead, based on earlier foun-
dational studies, the increased comparative stylis-
tic study and technological sourcing of such
pottery is placing greater emphasis on more local-
ized production processes. The current under-
standing is that pottery production is largely a
local process, within and between the northern
and southern parts of Greater Nicoya, and appears
less significantly linked to exchange beyond
Greater Nicoya itself.

Apart from the archaeologically challenging
topic of Pacific coastal migration fromMesoamer-
ica into Greater Nicoya, the period from AD
600 and the increased connections of Greater
Nicoya to southern Central America developed
into that of a node in the long-distance trade of
social valuables produced in parts of Panama and
Costa Rica. Although not overwhelming in num-
ber, hammered gold disks do show up in various
late contexts in the Maya region and the central
highlands of Mexico. Metal objects are far from
ubiquitous in archaeological contexts of Greater
Nicoya, and it is an unresolved question how the
itinerant presence of such novel shiny objects
would have impacted on societies in Greater
Nicoya. Any increase in connections between
both regions opens up the question of what the
probably quite different human relations to exotic
materials could have been, keeping in mind that
stylistic comparability need not indicate shared
ideas and the new materials and styles would
have been perceived as new possibilities and
extending ideas on the nature of the wider south-
ern Central American world. Notwithstanding
such a wider role for Greater Nicoya, it is one of
the archaeological regions in southern Central
America where continuity and stability of both
population density and organization, as well as
practices of pottery production, are most
remarkable.

Beyond the immediate Pacific coastal areas of
Greater Nicoya, the variable topography, soils,
and microclimates make for a more challenging
comparison to other parts of this region tradition-
ally considered to skirt Greater Nicoya. The
numerous islands in the two lakes principally
include Ometepe, Zapatera, and the Solentiname
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archipelago, with considerable indications of
human use, but overall there are several hundred
smaller ones, all of which feature at least some
form of archaeological traces of prehistoric
habitational, funerary, or ceremonial activity.
Across from Lake Cocibolca, the expansive and
loosely defined region of central Nicaragua repre-
sents the transitional zone toward the Caribbean
lowlands and with intense building of mound-like
surface structures, both adapted to local topogra-
phies as well as built to form the large ceremonial
complex of Aguas Buenas (Geurds and Terpstra
2017). This region, and others connecting Greater
Nicoya to central mountainous and Caribbean
geographies, harbors the potential to provide fur-
ther detail to how indigenous communities were
enmeshed in relations around natural features
such as the mentioned lakes.

Caribbean Nicaragua and Costa Rica
The Caribbean coastline of Nicaragua and Costa
Rica is a region of dense tropical forest cut by
numerous rivers. In recent decades, significant
deforestation resulted in barely connected pockets
of forest in the midst of grasslands used as cattle
pasture. Partly as a consequence of the impenetra-
ble character of the region, combined with the
high degree of precipitation, the archaeological
narrative here is still largely relying on individual
site excavations or valley-based surveying, and a
detailed understanding of diachronic develop-
ments is unavailable. What can be reported is
more often than not based on single finds, often
the product of salvage interventions, than being
the product of long-term archaeological research
projects.

Research on the central Caribbean coast of Nic-
aragua points to the exploitation of marine
resources, as evidenced by substantial shell mid-
dens documented near the modern town of
Bluefields. These sites, lacking in surface domestic
architecture, are identified as temporary camps
used for fishing, harvesting gastropods, and catch-
ing turtles, all possibly for eventual transport and
distribution upriver by canoe. Farther inland, the
scant archaeological data points to communities
relying primarily on agriculture. This appears to
have been based on maize, given the abundant

presence of grinding stones. This model may in
fact not diverge much from the abovementioned
subsistence strategies deployed at the Gulf of
Fonseca and provide one more example of the
attention needed for human adaptations to
coastal-inland subsistence strategies.

