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Chapter 1: Introduction

A Zuni myth tells of an ancient division of the people into two groups: the People of
Winter and the People of Summer. A wise man, Yaná-uluha, came to the people
carrying a magnificent staff “covered with many plumes of striking color – yellow, blue
green, red, white, black, and variegated. Attached to the staff were sea shells and
other potent things brought from the Underworld” (Cushing 1988:21). The wise man
also carried four eggs, two the color of the sky and two “dun red like the flesh of the
Earth Mother” (Cushing 1988:21). The wise man directed the people to choose
between these eggs and when they hatched to follow where the creatures flew and
make a life for themselves where the birds led (Cushing 1988:21).
The “strongest and hastiest” of the group chose the more magnificently
colored blue eggs which bore the magpie and the raven (Cushing 1988:21). These
birds led the people north where the wise man had promised “winter [would] contend
with summer … [and they would] work hard in the fields [but their] offspring [would]
compete with those of the birds for the fruits of [their] labors” (Cushing 1988:21). The
patient and more cautious members of the group were left with the red eggs, but from
these came forth the macaw and the parrot. These birds led the people south to
“everlasting summer” where the people were promised “neither pain nor toil but …
always fertile fields of food” (Cushing 1988:22).
The people of many modern Pueblos associate macaws and parrots with the
south and with the sun, and these birds do not represent a recent adoption.
1

Interaction between the Southwest and Mesoamerica, such as that related in the story
above, occurred prehistorically, and archaeologists have recovered the remains of
exotic Mesoamerican macaws and parrots throughout the North American Southwest
from archaeological contexts dating back more than a thousand years. In addition to
macaws and parrots, Mesoamerican artifacts found in southwestern archaeological
contexts (e.g., copper bells, shell artifacts, pyrite mirrors) as well as the reverse (e.g.
turquoise) evidence this interaction. I present a case study using macaws and parrots
to advance our understanding of this interaction.
Archaeologists have recovered the remains of macaws and parrots from
contexts in the Southwest as early as A.D. 200-600 in the Hohokam region of southern
Arizona and dating to A.D. 1200-1450 at Paquimé in northern Chihuahua (Whalen and
Minnis 2009). I will focus on specimens from Mimbres contexts from the Late Pithouse
(A.D. 750-900) through the Mimbres Post-Classic periods (A.D. 1140-1250), in order to
suggest the Mesoamerican source of these birds. By incorporating Mimbres ceramic
imagery with Mayan mythology, I argue that the Classic Mimbres population was
interacting with a particular region of Mesoamerica. Because I am limiting the
temporal context of these remains in the Southwest, I will not be focusing on the site
of Paquimé, from which archaeologists have recovered more macaw and parrot
remains than those from all other southwestern sites combined (Rizo 1998:5, 7,
Appendices I and II).
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Approaches to Interaction between Mesoamerica and the Southwest
The issue of interaction between Mesoamerica and the Southwest has been framed by
two polarizing ideas: imperialism and isolationism. The imperialist approach claimed
that southwestern culture groups formed as developments from (or offshoots of) preexisting Mesoamerican groups. This perspective suggests that Mesoamerica
dominated interaction with the Southwest (Wilcox 1986:11). This theory has been
used to explain the presence of Mesoamerican artifacts in the Southwest, but it does
not consider the multiple unique and changing cultural entities subsumed within
Mesoamerica. The second idea, in contrast, is isolationism (Mathien and McGuire
1986:1). By the 1960s, this ideology merged with the New Archaeology and
processualism, an effort to make the discipline of archaeology more scientific through
use of the scientific method and with an emphasis on processes rather than culture
histories (Johnson 1999:18-19). Instead of seeing southwestern cultures as
developments of Mesoamerica, isolationists downplayed the importance and effects
of this interaction.
By acknowledging that a variety of different interactions would have occurred
prehistorically between people in Mesoamerica and the North American Southwest,
we can begin to focus on the particulars of specific distinct interactions. We can
examine the various groups with the means and opportunity to interact and
understand more precisely which Mesoamerican groups were interacting with groups
in the Southwest. By narrowing just who was interacting with whom, we can
understand a great deal more about the means of this interaction, but we can also gain
3

