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CHAPTER TWDO

Archaeological Cultures and Past Identities
in the Pre-colonial Central Amazon

Eduardo Gées Neves

INTRODUCTION

Archaeologists are well aware that a simple association between patterns in the
archaeological record and echnographic or ethnohistorical patterns is highly prob-
lematic. The ethnographic literature on lowland South Americais full of examples of
multilinguistic regional systems where different language groups share, for instance,
the use of the same pottery, occupy villages with similar spatial layour, and even
produce and consume the same basic foodstuffs. Such examples show that there is
no simple correlation between the dynamic functioning of social systems and the
static dimension of the archaeological record. In the particular case of Amazonia
and northern South America the ethnographic and ethnohistorical literature is full
of evidence that in the sixteenth century AD, and in some areas up until the present,
local indigenous groups were regionally integrated in multiechnic networks includ-
ing specialized production and exchange of goods, mobilization for warfare, and a
periodic condensation into hierarchical, chiefdom-like social formations. These social
formations were multi]inguistic, with a pattcrning in material culture gcncratcd by
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the culture historical approach such as the correlation of languages and ceramic
complexes, provided archacologists working in the lowlands with a hypothetical
way of tracing the expansion of languages and ethnic groups in the past. More than
that, it offered archacology as a powerful tool for understanding the long-term his-
tory of indigenous peoples of the lowlands. Lathrap clegantly formulated a series of
hypotheses proposing an association between patterns of distribution of languages
from the Arawak and Tupi-Guarani families and agricultural expansions in the
past. Together with his former graduate students José Brochado and José Oliver,
Lathrap proposed that the central Amazon was an early center of population disper-
sal affecting the whole South American continent (Lachrap 1970, 1977; Brochado
1984; Oliver 1989). For these authors such dispersals were the result of processes
of population growth and agricultural colonization of the fertile floodplains of the
Amazon basin, leading eventually to the occupation of other alluvial and non-allu-
vial settings further away in South America. Perhaps the greatesc merit of this “car-
diac hypothesis” was that it proposed an actual mechanism for diffusion. In this
case, diffusionism was not employed as an obscure explanatory device but as some-
thing to be explained. The expansion of people, languages, and ceramic styles was
seen as the result of population growth in well-adapred agricultural groups colo-
nizing contiguous areas in alluvial settings. Lathrap’s brand of diffusionism was in
many ways similar to the demic diffusion hypothesis proposed by Ammerman and
Cavalli-Sforza to explain the distributions of languages and genetic frequencies in
the European Neolithic (Ammermann and Cavalli-Sforza 1984).

A brief restatement of Lathrap’s hypothesis can be summarized as follows. An
arca located in the central Amazon, between the mouth of the Negro and Madeira
Rivers, was the center of long-term and continuous occupations going back rto
the carly Holocene. The archacological record of these occupations is characrer-
ized by the production of early polychrome ceramics with dates going back to ca.
6000 years BP (Lathrap and Oliver 1987). Even earlier ceramics, related to the
Barrancoid series at the mouth of the Orinoco, but with carlier dates (Rouse 1985),
were to be found in this core area. Such early ceramic complexes would represent
the occupation of speakers of proto-Tupi and proto-Arawak languages. The success-
ful adapration of these early groups to floodplain settings would have led to their
demographic expansion through demic diffusion to the adjacent floodplains of the
upper and lower Amazon, as well as up the Rio Negro and the Madeira. This process
would eventually have brought speakers of Tupi-Guarani and Arawak languages to
areas very distant from the central Amazon, including the Caribbean islands, the
Atlantic shore of what is now Brazil, the Andean foothills, and the Chaco.

Lachrap’s work focused on the dispersal of peoples that spoke languages from
the Tupi-Guarani, Arawak, and Pano linguistic families. For him, such population
and language dispersals would have been correlated with the expansion of ceramics
of the Polychrome tradition in the case of Tupi-Guarani speakers, of Barrancoid or
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Incised-rim ceramics in the case of Arawak speakers, and of the Cumancaya tradi-
tion in the case of the Panoans.

However, work done in the central Amazon after the publication of Lathrap's
original hypothesis showed that the archaeological record did not match his expec-
tations (Heckenberger 1998; Neves 2008). One might thus expect that the scarch'
for indications of ethnic or linguistic cxpansions in the archaeological record of
lowland South America would be in vain. On one hand, the ethnographic literature
confirms the clear methodological problems of such attempts. On the other hand,
efforts in that direction, such as Lathrap’s, were not matched by the archaeological
record.

