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of hierarchy and subordination may be discerned in the imagery representing
small human figures as appendages or supports to large ones. Other than the
chief/shaman images, males seldom appear in the art, except as disembodied
genital images in the phallic female figurines, and female images are much more
common. The prevalence of women in the art of Lower Amazon phases such
as Santarem and Marajoara (70-90%) might relate to the reckoning of chiefly
descent from mythical female ancestors, as mentioned in the historic
accounts. In the ancient art of the earlier chiefdoms, women, like men, are
shown on stools, with shamanistic symbols, and as alter ego figures, although
women shaman are rare today, and women are usually forbidden to sit on ritual
stools, considered the prerogative of political leaders and shaman. Later, they
are shown more commonly offering food or holding children. The changing
role of females in prehistoric Amazonian art through time suggests a change
in gender ideology and possibly gender roles during the sociopolitical transitions
going on in the Amazon floodplains in late prehistoric times.

Habitat and Economy

The archaeological phases of the late prehistoric horizon styles seem to occur
in characteristic kinds of biomes, such as the piedmonts and major floodplains
of rivers carrying sediment eroded from the mountains. The major mound-
building complexes are found in the broadest expanses of recent alluvium, in
the plains of the Bolivian Amazon, the Apure Delta of the Middle Orinoco,
Guiana coastal plains, and Marajo Island at the mouth of the Amazon (fig. 5).

The archaeological phases of the resource-poor interfluvial areas of the region
seem to lack the cultural complexity and magnitude of the floodplain phases
with certain important exceptions. The exceptions are the interfluvial regions
distinguished by geological deposits that have enriched local soils with nutrients,
such as the Caribbean Coastal range in Venezuela, and the Andean foothills
in the Upper Amazon and western Orinoco. Little work has been done in
the interfluves, however, and there is still the possibility that anthropologists
have found more substantial archaeological remains along the main rivers and
Andean foothills only because these areas are more accessible for research. To
investigate the role of environmental factors in the rise of lowland complex
societies, it will be important in the future to compare the prehistoric occupation
of a variety of regions.

Anthropologists have often assumed that the manioc, fish, game pattern
of indigenous subsistence today was also the major exploitation system of the
entire prehistoric period. However, this idea was based on the assumption
that the present ethnographic pattern is representative of the ancient pattern
and that the Amazonian environment was too poor for intensive agricultural
exploitation. What some of the new archaeological findings show is that many
of the late prehistoric societies of the floodplains of Amazonia had highly
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. 5

Fig. 5. View of Marajo Island. Tall forest at center is growing on a cluster of prehistoric artifical mounds,
the Monte Carmelo mound group. 1983.

intensive agricultural subsistence systems. During the period of expanding
populations and chiefdom sociopolitical development, there was an increasing
reliance on staple seed crops such as maize for both protein and calories and
decreasing consumption of starchy tropical root crops and fauna, the pattern
that was more characteristic of the first two millennia before Christ. The
presumed advantage of the seeds seems to have been the intensive exploitation
of the richer soils for production of more storable starch and protein than could
be produced by economies of root cropping and foraging. This pattern of
subsistence change parallels economic processes that occurred during the late
prehistoric period in North America and in many parts of the Old World during
the Neolithic Stage?3.

Although previous investigation has focused almost exclusively on ceramic
and lithic remains, there is a very striking abundance and variety of prehistoric
biological remains that record ancient subsistence (fig. 6). Where these remains
have been collected, sites have produced thousands of animal bones and
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Fig. 6

Prehistoric food remains at a Marajoara mound, Teso dos Bichos. a) Microscopic bones from small
fish, the mainstay of the diet, and b) vertebrum from Arapaima gigas, ‘‘pirarucu’’, from a special
cache. 6.5 cm. c¢) Carbonized seed of Euferpe oleraceae palm, ‘‘acai’”’. 1.4 cm.

identifiable plant remains?4, produced significant information about subsistence
during the development of the complex societies. Crops such as maize or Indian
corn appear to enter the subsistence systems of the floodplains of Greater
Amazonia during the first millennium B.C., when there is a rather rapid increase
in size and number of archaeological sites. Stable isotope results and dental
pathologies of the late prehistoric people suggest that seed crops became quite
important between A.D. 500 and the conquest, and site sizes and numbers
continued to expand?’. Faunal protein continues as a protein supplement, with
aquatic faunal remains predominating greatly over terrestrial in the floodplains,
presumably because of the high biomass and turnover rate of fish in this habitat,
compared to terrestrial animals.