A second study in Caribbean Nicaragua has
documented an example of public ceremonial
architecture and the use of stone sculpture
(Geurds in press). At the El Gavilán site, just
east of the modern town of El Ayote, a site featur-
ing numerous low clay mounds as well as a few
considerably higher ones is complemented by two
square platforms. These platforms are directly
associated to a large cluster of carved and
uncarved monolithic sculptures, up to 2 meters
tall. This high degree of sculpting activity echoes
finds from parts of Caribbean Costa Rica in also
being focused on representing human bodies,
although it is technologically distinct. The site is
situated directly at the confluence of two rivers,
placing El Gavilán at an advantageous location for
regional gatherings. The monumental layout of
the site possibly created a spatial context for
conducting public activities involving communi-
ties from both up- and downriver. Moreover, the
required practices of selection, extraction, trans-
portation, and carving of these monoliths indicate
a highly skilled and organized activity. While
hypothetical, such a role for establishing and
confirming social ties would have been beneficial
to the communities in the wider surroundings.
A monumental location such as El Gavilán pro-
vides rare insight into the conditions needed for
the reproduction of shared histories among those
participating in its construction, as regional com-
munity ties were cemented and maintained in the
process. Similar to the studies arguing for river
transport for subsistence practices, the location of
this ceremonial site also underscores the impor-
tance of rivers as expedient ways of transport,
highlighting the rivers role as facilitator of contact
in southern Central America.

For parts of the lowlands of Caribbean Costa
Rica, south of the San Juan River, the data reso-
lution is better. At the relatively early date of
approximately 100 BC, settlements begin to
emerge, typically situated in valleys with alluvial
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deposits, practicing both seed and root crop agri-
culture. What is remarkable about the material
culture of the excavated sites from this period is
not so much the domestic or public architecture
but the extensive funerary customs, specialized
working with lapidary materials (including
serpentinite, chalcedony, and other silicate rocks
optically similar to jadeite), and a developing
practice of fashioning ground stone objects. Over-
all, the early rise in cultural activity in Caribbean
Costa Rica may be related to wider macroregional
interaction networks, evidenced again by Olmec
style objects (Snarskis 1984). Determining the
routes along which such networks may have
been established and maintained is a function of
defining features in the geography of southern
Central America. As such, connections from
southern Honduras and perhaps the Gulf of
Fonseca, along possibly either side of Lake Nica-
ragua, into northwest Costa Rica, would have
been favored, and from there on forking along
the central mountains toward the Caribbean and
the Pacific coastal area of Costa Rica.

From AD 400, further noticeable changes occur
in Caribbean Costa Rica, with earlier sites showing
continued occupation and additional settlements
being established in this second half of the first
millenniumAD. Gold objects becomemore visible
in the archaeological record, and jade-like mate-
rials decrease markedly – a process seen more
widely in southern Central America in this period.
Circular house areas become the norm over the
previously seen rectangular footprint, and the use
of wide cobblestone paths and pavements is com-
mon. Sites such as Guayabo de Turrialba and
Nuevo Corinto are prime examples of such forms
of housing and also provide indications for chiefly
or communal residences. Funerary practices
revolve around stone cist structures in a variety of
shapes and include the use of flagstones for
retaining walls, top cover, and even laying out the
tomb floors. A specialized practice of highly deco-
rated and distinctive ceremonial grinding stones is
also found from this moment on, as well as various
forms of human sculpture, either seated or standing
and displaying themes related to warrior identity
and trophy heads (Hoopes 2007). Again, it has
been argued that these changes in Caribbean

Costa Rica are caused by long-distance contacts,
more specifically a change from Mesoamerican
trade routes, to strengthening southern connections
into the Greater Chiriquí and other parts of Panama
and into northwestern Colombia.

