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and ammals, espeaally anmals with gills, which
the nnv, sharp, glassy volomic particles cut and
clow

Fudence of ooding at about this ume has
dlso heen toune i western Honduras. ft sould

not be surprising 1t f had resclied trom [lonango.

masmuch as sestern Honduras lies even closer o
the source of the eruption and 1s on a hne with
Barton Ramie and the Belive River Thick flood
deposis in river floodplams also have been tound
a1 Copan atong the Copan River, and at Playa de
los Muertos and Santa Rua idong the Ulua River
The devastatng impact of floods is compounded
b Fl Sahador's position in the tropical zone only
13 degrees north of rthe equator, Because of its
locanon on the Pacife side of Central Amerwu.
the area has a marked monsoon cimate giving 1t
about 8t inches of rainfall during the annual
ruiny season which lasts from May to October.
Durtng the rest of the vear relauvely hittle rain
talls and the country s drv— indeed. many trees
shed their leaves in the momihs ot March and
Apnlthe heght of the dr season, to conserve
precious mossture The original segetanon
covering maost of the ceuntmy was a deaduous
tropcal torest, dense in the center and west and
more open in the east. Tropical evergreen forests
flourished near the numeious lakes and along
streams and the coastal piedmont where ground
water was abundant The deaduous forests were
the ones hardest hit bv the erupuon of llopango.
The archaeological record supports the theory
that disaster victims migrated to other areas of
Central America Intrusive ¢lements show up in
the matenal assemblages ot 1 number ot sites n
the Petén of northern Guatemala and 1n Belize

“T2" tephra
Basal coarse pumice layer

Rich Preclassic
(10008 C-AD 300)
soll with artifacts

at Just about the time ot the Hopango erupton,
Imporaantly, these <haracteristices are dso found
El Salvador under the ash laver, Ther long loca)
desvelopment i El Salvador, theretore, was
abrapth truncated by the white ash lnver,

The hallmark artifact of the Protodassace
intrusive complex is the mammizorm teirigod
vessel—a bowl with four supports, cach in the
shape of a female hreast. While the migrants
probably did not actaally carry such vessels with
them. or mdeed ans other britde and heavs
nots—especially over distances of 300 1o 500
kilometers—they certamly would have brought
thewr technological capablities 1o their new
cultural sernng, At present. the complere intrusive
Protociassic complex s known to have shown up
at Altar de Sacrificios. Barton Rare. Holmul
Poptiin and five other lowland sites Yet at s
many sites m the low Linds Protoclassic artitacis
show up only intermnently and not suddenly as
a compaosite group. Doubtless the immugrants
moved into some lowland commun:ities and not
others and their parncalar kinds of wares would
hine shown up m some sites only intermirtentis
through trade

At Altar de Sacniticos, excavated from 1953
w1963 by Gordon Willey, a sufficientv detaled
ceramic analysis has heen done o trace the ethnic
interacuons of the resulents and newcomers The
picture which emerges shows the lowland llagers
responding to the mtlux ot displaced highland
peoples at a tme when many ot these lowland
settlernents were changing trom egalitarian to
ranked soctenes or. as i some cases, from
ranked to more complex stratified societes with a
centralized economv. At some sites such as Barton
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and cegetation allowed for Joman
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e ddisenster ’




Ceramic vessels from Barton Ramee, Belize. These highly dutinctive mammiform
«'(’tmpr)d veswls are charaeteritie of the Protoclassic Period (4D 1-300)

L e, the populaton more than doubled us

v denced by a more than twotold increase in
ccupted houses. Bue the immigrants did not
hminate the indigenous traditions, although thev
nust have disrupted and consequently added to
hem and. it seems. even dommated them for a
une It is significant. tor instance, that at Altar

fe Sacrificios the fust luxury ware, apparendy
ssoctated with a newh-emerging elite. s hnked o
P e mtrusise Protodassic tracdhinion and not the
rchigenous group. The same Protaclassic
lomination ot Early Classic elite artifacts was
ound at Barton Ramie. where other kinds ot
Protoclassic wares were introduced 1 addition to
eramics—harkbeaters, squared off slabs of stone
ised for beaung bark into paper or doth [or
rarments, spindle whorls used 1n the manutacture
ot cotton thread and stone tools

The intrusne Protoclassic peoples did not
mantatn their dominance for long After a
generation or two, they were absorbed graduallv
nto the overall deveiopment of lowland Classic
Mava society, But what of the long-term
romercussions® Since population Increases promote
duaptive mnovatons, it is not at all surprising that
manv of the raised agricuiturai fields and terraces
in the Masa area were first culinvated in the Early
Classic Period Nor. for the same reason. 1s it
surprising that soclal control measures were
strengthened. m part by means ot a heightening
ot class or rank disuncuons. Thus, while the

v {came disaster ncreased the rate of social

¢ nge it did not mtroduce into lowland
“onmunities fundamentally different social or
polincal institutions,