In some areas, such as Marajo Island the collection and/or cultivation of
small-seed local floodplain grasses and chenopods may have preceded the
adoption of maize26. This pattern may have begun soon after the time of
Christ there. Prehistoric skeletons and food remains dating between A.D. 400
and 1100 indicate a cereal staple, supplemented with small fish, but the bone
chemistry indicates levels of maize consumption at only 20 to 30% of the
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Fig. 7. Marajoara mound sites at Os Camutins site.

diet. The small seed economy may have been a local development, rather than
a diffused economy, as it seems to have been in the prehistoric seed-cropping
economy of the Southeastern United States.

The late prehistoric subsistence patterns contrast with current Amazonian
ethnographic subsistence, which focuses on starchy crops supplemented with
fish and game?’. The dislocations and depopulation of the historic period
apparently brought a return to the less intensive root crop and animal capture
economies of the early prehistoric period. The shifting cultivation, hunting,
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Fig. 9. Superimposed house floors in looters pit at Camutins mound, Os Camutins site.

and fishing subsistence of ethnographic Indians seems thus to be a return to
the way of life that existed in the Amazon before the development of the intensive
economies of the populous chiefdoms.

Settlement Patterns

Associated with the spread of the late prehistoric horizon styles is a sub-
stantial increase in the size, number, and complexity of human occupation sites
soon after the time of Christ. Occupation sites are often several kilometers
long and densely packed with cultural and biological remains to depths of several




Fig. 10. Baked clay cooking stoves at Teso dos Bichos, c. A.D. 800:
a) top view; b) side view.
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meters. Many floodplain occupation sites are artificial earthen mounds com-
posed of numerous superimposed building stages and ruined earthen constructions
(fig. 7-10). Though small, simple sites are the most numerous, many of the
large sites appear to be complex, multi-function deposits, with special purpose
craft areas, such as jewelry or stone tool manufacturing areas, ceremonial areas,
defensive earthworks, cemeteries and mounds, domestic activity areas, and the
remains of substantial domestic structures and facilities, such as dwellings and
stoves. Only a few of these large, complex sites have yet been comprehensively
investigated. Though most general sources refer to prehistoric Amazonian settle-
ments as non-urban, the late prehistoric Amazonian archaeological sites and
earthworks are unexpectedly substantial and complex.

Large-scale mound-building cultures developed in several areas of Greater
Amazonia: the Llanos de Mojos and Chiquitos of the Bolivian Amazon?8, the
uplands of the Ecuadorian Amazon?®, Marajo Island at the Mouth of the
Amazon3?, the coastal plain of the Guianas3l, and the Middle Orinoco?2.
Many earthworks in these areas include raised and ditched fields, dikes, canals,
wells, ponds, causeways, roads, and mounds for habitation and burial. Mounds
were raised either by heaping up thick layers of soil from borrow pits or by
the gradual accumulation of refuse and ruined adobe buildings. Some of the
habitats of the mound cultures have deep seasonal flooding, and year-round
settlements must be raised out of the water. However, many of these mounds
were built up many meters higher than flood-levels of the time, which suggests
that they may have been raised for defense or display. Little systematic survey
of earthworks has been done, and many have been covered up by sedimentation
on the floodplains.

The scale and extent of the Amazonian earthworks and occupation sites
are extraordinary. Many mounds are from 3 to 10 meters in height and several
hectares in area. Some multimound sites on Marajo Island are more than
10 square kilometers in area with from 20 to 40 individual mounds, and a multi-
mound site in the uplands of the Ecuadorian Amazon has an area of 12 square
kilometers. Even the archaeological sites produced only by accretion of living
refuse make up an appreciable part of the landsurface along the Amazon and
Orinoco riverbanks. These late prehistoric archaeological deposits are massive
and often continuous for miles and are densely packed with artifacts and
carbonized plant remains.

The massive dwelling sites indicate a prehistoric occupation much more
substantial and sedentary than the slight, nomadic occupation earlier envisioned
for Amazonia. Such sites cannot be explained as accretions from long periods
of sparse, shifting habitation, for the chronologies indicate that they accrued
rapidly, with periods of several hundred years represented by several meters
of refuse in some cases. In many regions these sites represent prehistoric
populations that were apparently much larger ¢c. A.D. 1500 than present-day
indigenous populations of Amazonia. According to hearth counts and
comparisons with world-wide averages of site area per population, not a few
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Amazonian sites represent populations of several thousand and a few are large
enough to have had populations in the tens of thousands at least.