a greater understanding of how ideas and the meanings attached to them changed or
stayed the same as they crossed social or cultural boundaries and were incorporated
into new systems of belief.
Macaws and Parrots as a Case Study of Mesoamerican-Southwest Interaction
Macaws and parrots in the Southwest, as mentioned above, are not limited to the
Classic Mimbres period (A.D. 1010-1140). The numbers of the skeletons recovered
from these contexts, however, suggest that this period may represent the earliest live
transport of macaws and parrots into the region. I will focus on this temporal context
in order to understand the Mesoamerican source of Mimbres interaction as well as
what Mesoamerican ideas may have accompanied macaws and parrots into the
Southwest. Two primary types of data, the physical remains of exotic parrots and
macaws and imagery depicting macaws and parrots as well as scenes from
Mesoamerican mythology, help to explain this interaction.
Physical Remains
An examination of the physical remains of exotic parrots and macaws from Mimbres
archaeological contexts is the first step in locating their Mesoamerican source. Three
species of Mexican birds are found in Mimbres archaeological contexts. These are the
scarlet macaw (Ara macao), the military macaw (Ara militaris), and the thick-billed
parrot (Rhynochopsitta pachyrhyncha). I will present and consider patterns in the
native habitats of each of these species as well as their respective presences in
Mimbres and other contemporary southwestern contexts. If the Mimbres were
acquiring these birds directly from a variety of sources, their respective habitats, then I
4

would expect the birds to occur in either direct or inverse proportion to the distances
of their respective habitats. In other words, the most easily accessible birds would be
found most frequently in the Mimbres region. If, instead, the Mimbres acquired these
birds from a particular Mesoamerican region, then I would expect the birds available in
that region to occur more frequently than those native to other regions. I will attempt
to pinpoint the Mesoamerican source by beginning at the native habitat of the species
most frequently occurring in the Mimbres and then looking for overlap with the other
species.
In order to determine how and why the Mimbres used these birds, I will
consider the specific contexts of their remains in Mimbres sites. Because macaws and
parrots do not appear in Mimbres contexts after the Classic Mimbres period I will be
limiting my analysis to include only birds found in contexts dating no later than A.D.
1250. As exotica I would anticipate that these species had an important and unique
function, but to confirm this I will look for consistency in the treatment of these birds
and uniqueness in comparison to treatments given to other species in Mimbres
contexts. Because the number of Mimbres specimens is small, I will also consider the
contexts of macaws and parrots elsewhere in the Southwest (prior to A.D. 1250).
Imagery
Moving beyond the physical remains of exotic Mesoamerican birds in Mimbres
contexts, I will examine Classic Mimbres ceramic imagery. A number of scenes on
these bowls provide more substantial evidence tying Mimbres interaction to a
particular region in Mesoamerica, particularly in terms of the transport and use of
5

macaws and parrots. I would expect objects important to the function of these birds
to be consistently associated with these birds in the ceramic imagery. I would further
anticipate Mimbres reproductions of Mesoamerican mythological themes to indicate
the belief systems of groups with whom the Mimbres were interacting during this
period. During the Classic Mimbres period, images of macaws and parrots appear on
Classic Mimbres ceramics, and other ceramic images may depict scenes from Mayan
mythology. I will discuss the comparisons between these images and Mesoamerican
iconography and mythology to understand what Mesoamerican ideas made their way
into the Southwest through the Mimbres Valley.
Summary
Although a number of archaeologists and researchers working in the Southwest
previously collected, and in some cases analyzed, the faunal remains of macaws and
parrots and the Mesoamerican-inspired ceramic images found on Mimbres ceramics, I
will synthesize and more closely examine them in order to demonstrate the interaction
the Mimbres had with Mesoamerica during the Classic period. In particular I will
discuss the ritual use, live transport, and source of exotic macaws and parrots during
the Classic Mimbres period.