Do these problems suggest that one should abandon the search for such cor-
relations? | will argue in chis chapter that correlations of chis kind can and need
to be done if one is willing to integrate archacology and cultural anthropology in
understanding the long-term history of occupation of lowland South America.
To do so. one needs to turn to the archacological literature to examine how this
methodological problem is being dealt with in other contexts across the world.
Such examination can give us powerful conceptual tools with which to readdress
that same old question. The good news is that lowland South American archaeol-
ogy has been going through considerable advances in the last ten or fifteen years.
Such advances have been frecing the discipline from an exclusive reliance on the
traditional, ceramic-based rypological approach as the major source of informa-
tion about the past. Today we have much more data on other dimensions of varia-
tion in the archaeological record, such as site size and shape, settlement patterns,
regional chronologies, and so forth. Such data, employed wit_h new methodological
tools, show that there are indeed consistent ways in which, for instance, changes in
ceramic style and technology covaried in regional sequences with changes in settle-
ment layout or settlement patterns. Such differences can be interpreted as the mate-
rial imprint of different ethnic groups or regional systems in the past.

THE FARMING-LANGUAGE DISPERSAL HYPOTHESIS
IN LOWLAND SOUTH AMERICA
If the search for past ethnic boundaries in the archaeological record were a meth-
odological dead end, it should at this point have been altogether abandoned by the
discipline. However, this is far from the truth. In different parts of the world, but
notably in Europe and the Pacific, archacologists have been postulating hypoth-
eses that correlate population expansion in the past with current patterns of dis-
tribution of archacological sites, contemporary languages, and human population
genetics (Kirch 2000; Renfrew 2000; Bellwood and Renfrew 2002; Antchony
2007). One particular manifestation of this perspective is the “farming-language
dispersal hypothesis.” This hypothesis proposes that the distribution of some of the
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most widespread language families reflects demographic dispersals resulting from
the adoption of farming by different populations of the world. For example, the
dispersal of the Lapita complex of objects, including stamp-decorated ceramics, in
h?clam:s:a and western Polynesia is postulated to correlate with the early expansion
of Austronesian speakers in the area, In the same way, the expansion of linear band
ceramics in western Europe would correlate with the expansion of farmers speaking
ancient Indo-European languages ultimately deriving from Anatolia, and so forth
with Bantu languages in sub-Saharan Africa and Arawakan languages (correlared
with the spread of Saladoid ceramics) in the insular Caribbean. These cases demon-
strate that the farming-language dispersal hypothesis (FLDH) remains a powerful
paradigm in archacology today, recycling some of the cherished themes of cultural-
hl‘SfOriC.‘lI archacology that were almost abandoned by the discipline, such as the use
of diffusionism as an explanatory device and the correlation berween the distribu-
tions oﬂnnguagcs and artifaces (Bellwood and Renfrew 2002).

For several reasons, the archacology of lowland South America could provide
a good testing ground for FLDH. Such an attempr, however, has never been made.
Among the reasons to do so is the fact that the area has one of the widese distri-
butions of linguistic families in the world. For instance, while most contemporary
European languages belong to a single language family, the Indo-European, there
are in lowland Souch America ar least four large families with continental-scale dis-
tributions— Arawak, Tupi-Guarani, Carib, and Gé—rogether with several other
families with extensive regional distributions, such as Pano and Tukanoan, and
several 1solated languages with no established connection to other languages or lan-
guage families in the area (see Maps 1.1, 10.1, 10.3, and 10.4). Another reason to
test the strength of FLDH in lowland South America is that there have never been
large stare-like social formations in the area. It is known that such social formartions
can have a skewing effect on the distribution of languages on a continental scale,
such as happened with Quechua in Andean South America and Latin in Europe.
So, whichever were the means for language dispersal in lowland South America, the
development of the state was not one of them.

To test the FLDH a series of assumptions has to be made. First, one needs to be
willing to accept that there is, to some measure, a positive correlation berween lan-
guage variabilicy and variability in the archacological record. In other words, since
languages cannot be excavated and since there were no writing systems known in
pre-colonial Amazonia, the variability in the archaeological record can be used as a
proxy for language variability in the past. Such an assumption, however, alchough
necessary to address the questions raised here, is extremely complex.

How, then, can archacologists working in the lowland South American tropics,
where ceramic artifacts and their distribution patterns are the primary archacologi-
cal record, establish a long-term history of indigenous peoples before the arrival of
the Europeans? First they need to look for other dimensions of variability beyond
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the study of pottery alone. In the words of Anthony (2007:131), who has studied the
question of early Indo-European expansion, “what makes an archaeological culture
interesting, and meaningful, is the co-occurrence of many similar customs, crafts,
and dwelling styles across a region, including, in addition to ceramics, grave types,
house types, sertlement types (the arrangement of houses in the typical sertddement),
tool types, and ritual symbols.” Such an approach mirrors in many ways Gordon
Childe’s early definition of archaeological culture, proposed almost sixty years ago.