Many large cemeteries with hundreds of burials have been found in habitation
sites and mounds. The majority are spatially concentrated urn cemeteries, but
some earthen shaft tombs with stone covers with urn burials have been found
as well. The elaborate and varied burial assemblages in these cemeteries are
thought to represent significant interpersonal differences in rank. Because of
protection in the covered urns and the near-neutral pH of soil, human skeletal
remains are commonly quite well-preserved?? (fig. 11). Few of them have been
recorded or analyzed, but those in museums and private collections reveal highly
differentiated populations with a range of age, sex, disease, physiological
condition, and bone chemistry. Despite the potential socioeconomic information
the vast cemeteries could yield, no prehistoric Amazonian cemetery has yet been
studied systematically by a physical anthropologist.

Thus the scale and complexity of settlement and construction in the late
prehistoric societies of Greater Amazonia are more like societies identified as
complex chiefdoms and ‘‘primitive’’ states elsewhere in the world than to the
settlements of the present Indians of Amazonia.

The Rise and Fall of the Amazon Chiefdoms

Earlier anthropologists projected the ethnographic picture of Amazonia into
prehistoric times as the characteristic adaptation to Amazonian environ-
ments. When more complex archaeological manifestations were recognised,
these were interpreted as short-lived invasions from the Andean or Mesoamerican
civilizations, which decayed rapidly in the tropical environment. The new
archaeological evidence, however, suggests the presence for more than a thousand
years of populous complex societies of indigenous origins, with urban-scale settle-
ments, intensive subsistence and craft-production systems, and rituals and
ideologies linked to systems of social hierarchy and political centralization.

The new information about Amazonian prehistory documents a sequence
of much more complex social, demographic, economic, and ecological change
than we had realized. The evidence for early cultural innovations in Amazonia,
such as initial pottery and sedentism, and horticulture, suggests that our previous
notions of geography of indigenous cultural development in South America
need to be revised. The discovery of correlations between the development
of complex cultures and significant shifts in demography and subsistence prepares
the way for understanding these cultures in both ecological and historical context.

Given the widespread occurrence of such societies and their long-term
persistence, it seems unlikely that the habitat was too poor to support them,
and, indeed, environmental studies suggest that there were plentiful
resources. Their demise, instead, seems correlated with the European conquest
of the Americas. The conquerors defeated the native chiefdoms and replaced
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Fig. 11. Male cranium with cribra orbitalia anemia pathology, from Marajo Island.
The bun-shaped occiput is a morphological feature common in Amazonian populations.
Museu Nacional, Rio de Janeiro.




276 ANNA CURTENIUS ROOSEVELT

their political and military complexes. Surviving native sociopolitical formations
became geared to resistance, subservience, or isolation. In what had been heavily
populated areas, native populations were decimated, which essentially removed
the necessity of intensive land use. Ranching and specialized extraction replaced
agriculture and horticulture in many areas, and numerous Indian groups were
relegated to resource-poor areas not appropriate for intensive land use.

The lifeways of living Amazonian Indians can therefore be seen as adaptations
not only to the environment but also to their changing demography and relation-
ships with other societies. Without taking the complexity of such interactions
into consideration, we cannot adequately explain the nature and history of native
Amazonian societies.

Field Museum of Natural History
and University of Illinois, Chicago
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RESUME

Anna CURTENIUS ROOSEVELT, Développement et disparition des chefferies amazoniennes.
— Les données de I’archéologie et de ’ethnohistoire montrent que les sociétés indigenes
amazoniennes étaient bien plus élaborées et différenciées, dans les temps précolombiens,
gu’elles ne le sont aujourd’hui. Des industries lithiques raffinées et des gravures rupestres
des anciens chasseurs-cueilleurs aux traditions céramiques novatrices des premiéres sociétés
riveraines et horticoles, puis a I’émergence des chefferies puissantes, riches et densément
peuplées de la préhistoire tardive, le parcours historique des Amérindiens des basses terres
a été long et complexe. Cette trajectoire a été tronquée puis appauvrie par I’invasion euro-
péenne qui a relégué les Indiens dans la marginalité écologique et sociale.

RESUMEN

Anna CURTENIUS ROOSEVELT, Desarroilo y desaparicion de las jefacturas amazonicas. —
Los datos de la arqueologia y la etnohistoria muestran como en la época precolombina,
las sociedades indigenas amazonicas estaban mucho mas elaboradas y diferenciadas que hoy.
De las refinadas industrias liticas y los gravados rupestres de los antiguos cazadores-recolectores
a las tradiciones de ceramica innovadoras de las primeras sociedades riberefias y horticolas,
luego a la emergencia de las jefacturas ricas y densamente pobladas de la prehistoria tardia,
la evolucion historica de los Amerindios de las tierras bajas ha sido larga y compleja. Esta
trayectoria fué trocada y empobrecida por la invasién europea, la cual relegdé a los Indios
a la marginalidad ecolégica y social.
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