Southern Costa Rica and Western Panama
Parts of southern Costa Rica and western Panama,
respectively, known as the Diquís Delta and the
province of Chiriquí are collectively referred to as
the Greater Chiriquí archaeological region. This
concept was originally proposed exclusively for
the Pacific coastal slopes of both countries
(Haberland 1976) but was expanded to include
the Caribbean side of this part of southern Central
America as well (Haberland 1984), with the Cor-
dillera de Talamanca as a central geographical
separation. While useful as a general frame of
reference, the Greater Chiriquí regional definition
remains ambiguous on several sides. Uncertainty
continues to exist about its northeast boundary,
toward the central coastal parts of Costa Rica, as
well as regarding the western boundary toward the
central Panamanian Greater Coclé region. Addi-
tionally, the exact cultural relation of the Carib-
bean region in the Greater Chiriquí remains under
debate. The fragmented geography in this region,
consisting of a diverse set of river basins, bay
areas, coastal plains, and highlands, may eventu-
ally lead to the definition of further cultural sub-
divisions. While some patterns in ceramic styles
and site characteristics referred to as the Aguas
Buenas Period are discernible from AD
300 onward, how far back in time this extends is
again subject to discussion, with dates as early as
1500 BC also being considered (Corrales 2000),
and archaeological patterns varying considerably
throughout the region. Integration of communities
at the regional level was seemingly limited until
AD 800, despite similar ceramic types being
spread across the region. In response to this uncer-
tainly, archaeological research has proposed sev-
eral more localized sequences for the period
before AD 800, perhaps indicative of the substan-
tial cultural diversity in the Greater Chiriquí
before this date (Corrales 2000).

Cultural developments from AD 300 up to the
arrival of the Spaniards are marked by one
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generally recognized period break around AD 600.
From this moment onward, settlements become
more complex in their composition and are associ-
ated with alluvial plains, and their locations are
increasingly co-dependent on access to marine
resources (Drolet 1988). In fact, given the varied
topography and vegetation, it is assumed that set-
tlements will have had access to multiple food
sources, alongside what was being cultivated. Sim-
ilar to other regions of southern Central America,
communities were often composed of both ordi-
nary domestic residences as well as public spaces
such as communal plazas and stone monuments,
including a unique tradition of fashioning large
spheres out of gabbro or limestone, declared
UNESCO World Heritage in 2014. Graves were
placed on hilltop settings, or in mounds near
domestic spaces, with grave goods prominently
including distinctive peg-based stone sculptures.
Rounded river stones were used for the construc-
tion of raised platforms, and served in laying out
planned pavements and causeways, comparable to
those described for Caribbean Costa Rica. The
constructing of mounds was not as ubiquitous as
it was in parts of central Nicaragua, with mounds
being restricted to certain locations in settlement.
Given their increased dimensions and elaboration,
they are presumed to have served a more exclusive
purpose for the community’s leadership and their
families. There is ample evidence of maize pro-
cessing previous to AD 600, but this further inten-
sified after this date (Horn 2006), possibly causally
linked to the mentioned marked shifts visible in
material culture and community organization.
Although gold metallurgy first appears as early as
AD 200, an additional defining feature of the
period after AD 600 is the expansion of metallur-
gical production, with especially gold being mined
and worked in different parts of the Greater
Chiriquí. As different as they will have seen the
southern Central American world once they had
arrived there, accounts by the Spanish also provide
fairly detailed reports on the territorial organization
of parts of the Greater Chiriquí region, highlighted
by the presence of chiefs and multiple political
boundaries in the region, as well as references to
the frequency of intercommunity conflict about

territory, goods, and captives (Corrales and Badilla
2018).

In the Panamanian province of Chiriquí ́, there
are strong indications of communities gradually
developing a certain level of institutional leader-
ship. This is evidenced through specialization in
tool production activities in multiple villages, the
manufacture of monumental stone objects, includ-
ing human sculpture. The site of Barriles is one of
the more cited examples of the rise in arguing
sociopolitical complexity in the Chiriquí. Barriles
in fact consists of two related sites and is located
in the proximity of the Barú volcano which has a
wider set of settlement on its outskirts (Linares
and Ranere 1980). Early research at the site
yielded a massive four-legged ceremonial grind-
ing stone, several meters in length, and lined with
sculpted human heads. Another unique object cat-
egory is the stone barrel-shaped objects, after
which the site is named. Although the cultural
sequence at Barriles goes back to at least AD
300, the further development of Barriles, and pos-
sible other sites of this magnitude, is linked to
population growth made possible by an increasing
reliance on maize agriculture after AD 600.
Whether the advent of intensive maize cultivation
is directly causally related to population growth
and the emergence of chiefly territorial leadership
or if the two developments proceeded in a rather
parallel dynamic is debated (Hoopes 2005). Sim-
ilar to other studied archaeological sites in coastal
Pacific Central America, the occupation of
Barriles was influenced by a substantial volcanic
eruption. This eruption left a clear mark on the
stratigraphy, but its dating to around AD 600 is
now considered problematic. Accordingly, an
active local exchange network was maintained
featuring pottery, stone, salt, and staple foods.
Overall, from AD 600 onward, the Greater
Chiriquí thrived as a region with a diverse settle-
ment pattern, connected to regional trade routes
linking Greater Nicoya and central Panama.