Archacologists must, moreover, aim to identify the historical contexts where cor-

relations berween languages and variabilicy in the archaeological record can be stron-
ger. This is an important point because it frees one from the rigid opposition between
those who accept and those who do not accepr the possibility of establishing such
correlations. In other words, the question becomes not so much whether this can or
cannot be done but rather onc of defining the contexts in which it can be done.

Which contexts could these be? First, there are the cases of rapid colonization
of previously empry areas (Renfrew 2000). This was, for instance, what happened in
western Polynesia, where an association between the Lapita complex, identified by
patterns in the archacological record including rock-stamped pottery, and a branch
of the Austronesian language family was established (Kirch 2000). Other potential
contexts for such correlation could be the initial decades or centuries of occupation
of a previously settled area by external populations arriving with a new technol-
ogy or a different political, religious, or ideological system (Renfrew 2000). This
is what happened in the insular Caribbean when the early Arawak-speaking colo-
nizers brought with them Saladoid pottery and settled in ring-shaped villages dat-
ing back to ca. 500 BC (Rouse 1992; Petersen 1996). This was also the case in the
colonization of the Atlantic shore of eastern and southern Brazil by the Tupinamba
and Guarani Indians, who spoke languages of the Tupi-Guarani family and are
associated with sites yielding a distinctive pottery with polychrome decoration. The
Tupinambd, who arrived in the area around the beginning of the Christian era or
even earlier, completely replaced the shell-mound builders who had lived there for
millennia. In both these New World cases, the replacement can be explained by the
fact that the newcomers brought with them a different technology. In the particular
context of the Tupinambd, the colonizers also brought a political system based on
warfare, captive-taking, and cannibalism that was clearly associated with the expan-
sion of these groups (Gaspar et al. 2008; Noelli 2008).

Turning back to the Amazon, would it, in light of the previous discussion,
be possible to identify a historical context where a stronger correlation between
ancient languages and patterns in the archaeological record could be established?
The answer is probably positive. In much of the Amazon, such a context developed
around the beginning of the Christian era. This was the time when a true cultural
explosion occurred in the area, marked by the replacement in some areas of long-
established lifestyles going back to the early Holocene by a different, general pattern
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of cconomic and social organization that prevailed uncil the arrival of the Europeans
and in some cases until today. In accordance with FLDH, these changes may have
been initiated by the expansion of agriculeural-based societies over areas previously
occupied by societies with economies based on a wide range of resources, including
the culuivation of domesticated plants bue also fishing, foraging, and agroforestry.

Agricultural-based societics, in this reasoning, are those groups who rely on
agriculture to provide for most of their toodstuffs. 1 am here following the principle
that plant domestication and agriculture are distinct processes: although the for-
mer was a prerequisite for the laceer, there is no universal rule that establishes chat
plant domestication will inevitably and eventually lead to the emergence of agricul-
ture (Rindos 1984). Accordingly, there are recurrent cases in Amazonia of typical
hunter-gatherers, such as the Nukak. who have domesticared plants as part of their
food base (Politis 1996), or of groups, mostly Tupi-Guarani speakers, who alter-
nate over ime between being agriculturalists and hunter-gacherers (Fausto 2001).
Instead of merely being answers to the pressures exerted by current national occupa-
tions of the area, this was probably a recurrent pattern in pre-colonial Amazonia, as
will be shown below,

However, contrary to what was the case in Europe, Polynesia, or sub-Saharan
Africa. we do not find in tropical lowland South America a prevalence of a single
language expansion over wide expanses. Rather, there is a mosaic-like patcern with
several language families and many small families or isolated languages distribured
onaconunental scale. This is probably explained by a number of factors. First, there
is the widespread absence of domestic animals as sources of food or work in the
lowlands. It is known that the presence of domestic animals in productive systems
can provide an abundant and predictable supply of protein and far, obviating the
need for access to wild resources (Harris 2002:33). Such changes. in turn, provide
the conditions for population growth, leading eventually ro demographic expan-
sion. Productive systems based on the exploitation of wild animals, even where they
are abundan, such as the case of the alluvial settings of the Amazon, normally bind
hunter-gatherers to their territories and do not lead to large-scale population dis-
persals (Harris 2002:32). In the Amazon, animals were not domesticated because
they were so abundant, mostly along alluvial settings. In other words, there has been
little selective pressure for animal domestication, given the wide availabilicy of fish
and aquatic mammals. In terrestrial settings, on the other hand, there are few poten-
tally "domesucable” animals: most terreserial mammals are solitary and nocturnal;
indeed, a lot of the biomass in the rainforest does not live on the ground but in the
canopy. The strongest candidate for a domesticated land mammal is the peccary,
which lives in packs. Its behavior, however, is too unpredicrable and aggressive to
allow for domestication.