6

Chapter 2: Background to Mimbres-Mesoamerican Interaction

This work discusses Southwest-Mesoamerican interaction through the
presence of exotic macaws and parrots, their transport into the Mimbres region, and
the ways people in the Mimbres region used these birds. I begin with background
material describing the Mimbres Valley, a brief account of Mimbres history, and
Mimbres ceramic styles. Next, I discuss the species of macaws and parrots found in
Mimbres archaeological contexts and the native habitats of these birds. I will also
present a brief background of Mesoamerica in general and the Huastec region in
particular. Finally, I will discuss previous research regarding the presence of macaw
and parrot specimens and Mesoamerican-inspired imagery in the Mimbres region.
This information will help to explain the sources of macaws and parrots, their
treatment in Mimbres archaeological contexts, depictions of these birds on ceramics,
and the interaction occurring between people in the Mimbres region and in
Mesoamerica during the Classic Mimbres period.
The Mimbres Valley, located in what is now southwestern New Mexico, is part
of the Mogollon region of the North American Southwest. The Southwest is commonly
divided into three regions: the Hohokam, Ancestral Pueblo (frequently referred to as
Anasazi), and Mogollon (Figure 2.1). Archaeologists have recovered macaws and
parrots from all three of these regions in the Southwest, but the majority of the birds,
and especially those found from contexts in or contemporary with the Mimbres Classic
period (A.D. 1010-1140), come from the Mogollon and Ancestral Pueblo regions.
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Figure 2.1. Southwest archaeological regions.
The Mimbres Region
The Mimbres, centered on the Mimbres River Valley in southwestern New
Mexico (figure 2.2), fits within the Mogollon region (Figure 2.1). Archaeologists
identify the Mimbres by the painted ceramics they produced, which have allowed
archaeologists to construct clear temporal distinctions. Mimbres black-on-white
ceramics are divided into three stylistic categories: Mimbres Boldface (Style I),
beginning in the San Francisco phase (Table 2.1) and continuing through the
8

remainder of the Late Pithouse period, Mimbres Transitional (Style II), associated with
the Late Three Circle phase, and Classic Mimbres (Style III), marking the Classic
Mimbres period (Brody 2004:72). A fourth period also important in this analysis is the
Post-Classic period, which is largely associated with Casas Grandes-style polychrome
pottery (Brody 2004:91).

Figure 2.2. Location of the Mimbres Valley in New Mexico including several sites
discussed in the text.
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Table 2.1. Mimbres Time Periods (Brody 2004:91; Shafer 2003:6).
Period
Late Pithouse

Associated ceramic style
Boldface (Style I)

Phase
Georgetown
San Francisco
Three Circle

Date (A.D.)
550-650
650-750
750-900

Transitional

Transitional (Style II)

Late Three Circle

900-1010

Classic Mimbres

Classic (Style III)