Central Panama
East of the Greater Chiriquí region, central Pan-
ama has revealed the temporally deepest archaeo-
logical sequence of southern Central America. As
discussed above, the first data on human activity
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in central Panama dates back to the Terminal
Pleistocene and become more detailed leading
up to approximately 500 BC, with patterns of
human adaptation to the environment enveloping
both the Pacific and Caribbean sides of the region.
A rich data set attesting the development from
hunting and gathering to include fishing and the
adoption of agriculture is evidenced. Between
500 BC and AD 0, settlement locations and agri-
cultural activities shift from foothill areas down to
lower alluvial river valleys nearer to the coast.
Approximately from this moment onward is
when prehistoric activities in this region are
referred to as the Greater Coclé tradition (Cooke
et al. 2000).

Two parallel developments beginning around
AD 200 define the emergence of the Greater
Coclé tradition: the development of a number of
highly distinctive trichrome and polychrome pot-
tery styles, accompanied by the arrival of metal-
working practices having their direct origin in
Colombia. The tri- and especially polychromes
ceramic types form one of the most ornate and
richly decorated pottery styles in southern Central
America, perhaps together with the Greater Nicoya
polychromes. Coclé-style motifs include supernat-
ural creatures, a range of geometric and organically
shaped designs, and various animal depictions as
part of other forms of decoration. The practice of
trichrome painting on pottery begins around
200 BC and that of polychromes around AD
700 and runs diachronically, through individual
styles all the way to the arrival of the Spanish,
each style spanning several centuries. Metalwork
motifs overlap to some degree with these poly-
chrome styles. How this tradition was organized
territorially is the subject of some discussion, with
the Pacific coast of Central Panama serving as an
oft-cited comparative case study of social hierarchy
and chiefly leadership in the Americas. The emer-
gence of such chiefly polities was possibly related
to the increasing reliance on maize in the diet of
communities in Central Panama. Even though wild
fruits and palm nuts are still used, the prominence
of maize is shown archaeologically both in starch
analyses on grinding stones as well as through
stable isotope signals in human bone.

Spanish references frequently mention chiefs
and the territory they occupy in Central Panama.
These descriptions provide tantalizingly precise
observations, many times difficult to verify
archaeologically. It is fair to assume that commu-
nities featured at least some level of sociopolitical
stratification and they were organized based
largely on kinship relations. Not every community
or settlement will have participated in this politi-
cal landscape in the same way. In this Pacific
coastal environment, the site of Sitio Conte has
stood out given the lavish graves dated to AD
700–900. More recently, the site of El Caño, pre-
viously only known for its alignment of carved
monoliths, has revealed burials of similar com-
plexity and elaboration (Mayo and Mayo 2013).
The sumptuary goods found in these funerary
settings are some of the most diverse and impres-
sive known for southern Central America, in spec-
tacular nature rivaling those found in parts of
Mesoamerica and the Middle Andes. The leader-
ship authority implicated in such grave finds
appears to accord with traditional definitions of
chiefly ranked societies, but if this site – identified
by its excavators as a necropolis – was in fact an
interterritorial burial ground or situated in a single
political territory remains unresolved.

The archaeology of Central Panama contrib-
uted to comparative analyses on the origins of
chiefly leadership, also beyond southern Central
America. One argument has recognized the link to
individual performance in episodes of conflict
between societies and the ability to control and
interpret exotic goods, exchanged or personally
procured beyond societal horizons. This devel-
oped notion on the social and political value of
esoteric knowledge forms a widely cited study on
elite strategies of wealth and authority (Helms
1979), stressing the importance for chiefly legiti-
mation of having access to the acquisition and
interpretation of exotic valuables. A substantial
body of research into the development of subsis-
tence strategies in central Panama, however,
argues for a more local sociopolitical dynamic
whereby technological changes in food procure-
ment and preparation, as well as increasing use of
gold ores, are the source of differential access to
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and control over these resources, leading to wealth
and display of authority.