Another factor that may account for the great linguistic diversity in the tropi-
cal lowlands of South America is that no single agricultural system developed into
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predominance there in pre-colonial times (Denevan 2001). If this observation is
correct, it is possible that the strong reliance on manioc cultivation, which defines
the tropical forest culture pattern, may have been a historical consequence of the
onset of European colonization (Denevan 2001; Perry 2005). This is not to deny
that manioc was an important crop in pre-colonial agricultural or agroforestry sys-
tems of the Amazon, but rather to observe that it was but a component of more
diversified systems. Interestingly enough, however, there is so far little, if any, direct
evidence of pre-colonial manioc cultivation in the Amazon. The study of chipped
stones from griddles of the upper Orinoco area of Venezuela has merely shown that
these artifacts were used for the grating and processing of a number of roots and
tubers, including Dioscorea (Perry 2005). In the central Amazon, despite good con-
ditions of preservation, so far no evidence of manioc cultivation has been found
from a record of 2,000 years of human occupation. Moreover, in areas such as
Marajé Island, at the mouth of the Amazon, no evidence whatsoever of agriculture
has been found so far, despite the presence of artificial earth mounds and elaboraced
pottery (Roosevelt 1991; Schaan 2008).

Such observations, when pur together, suggest that although plant domestica-
tion may have been very ancient in the tropical lowlands, the advent of predomi-
nantly agricultural-based economies was much more recent. The data also show that
even in these latter cases it was likely that agriculture was primarily an opportunistic
activity based on intense and sophisticated management (with stone axes and fire)
of gardens and forest in different stages of ecological succession, rather than the
pattern of extensive cultivation (using metal axes and chain saws) of large manioc
gardens known today (Denevan 2001).

Summing up the argument, lowland South America has a remarkable linguiscic
diversity. There is no single linguistic family that dominares the area at a large scale
in the same way as Indo-European in Europe or Bantu in sub-Saharan Africa. Such
diversity probably resulted from a conjunction of the opportunistic and variable
nature of the agroforestry systems that developed in the area, without the preva-
lence of one system over the other, and the fact that no social formation associated
with a particular language was strong enough to politically expand on a large scale.
The result is che pattern of great linguistic and cultural diversity seen in the Amazon
today. The expectation is that such diversity would be mirrored in the archacologi-
cal record by distinct archacological cultures. This was indeed the case in the central
Amazon, as will be shown here.

THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL RECORD OF THE CENTRAL AMAZON

Regional surveys and excavations in a research area comprising ca, 900 km? located
at the confluence of the Negro and Solimdes (Amazon) Rivers have identified
more than 100 sites and the stratigraphic excavation and mapping of 12 of these
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(Heckenberger, Petersen, and Neves 1999; Petersen, Neves, and Heckenberger
2001; Neves eral. 2003, 2004; Lima, Neves, and Petersen 2006: Neves and Petersen
2006). As mentioned above, Lathrap, Rouse, Brochado, and Oliver proposed that
this was a region u”ong. cumulative, and continuous human occuparion from the
carly Holocene onward, culminating in large population aggregates by the early six-
teenth century AD ( Lathrap 1970; Oliver 2001). However, no consistent arcf;aco—
logical testing of this hypothesis was undertaken, despite previous preliminary
work having been done there (Hilbert 1968; Simées 1974: Simaes and Kalkmann
1987).

_ The identified sites are open-air and covered by garden plots, pasture, fallows
of different sizes, or high forest. Most of the sites are quite large and multicompo-
nential. The superimposition of different strata with different ceramic complexes,
together with several dozen radiocarbon dates, allowed for the establishment of
a chronology that spans ca. 2,000 years, from ca. 500 BC to AD 1500. Some of
the sites were cross-dared based on the ceramic remains idenrified. Early Holocene
pre-ceramic occupations were also found in the area, but they will not be discussed
here.

A summarized and schematic cultural chronology of the central Amazon is
presented in Table 2.1.

The carliest dates found so far for ceramic production in the area go back to
the tourth century BC. Data on site size and composition indicate that the process
of population growth in the central Amazon was not continuous: although chere
is a noticeable trend roward increase in sice size and density during the second half
of the first millennium AD, chis trend is abruptly imcrrullaccd around the twelfth
century AD, when most of the area became occupied with sites with ceramics from
the Polychrome tradition,

In the central Amazon, from the seventh to the thirteenth centuries AD,
there is an association between ring-shaped sites and ceramics belonging to the

TABLE 2.1. Summarized cultural chronology of the central Amazon, including ceramic and con-
textual dara.