Classic
Terminal Classic

1010-1110
1110-1140

Post-Classic/
Reorganization

Casas Grandes-style
polychrome

Black Mountain
Cliff

1200-1300
1300-1450

The most common form of Mimbres black-on-white painted ceramic was the
hemispherical bowl. These bowls were constructed of a brown or grey paste and
slipped in white before designs were painted on the concave, inner surfaces (Brody
2004:104-108). Of the three Mimbres ceramic styles, representational images rarely
occur on Boldface (Gruber 2008). They occur more frequently on Transitional and are
most commonly found on Classic Mimbres bowls. Although representational images
are more common on Classic bowls, geometric designs outnumber representational
designs on all three temporal styles.
Physical remains of macaws and parrots are found in Mimbres contexts almost
exclusively during the Classic Mimbres period (A.D. 1010-1140). In addition to the
skeletal remains of these birds, the black-on-white ceramics produced during the
Classic Mimbres period, known as Classic Mimbres Black-on-white, include particular
representational images not seen in earlier or later periods. This imagery contains
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depictions of exotic macaws and parrots. Additionally, many Classic Mimbres Blackon-white ceramics may depict representations of Mesoamerican iconography and
mythology (Thompson 1999), also not found on earlier Mimbres Boldface pottery or
on the subsequent Mimbres region polychromes. The presence of these exotic birds
and images only during the Classic Mimbres period points to the Mesoamerican source
of Mimbres interaction occurring at that time.
The appearance of macaw and parrot remains as well as depictions of these
birds and Mayan themes on Mimbres Classic pottery may be tied to the change in
ritual activity and ceremonial architecture that occurred at the beginning of the Classic
period (Creel and Anyon 2003). During the Late Pithouse period, large ceremonial
structures, the Great Kivas, were the centers of ritual and ceremonial activity, as can
be seen by their large sizes and through the placement of probable dedicatory artifacts
(e.g., shell and turquoise) in walls and roofs during construction (Creel and Anyon
2003:75-76). The ceremony associated with these structures is also seen in their
particular destruction at the time of retirement: people knocked down the four walls
of each kiva before thoroughly burning the structure (Creel and Anyon 2003:74). At
the beginning of the Classic Mimbres period, however, the formal retirement of these
structures ended. Instead of the elaborate ceremony previously associated with their
retirement, people left these structures to deteriorate naturally (Creel and Anyon
2003:86). During the Classic Mimbres period, the ceremonial centers moved from the
Great Kivas out into plaza areas (Creel and Anyon 2003:86). Although archaeologists
do not understand the precise ceremonies or rituals occurring during the Classic
11

Mimbres period, they certainly differed architecturally from those that came before
and those that followed. The inclusion of exotic macaws and parrots as well as
Mesoamerican inspired imagery in Classic period contexts and their conspicuous
absence in prior and later periods indicate that this change occurred for only a limited
time (A.D. 1010-1140) following the decline of the Great Kivas.
Other changes occurred during the Classic Mimbres period. Toward the end of
the Late Pithouse period, interaction with the Hohokam to the west seems to have
peaked (Creel and Anyon 2003:85). Archaeologists can recognize this interaction in
the presence of common motifs in both Hohokam red-on-buff and Mimbres Boldface
painted pottery (Brody 2004:82-86). Creel and Anyon (2003:69, 85) also claim this
interaction can be seen in an influx of irrigation technologies from the Hohokam
region, although archaeological evidence of such technology has not been reported in
the Mimbres region. Regardless of their stance on irrigation technology, however,
archaeologists agree that by the beginning of the Classic period Mimbres-Hohokam
interaction had waned greatly (Creel and Anyon 2003:87-88). Creel and Anyon
(2003:86) have argued that during the Classic period the Mimbres population was
interacting less with outside groups, and Minnis (1985) suggests that interaction
between sites within the Mimbres region increased during the period. While
interaction with nearby populations and adjacent cultural groups may have declined a
great deal, the presence of macaws and parrots from Mesoamerica in Classic Mimbres
contexts and the reproduction of Mesoamerican (or Mesoamerican-inspired)
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iconography onto Classic Mimbres Black-on-white ceramics indicate that some
interaction with far outside groups was occurring during this period.
Previous Research on Macaws and Parrots in the Southwest
In order to present these patterns of macaw and parrot remains and imagery in
southwestern contexts, it is necessary to synthesize the available data. Many
researchers have noted the presence of Mesoamerican artifacts in the North American
Southwest (Nelson 2006; Vokes and Gregory 2007). A number have specifically
discussed the presence of exotic macaws and parrots in various parts of the region.
Wells and Nelson (2007) described the trade of macaw feathers in the Southwest, and
Vokes and Gregory (2007) moved beyond this to consider trade routes for
Mesoamerican exotics including parrots and macaws. Several site reports have
included information regarding macaw and parrot remains (Cosgrove 1947; Creel
2006; Fenner 1986; Haury 1976; Hough 1914; Judd 1954; Lambert and Ambler 1961;
Martin et al. 1952; McKusick 1986; Shelley 2001). Few, however, have considered
patterns in the treatment of the remains of these birds and their likely uses in the
Mimbres Valley and elsewhere in the Southwest (Creel and McKusick 1994; McKusick
2001).
McKusick (2001) presented a convincing case for the sacrificial nature of
macaws in the North American Southwest based on the high percentage of macaws
found newly fledged. These birds, as Rizo (1998:50) has determined, would not have
been exposed to undue stress during that early and brief period of their lives. Their
deaths, then, were likely due to sacrifice.
13