Eastern Panama
Eastern Panama is simultaneously one of the
archaeologically least known and most relevant
regions to discuss. It is culturally part of what is
referred to as the Greater Darien (Cooke 1984),
including the northwestern Colombian region
around the Gulf of Urabá, the Atrato River, and
parts of the Chocó department running along the
Pacific coast of Colombia. As mentioned, it has
some of the earliest documented pottery traditions
in the Americas and also was the avenue through
which metalworking made its way north into Cen-
tral America. Metallurgical knowledge was prob-
ably in place in parts of Colombia around at least
500 BC, with examples from central Panama fol-
lowing around AD 500, and then developing into
a wide variety of styles, and further technological
specializations to fashion ornate gold or tumbaga
(copper-gold alloy) objects, including pendants,
breastplates, and ear and lip plugs. The modern
national boundary now obscures what was the
environmental continuity of eastern Panamanian
rain forests and those on the other side of the
Colombian boundaries in the Chocó region and
also along the Caribbean coast of the Gulf of
Urabá. As Bray argues (1984), eastern Panama
likely constituted a single cultural region from
around AD 0 onward, defined by the use of
tumbaga pendants featuring a complex iconogra-
phy and an equally specialized metalworking
knowledge. Archaeological data in Greater
Darien rely on the excavation of a very limited
number of sites, prominently including Momil
near the Caribbean coast of northwest Colombia.
How the communities were organized in eastern
Panama is empirically not well established, but
the pattern of chiefdom level societies, as
described in Spanish sources, is assumed to
come into existence around AD 500. The indige-
nous societies of Greater Darien were to witness
the first Spanish settlement in the mainland
Americas in AD 1510.

Summary
Similar to other regions of the world, the prehis-
tory of southern Central America is defined by
cycles of transformation as well as a marked sta-
bility in how its societies defined themselves and
related to others. Regional containers such as
southern Central America and all the subareas
described above are archaeologically useful heu-
ristic devices, but not very informative on social
realities and how human action shaped that what
is now called the prehistory of southern Central
America. Archaeological evidence indicates that
communities roamed, changed, and settled the
diverse landscapes of this American isthmus and
in the process created a long-term dynamic of
adaptation and mobility. Such patterned action
is, in turn, recognized archaeologically, albeit
with different resolutions across Central America.
What marks this area region from a global archae-
ology standpoint are two main points: the extraor-
dinary position in the midst of two continental
landmasses and because of this, the unique role
played by southern Central America in the initial
human colonization of the Americas, perhaps
globally late but with great velocity, and second,
the remarkable stability of social life (as seen also
in genetic and linguistic data) in the midst of
forming part of macroregional exchange networks
that saw jadeite, gold, and copper objects, among
various other forms, spread through and across the
region.

Steadily, archaeology is beginning to reveal
that different forms of cultural expression from
the earliest periods of human presence down to the
advent of European colonization revolved around
the indigenous communities’ concerns of how to
successfully negotiate regional cultural, linguis-
tic, and social differences as well as the geograph-
ical character of the area. Such concerns were in
part surely unconscious but in part also active
decisions, as shown, for example, in the spread
of certain pottery styles. All this resulted in com-
munities, with a range of densities and forms of
organization that existed contemporaneously and
with extraordinary stability, until the sixteenth
century.

After Christopher Columbus explored the
Caribbean coasts of southern Central America
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during his fourth voyage in 1502, the period of
Spanish incursions into Central America is a his-
tory of frequent violence and massive death.
These events effectively ended the prehistoric
period, even though for the vast majority of ele-
ments that defined indigenous life in southern
Central America no historical writings would
ever become available. Notwithstanding the cata-
clysmic changes occurring in the sixteenth cen-
tury, indigenous settlement continued in certain
areas until well after colonial administration of the
region had begun. Evidence from sites such as
Paso Real in the foothills of the Diquís region of
Costa Rica, for example, shows European glazed
ceramic wares and glass beads to be present in
indigenous graves. However fragile, such conti-
nuity seems to mostly appear, perhaps predictably,
in areas of very low population density and poor
infrastructure.
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