L

ocal phase

ol Tradition .'f{{( Site size and densit
o - - . = —

Manacapuru Incised-modeled AD Ring
500-900

Guarita Polychrome

[.lnclr
900-1500 times associated with

terras Pr(fd_f
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FIGURE 2.2. Composite view of artificial mound associated with occupation of the Pareddo
phase, Laguinho site. (Photo by Eduardo Neves)

Manacapurtt and Paredio phases (Donatti 2003; Moraes 2006). Ring villages in
South America are normally associated with the Gé-speaking peoples from the cen-
tral Brazilian plateau (Wiist and Barreto 1999) or with the first Arawak speakers in
the Caribbean (Petersen 1996; Heckenberger 2005), but they were not previously
known along the Amazon floodplain (Myers 1973). These villages were occupied
over long periods of time, sometimes for centuries, and are archaeologically asso-
ciated with the construction of small artificial mounds, deep anthropogenic rerra
preta soils, dense ceramic deposits, ample organic remains, and cemeteries with
direct or urn burials. Based on this evidence, it is proposed that those ring villages
were associated with the establishment of a regional system of interaction in the
central Amazon, inferred, for instance, from the evidence of trade of Manacapuru
ware in contemporary Paredio sites and vice versa (Donatti 2003; Moraes 2006).
This hypothesis is strengthened by the face that Paredao and Manacapurt occupa-
tions were contemporary, but that there is no sign of conflict berween them. A con-
temporary ethnographic parallel to such a regional system may be the upper Xingi
area of the southern Amazon.

In the beginning of the second millennium AD, significant changes are clearly
visible in the archacological record of the central Amazon. These changes include
the replacement of sites of the Incised-modeled and other local traditions by sites
of the Polychrome tradition, and also by the rapid expansion of the Polychrome
tradition over a vast area, from the lower Amazon almost to the Andean piedmont
in Colombia, Ecuador, and Peru. Contrary to the predictions of the cardiac model,
such replacement was not a local process of change within the central Amazon.
Rather, it was associated with the local establishment there of groups that origi-
nated elsewhere in Amazonia. The construction of defensive structures in at least
two Paredio phase sites, one of them dating to the eleventh century, shows tha chis
process of replacement may not have been a peaceful one (Neves 2009).
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FIGURE 2.3. View of Manacapurii funerary urns ready to be removed in boxes from exca-
vation. Also noticeable are two circular pits in the foreground. These features are full of
faunal, plant, and ceramic remains, from the Hatahara site. (Photo by Val Moraes)

The cultural chronology of the central Amazon largely converges with what is
known about other regional chronologies in the Amazon basin. From the beginning
of the Christian cra, a widespread and conspicuous pattern of population growth,
site aggregation, and anthropogenic landscape changes can be traced throughout
the area (Petersen, Neves, and Heckenberger 2001; Nevesand Petersen 2006). These
changes are matched by the sudden appearance, at different times and places, of
large sites with deep stratified ceramic deposits associated with anthropogenic dark
soils (Perersen, Neves, and Heckenberger 2001; Kern et al. 2003; Neves et al. 2003,
2004); artificial earthworks (Parssinen, Schaan, and Ranzi 2009); raised fields and
causeways (Denevan 1966; Erickson 2000); large villages surrounded by moats and
connected by road nerworks (Heckenberger et al. 2003; Heckenberger 2005); arri-
ficial residenual and #_uriur.ir‘_.' mounds associated with elaborate pottery I:.’\[cggcrs
and Evans 1957; Roosevelt 1991, 1996; Schaan 2001b, 2004); quasi-urban settle-
ment systems also associated with elaborated pottery, polished stone statuettes, and
long-ranging trade networks (Roosevelt 1999; Gomes 2002; Nimuendaji 2004);
and the construction of circular megalithic structures (Nimuendaju 2004; Cabral

and Saldanha 2008). These changes visible in the archacological record from the
beginning of the first millennium AD onward cannot be connected to any single

ceramic tradition or cultural group. Indeed, during most of the first millennium AD

FIGURE 2.4. Group of circular pits of the Pareddo phase exposed prior fo excavation,
Laguinho site. Dozens of features like this have been mapped and excavated at this site.
Their presence is interpreted as an indicator of sedentary occupations there. (Photo by

Eduardo Neves)
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FIGURE 2.5. Plan of Lago Grande site. Lago Grande is a typical ring village of the Pareddo

phase vecupied from the seventh to the eleventh centuries AD. Houses are associated
with mounds placed around a central plaza. Toward the end of occupation, in the

eleventh century . ) ! r q ]
i ¥ AD, a moat was bult on the isthmus connecting the peninsula to the

mainland. Soon afterward the site was abandoned only to be briefly reoccupied by a
small Guarita phase village. (Drawing by Marcos Castro)

the ceramic remains throughout Amazonia suggest a marked cultural diversicy
reflected in the simultaneous development of several distinct phases or f
in different places. The image of cultural diversity expressed in Curt

ethnohistorical map underscores this impression. If corr

traditions
Nimuendaji's
: ect, this means that the
birth of the “ethnographic present” in lowland South America may date to 2,000

years ago. This assertion does not mean to imply that indigenous societies have not

B I =3 . -
changed in all this time: the archacological record of the central Amazon is full of
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evidence of change all the way ro the sixteenth century AD. However, the available
data show thart the first of the agricultural—bascd lifestyles that were subsequently
formalized into the “Uopical forest” pattern date from this period. Indigenous
Amazonian socicties in the mid-Holocene were likely more mobile and reliant on
economies dependent on fishing and foraging, even though plant domestication
started in the early Holocene (Neves 2006).