Creel and McKusick (1994) have produced the most complete synthesis of
macaws and parrots from Mimbres archaeological contexts. They discussed the
consistency in the treatments of these birds in the Mimbres region: macaws and
parrots were given formal intramural burials, they were found with most of the
skeletal material intact with the notable exception of the left wings, and the majority
were newly fledged. Creel and McKusick also noted an interesting pattern at the Galaz
Ruin in the separate locations of the skeletal remains of these birds, found in the north
room cluster, and ceramics with macaw and parrot imagery, in the south room cluster.
In addition, they provided an overview of macaw and parrot imagery on Mimbres
black-on-white ceramics.
Hargrave (1970:16-17), in his analysis of two modern scarlet macaw and three
modern military macaw skeletons, was able to distinguish between the scarlet and
military macaw species. He then demonstrated the prevalence of the scarlet macaw
over other species in archaeological contexts in the Mimbres region and throughout
the North American Southwest (Hargrave 1970:52). More thorough analyses by Ruble
(1996) examined the skeletal remains of many more of these birds, resulting in
confirmation of Hargrave’s results.
Beyond recognizing species distinctions, Hargrave (1970:2-10) further identified
skeletal markers of aging in both species of Mexican macaw. This allowed him to
demonstrate the greater frequency with which remains of both species fit into the
“newfledged” stage (Hargrave 1970:52) over all other stages. Again, these data
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suggest the ceremonial function and sacrificial use of these birds in the North
American Southwest.
Hargrave (1970) also described to a limited degree the available temporal and
contextual data relating to each macaw and parrot specimen. His analysis did not
include all of the presently known specimens, which will be discussed here, nor was he
able to explain how these birds were present in archaeological sites so far from their
native environments or the function of these birds beyond that they were likely
sacrificed.
Macaws and Parrots
The two species of macaws (scarlet and military) and thick-billed parrots recovered
from archaeological contexts in the North American Southwest are morphologically
distinct. The scarlet macaw and military macaw are similar in terms of their
exaggerated length and curvature of their premaxillae, or upper beaks, and, when fully
fledged, their long tail feathers, which make up more than half their total length (Blake
1953:191-192; Hargrave 1970:10). While both are brightly colored, the brilliant red
color of the scarlet macaw distinguishes it from the military macaw (Figure 2.3).
Accenting this brightly colored base are feathers in chrome-yellow, deep purplish blue,
and azure blue. The bare patches around the eyes are pink, and the irises are yellow.
The premaxilla of the scarlet macaw is white while the mandible, or lower beak, is
black (Blake 1953:191-192; Creel and McKusick 1994:513). This identifying marker is
visible in the skeletal remains of these birds as well as in living specimens.

15

Figure 2.3. Scarlet macaw.
The military macaw replaces green for the red of the scarlet macaw with a
rainbow of accenting feathers over the body (Figure 2.4). These are bright red, deep
purplish blue, a bright cerulean blue, and yellowish olive green. Like the scarlet
macaw, the bare sides of the head are a pale pinkish color, and the irises are yellow.
Unlike the scarlet macaw, however, the long tail feathers are two-toned green and
red, and the premaxilla and mandible are both black (Blake 1953:191; Creel and
McKusick 1994:513).
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Figure 2.4. Military macaw.
The thick-billed parrot is covered in dull olive-green feathers (Figure 2.5). Red
feathers accent these, and when in flight a bright yellow patch is visible under the
wings. The bill, both premaxilla and mandible, is black and thick, and the irises are red
(Blake 1953:103). Similarities between the thick-billed parrot and the military macaw
are relatively obvious: both are covered in green feathers with red accents and have a
black premaxilla and mandible. The thick-billed parrot, however, lacks the blue and
purplish blue feathers and the large eye patches of the military macaw. The body and
beak of the thick-billed parrot are also considerably smaller than those of either
macaw.