The most dramauce changes were seen at Tikal
which prospercd verv conspicuously during the
farly Classic Period, parucularly from a.n
300-500. Tikal, siuated between the headwaters

ot two major lowland river svstems, served as the
primarsy portage for canoe-based transport. The
interrupted trade route which the leaders of Tikal
redirected through their aty had alreadv been
estabiished by the Olmec before 1000 B.C .
crossing the Isthmus of Tehuanepec and running
along the Pacific coast of Guatemala nto El
Salvador. Key commodities such as jade. cacao.
obsidian. cotton and salt were transported
along this newly reestablished trade route In
conuncuon with this change pohucal-economic
delegauons from Central Mexwo—-trom the other
end of the wrade route—established themselves at
Tikal. That Tikal should be the nnly Mava
lowland c1tv to have a large group of lighland
occupants ought not to be surprsing if this thesis
1s correct—all based on the premise that Ilopango
did indeed disrupt the long-established lucranve
trade route and forced highland peoples to
migrate

While Tikal was benetitting trom its newlv
found wealth and power, the devastated areas
slowly began 1o recover Rains were eroding and
redistributing the ash and chemical weathering
was beginning to restore the ferniity of the soil
Cautiouslv ar first. vegetauon began recolomzing
the blanketed area: first the iichens and algae,
then the terns, grasses, shrubs and. finallv, the
rrees. As vegeration established wselt on the ash
blanket. other kev nutrients could build up in the
soil, among them the nurates and phosphates
which are especially necessary for successful
agriculture, But to the best ot our knowledge.
human recolonization did not become signiticant
unul the sixth century after Christ, approximatelv
1wo centurtes after the disastrous erupuon, The
immigrants, once agam. came from the north and
brought with them Classic Mava culture, Thev
were probably g part of the Chorti Mava southern
expansion sa well documented by the late Sir Enc
Thompson. The Chorn, an eastern lowland
branch of the Mava, were mterested in
establishing colonies in this arca in order to



Stratigraphic sequence of airfau eruptions and cultural harizons for the Zapotitan Valley exposed at the Cambio site roadent. (4]
Preclassic soil with artifacts including exposed vessels : (B basal pumice laver from Hopango which is located 37 kilometers away; (C)
lower “T2" component of the Hopango tephra: (D) upper “T17 companent of the Hapange tephra; (F) soil developed out of the Hopango
tephra with Middle 10 Late Classic artifacts; (Fi thin laver of the Laguna Caldera tephra which buried the Cerén site to the north; (G)
San Andres tufa. a hardened volcanic ash laver from another eruption in the area: (H) Late Classic artifocts and floor construction]
and ({) tephra from the Plavon eruption of 1658-71.

control two large outcrops of obsidian at American equivalent to Pompeii. Fxcavated by the

Ixtepeque and Avarza. The subsisience of these Protoclassic Project in 1978, this Classic Maya

colonists was. at least in large part. based on corn colony was established by agrarians who built their

and bean agriculture. These are the two crops homes atop the partly weathered white ash

which have been so extraordinarily well preserved blanket from Hopango. Their multiroom

at the remarkable Cerén site. farmhouse and a nearby work plattorm was made
Situated in El Salvador in the Zapotitan Valley. of wetlaid cav loors which were first allowed o

the Cerén site must rank as the nearest Central dryv and were then fired in place. Upright posts



wupported roofs of palm thatch and the mternal
partition walls were covered with watle and
Jaub—all of these features were remarkabls well
sreserved and found nearlv intact. This excellent
rate of preservaton. both of building materials
and vegetauon surrounding the house, 13
attributable to the eruption of the Laguna Caldera
wilcano during the sixth century after Chnist. a

¢, :astrophe much smaller than llopango. covering
Sily a tew kilometers The farmhouse at Cerén,
Nowever, lay in its path and the erupunon caught
the inhabuants enurely off guard, The family
evidently was trapped in the house and all of the
members killed bv burning or asphvxiation.

Ceren farmhouse looking
southwest The bottom of the
doorway 1 visible in the
center. The hole through the
left wimgwall was caused by
the hot tephra degassing uself
after U fell, creattng a
funnel. The awfall lavers of
tephra caused by the Laguna
Caldera eruption are four
meters deep above the floor.

Unfortunately, the portion of the house
contaiming the bodies was razed by a bulldozer
three years ago: the only information about the
occupants comes from modern local residents who
describe having seen a number of bodies in one
room huddled together on the floor.

The work platform associated with the house
onginallv mav have had its own wattle and daub
wall, but it had fallen into disrepair or else had
been removed The platform vielded most of the
¢hipped stone tools found at Ceren and it must
have been a locus of male activivtes, since in
Mesoamerican societies the manutacture of stone
implements was exclusively a male dutv and