INCISED-MODELED AND POLYCHROME CERAMICS AND
THEIR RELATION TO ARAWAK AND TUPi SPEAKERS

Barrancoid sites in the lower Orinoco are consistently older than Incised-mod-
eled sites along the Amazon floodplain (Hilbert 1968; Barse 2000; Boomert
2000; Gasson 2002; Lima, Neves, and Petersen 2006), but the similarities between
Barrancoid and Incised-modeled ceramics are strong enough not to be overlooked
(Evans and Meggers 1968; Hilbert 1968; Boomert 2000). Perhaps the best way to
account for this is, on one hand, to accept Lathrap’s hypothesis about a connection
berween Barrancoid and Incised-modeled ceramics, while rejecting his historical
hypothesis about a central Amazonian origin, and, on the other hand, to accept
Meggers's (1997) hypothesis that early Amazonian and lower Orinocan complexes
derive from an initial center of production in northern Colombia. Heckenberger
(2002) presents a model correlating the expansion of Arawak speakers with the
expansion of ring villages, sedentary lifestyles, and Incised-modeled ceramics. The
archacological record of the second half of the first millennium AD in the central
Amazon features some of these traits, allowing for the hypothesis that this area was
occupied by an Arawak-based regional system. Pushing this hypothesis further, it
can be proposed that an carlier center for Arawak expansion was located in what is
today northern Colombia. At any rate, it is safe to affirm thart the central Amazon
was not the place of early Arawak dispersal, although during the first millennium i
was most likely occupied by Arawak speakers.

The ethnic and political processes underlying the Polychrome expansion are
not clear bur have been a focus of research since the 1950s. Initially it was pro-
posed that it had an Andean or circum- Caribbean origin (Meggers and Evans 1957;
Evans and Meggers 1968). As better chronologies became available the hypochesis
of an external origin was abandoned and a central Amazonian origin was proposed
(Lathrap 1970; Brochado 1984; Lathrap and Oliver 1987; Oliver 1989). Nor is
the hypothesis of a central Amazonian origin for the Polychrome tradition sup-
ported by the available chronologies (Hilberr 1968; Heckenberger, Neves, and
Petersen 1998). Along the main channel of the Amazon, the earlier Polychrome sites
are related to the Marajoara phase, with dates going back to the fifth century AD
(Meggers and Danon 1988:248; Roosevelt 1991:313-314; Schaan 2001a:157), but
itis only after AD 750 that dates are more frequent and display a smaller standard
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deviatton (Boomerr 2004:259). In the upper Madeira basin, near the current bor-
der berween Bolivia and Brazil, Polychrome occupations related to the Jacuarana
and Jamari phases have been reported, with dates going back to ca. 700 BC (Miller
et al. 1992:41-44, 55). These data show thar the production of Polychrome ware
started carlier in the upper Madeira basin than at Marajé Island, ac the mouth of
the Amazon,
By the rwelfth and thirteenth centuries AD, most of the floodplains of the
Amazon/Solimées and their tmbutaries were occupied by villages of different size
where Polychrome ware was produced. The available data show a clear pattern in
the dates: oldest in the upper Madeira, fairly old on Marajs Island, and consistentl
more recent as one moves upstream from the lower to the upper Amazon (Evan);
and Meggers 1968; Hilberr 1968; Simoes 1974; Herrera, Bray, and McEwan 1980~
1981; Brochadoand Lathrap 1982; Meggersand Evans 1983; Simoesand Kalkmann
1987; Simoes and Lopes 1987: Heckenberger, Neves, and Petersen 1998; Schaan
20014, 2004 : Neves and Petersen 2006). Can the Polychrome cxpansion along the
floodplain of the Amazon be correlated with Tupi—(f}uarani speakers as proposed
by Lathrap, Brochado, and Oliver? There is no single answer. It is likely thpat b
the late 1400s, Amazonian social formations were multiethnic (Whitehead ]994]f
Hornborg 2005), but it may very well be that the early Polychrome expansion in thc:
central Amazon was associated with a Tupi-Guarani-related expansion toward the
upper Amazon. The toundations for this hypothesis are, first, the fast pace of the
Polychrome expansion toward the upper Amazon, similar to the pattern found in
the Tupinamba expansion along the Atlantic coast; second, the apparent association
of that expansion with warfare, which is also verified among Tupinamba groups on
the coast: third, the fact that most Polychrome sites are shallow and not very large
indicating a brief occupation span, which again resonates with Tupinamba archac!c,)l:
ogy: fourth. the face that the upper Amazon was occupied in the sixteenth cencur
AD by speakers of Tupi-Guarani languages, such as the Omagua; and, finall rhz
fact that the earliest known Polychrome ceramics are found in che upp.cr Maz‘eira
which is also the putative center for the Tupi expansion.! ‘
The accepance of a southwestern, upper Madeira basin origin for the Poly-
chrome tradition may also help us understand an unresolved puzzle of Amazonian
archacology: the facr thar there are no signs of Polychrome sites on the lower
Tapajos. the Nhamundi, or the Trombetas Rivers, an area where most of the known
sites have ceramics chat belong to the Incised-puncrated tradition (Konduri and
-rﬁp,-.}(,s). The inception of the Incised-puncrated tradition dates from the end of
the first millennium AD (Gomes 2002:131), later than the eacliest Polychrome
sites elsewhere in the Amazon (Roosevelr 1999). The closest similarities with the
Incised-punctated cradition are found in the ceramics of the Arauquinoid series
of the middle Orinoco (Zucchi 1985; Navarrete 1999:41), coastal Suriname and
coastal French Guyana (Rostain 1994:84; Roscain and Versteeg 2004:239), and in
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deposits dating from AD 400 to 1400 (Zucchi 1985). In the Guianese coastal plain,
the dates are a little late, starting around AD 600 and going to AD 1600 (Rostain
and Versteeg 2004). The Santarém area, the middle Orinoco, and the coastal plain
of Suriname and French Guyana lie roughly ac the same radial distance from the
Guyana plateau, a region predominantly occupied by Carib-speaking groups today,
suggesting that both the Arauquinoid series and the Incised-puncrated tradition are
local manifestations, from the late first millennium AD onward, of a radial Carib
expansion toward the Guyanese coast, the middle Orinoco, and the lower Amazon
(Brochado and Lathrap 1982; Zucchi 1985).

Summing up this argument, it is likely that by ca. AD 1000 there were some
regions in the Amazon that had good matches between pacterns of language dis-
cribution and patterns in the archacological record: (1) the association between
Panoan speakers and sites with Cumancaya ceramics on the Ucayali River, (2) the
association of Tupi-Guarani speakers and the wave of expansion of the Polychrome
tradition from the central Amazon to upper Amazon, (3) the association of Carib
speakers and sites with Konduri and Tapajé ceramics in the Santarém arca, and (4)
the association between sites with Incised-modeled ceramics with Arawak occupa-
tions in places such as the upper Xingt and earlier in the central Amazon. Such
strong matches likely disappeared over time, as demographic expansions coalesced
and local population densities increased, giving place to the development in situ of
multiethnic and multilinguistic regional systems.

CONCLUSIONS

The data from the central Amazon presented here help us understand the general his-
tory of Amazonia during the 1,500 years that preceded the beginning of European
colonization. They show that conspicuous differences in ceramic technology and
decoration are matched by other dimensions of variability in the archaeological
record, including general site layour, length of occupation, and structures such
as cemeteries and artificial mounds. These differences are here taken to indicate a
record of the establishment of different ethnic groups or multiethnic regional sys-
tems. Thus, Manacapurd- and Paredio-related occupations featuring ring villages or
ring-shaped structures, deep anthropogenic rerra preta soils, and artificial residential
mounds that were inhabited from the seventh to the twelfth centuries AD are inter-
preted as the manifestation of an Arawak-based regional system not unlike others
described in the literacure. The sudden changes in the archacological record of the
area, associated with the replacement of Paredio by Guarita and with modifications
in settlement patterns, are interpreted as indicating the arrival in the area of another
ethnic group with origins in southwestern Amazonia, the upper Madeira basin. The
descendants of these newcomers were the people who settled along the Solimoes
floodplains just prior to the arrival of the Europeans in the sixteenth century AD.
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FIGURE 2.6. Sitio Antonio Galo. View of Antonio Galo site with ring concentration of

mounds on the north side. Pareddo phase occupation covered the whole area of the site
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and is associated with mounds. The Guarita occupation was smaller and covered only

the central part of the site. (Drawing by Claide Moraes).
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FIGURE 2.7. Typical vessel of the Guarita phase, showing characteristic excised decoration
on mesial flange. (Photo by Mauricio de Paiva)

The archacological sequence of the central Amazon is quite long, going back
to the early Holocene (Costa 2009). However, evidence of sedentary occuparions
becomes visible only with Agutuba phase occupartions, dated to the centuries prior
to the beginning of the Christian era (Lima, Neves, and Petersen 2006). The same
pattern can be seen elsewhere in much of Amazonia, where early evidence of seden-
tary occupations is also dated to around the beginning of the Christian era (Neves
2006, 2008). Such apparently drastic and sudden changes can be seen as the mani-
festation in the archacological record of strong “ethnogenetic” processes working
throughout lowland South America during the first millennium AD. It remains to
be understood why such changes happened at that time, after almost 10,000 years of
human occupation. In the absence of strong palaeo-botanical data, despite advances
in recent years it can be proposed that these changes are associated with a stron-
ger reliance on plant cultivation as the major source of food production. However,
since plant domestication began several millennia earlier, it is still unclear why it
took such a long time until plant cultivation became a major source of food pro-
duction (Neves 2006, 2009). This suggests a very different scenario from the Near
East, where the beginning of agriculture was soon followed by the establishment of
sedentary and urban life,
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As research on plant domestication, cultivation, and management advances
it is likely that we will be in a beteer position to understand which different a ro-‘
ecological systems prevailed in pre-colonial Amazonia. The strong rclianccgon
manioc cultivation described in the ethnographic literature may be a historical
consequence of European colonization in the same way that the porato became
a major staple in western Europe after the seventeenth century AD. The wide
ﬂgrO'CCOI()gIL‘ﬂ-I diversity of the region, which in many ways mirrors the natural
biodiversity of the Amazon, can thus parrially explain why so many different
indigenous languages are spoken in Amazonia today. A betrer understandin of
the cultural, social, and ecological dynamics of the middle Holocene priof to
the beginning of the Christian era, will help us understand how these | roc
began. e

The Amazon basin is a hot spot of natural diversity today and it was a cradle of
cultur:}! diversity in the past. Archacology and cultural anthropology show us chat
these forms of diversity are intertwined. Nature has been transformed by human
action over the millennia in the same way that some patcerns of appropriation of
nature, such as the “evolutionary choice” of not domesticating animals, can also
b:: related to the natural conditions of ecological diversity and protein abundance
of the Amazon. Given such a general background of cultural diversity, it is reason-
able that diverse forms of management of nature flourished in che p:;.\;t. This was a
recurrent and continuous partern that tended to reinforce cultural diversity over
the millennia,

In this chapter | have tried to show that past cultural variability in the Amazon
can be assessed by archaeology if one takes a contextual approach that goes beyond
the study of ceramics and includes daca on settlement size, shape and leng‘th of
occupation, the comparison of regional chronologies, and so forth. By following
this approach one overcomes the rigid debate on the possibility, or not, of usin
archacological data as markers of cultural and linguistic \'nri:;biiiry ar':d work%
toward identifying the contexts where such correlations could be established. The
:Lu:h. once more, may be in the middle. Is there something more Amazonian than
this?
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NOTE

1. The earliest dates for Polychrome sites come from the upper Madeira basin, the same
area that, based on genetic evidence, has been proposed as the center for the carliest domes-
tication of manioc, Manihot esculenta (Olsen and Schaal 1999). and peach palm, Bacoris
gasipaes (Clement 1999). In fact, these early Polychrome sites of the upper Madeira are car-
lier than any ferra preta sites known today in Amazonia (Miller et al. 1992). If terras pretas
are formed in contexts of sedentary accupation, thus being markers of specific social and
cconomic conditions, and since the carliest rervas pretas are also found in the upper Madeira,
together with Polychrome ware, it can be posited that carly Polychrome expansion is also
correlated with the expansion of manioc and peach-palm farming among Tupi-speaking
populations from the upper Madeira basin beginning 2.500 years ago.
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Deep History, Cultural Identities, and
Ethnogenesis in the Southern Amazon

Michael Hcckméergrr

Ethnogenesis is a widely discussed aspect of cultural change in indigenous Amazonia,
generally taken to mean the emergence of a discrete “ethnos” through the mixing of
two or more distinctive cultural groups, particularly within the context of European
colonialism (Hill 1996). However, little is known in most cases about the acrual
processes of change, particularly over the long term, including different perspectives
on change and continuity operating at multiple scales. Processes of cultural trans-
formation, including major changes within societies and across regional systems, as
well as cultural pluralism, are particularly poorly understood for pre-Columbian
periods. This is due to a lack of well-documented long-term trajectories of socio-
historical change in discrete regions, especially such that can be linked to specific
ethnographic cultural groups.

This chapter discusses the southern Amazon periphery and, particularly, the
upper Xingu region of the southern Amazon. The Xinguano regional culture has
long been known as one of the best cases of ethnogenesis in Amazonia, since peer
communities in this regional society speak diverse languages, including Arawak,
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