17

Figure 2.5. Thick-billed parrot.
Skeletal Distinctions
Although coloration is useful in determining the species of a living bird and feather
remnants, additional means are necessary for distinguishing a particular species in the
archaeological record. The thick-billed parrot is easily distinguished from either
macaw. The smaller skeleton of the thick-billed parrot cannot be confused even with
the military macaw (Hargrave 1970:2). Distinguishing the two species of macaw,
however, is a more subtle process. Hargrave (1970:14) supplied a number of
distinctions between the skeletons of scarlet and military macaws that can be used to
identify macaw species from the remains found in archaeological contexts. Ruble
(1996) tested and further demonstrated the validity of these results in her comparison
of modern scarlet and military macaw skeletal remains with those recovered from
archaeological contexts.

18

Macaw and Parrot Habitats
Recognizing the source environments (Figure 2.6) of these birds is useful in assessing
Southwest-Mesoamerican interaction. One might expect easily accessible items to be
transported more frequently than those more difficult to access and therefore to be
found more often in southwestern archaeological contexts.

Figure 2.6. Macaw and parrot habitats in relation to the Mimbres Valley and the
Huastec region.
As noted by Hargrave (1970), scarlet macaws are the most frequently occurring
Mesoamerican birds found in southwestern archaeological contexts despite the fact
that their native habitats are the most distant. This species is native to the “humid
19

lowland forests” found along the east coast of Mexico from southern Tamaulipas
stretching south to the west coast in the state of Oaxaca (Blake 1953:192). The
Huastec region is located in the modern Mexican states of Tamaulipas and Veracruz,
including the northernmost extent of the scarlet macaw habitat. This makes the
Huastec region the nearest point of Mimbres access to the scarlet macaw.
Thick-billed parrots occur with the next highest frequency, a distant second to
the scarlet macaw, in southwestern archaeological contexts. Archaeologists have
recovered between five and 11 thick-billed parrots (seven are unidentifiable at the
genus level) from Mimbres archaeological contexts. Perhaps surprisingly, thick-billed
parrots are native to northern Mexico and have been found, on occasion, in parts of
southern Arizona. This puts them nearer the Mimbres region than either species of
macaw. Other than the occasional sighting of the thick-billed parrot in the mountains
of southern Arizona, however, these birds are not known to travel north of Mexico.
They are not presently found farther to the north, and there is currently no evidence
to suggest that their native habitats have changed significantly since prehistoric times
(Blake 1953:192; Woosley and McIntyre 1996:284). Thick-billed parrots are
particularly associated with highland pine forests in western and central Mexico. The
habitat of the thick-billed parrot does extend south as far as Michoacán and, though
less frequently, east to Veracruz (Blake 1953:194). Although this species is found
nearest to the Southwest and the Mimbres region, it is also found in Veracruz near the
Huastec region.
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Archaeologists have recovered only one or two military macaws from Mimbres
archaeological contexts (Creel and McKusick 1994:512-513). Military macaws occur
naturally in “arid and semiarid regions … both in the coastal slopes and up to 8,000
feet altitude in the pine and oak forests” of the mountain ranges along the west coast
of Mexico. Their habitat is, as the crow flies, nearer than that of the scarlet macaw but
more distant than the thick-billed parrot (Blake 1953:191). When looking from the
Huastec region, however, this is the only (of the three) species that is not native to
Veracruz.
We might anticipate that the frequency at which the scarlet macaw, thick-billed
parrot, and military macaw are found in Mimbres archaeological contexts would be
directly proportional to their distance from the Mimbres Valley. That is not the case.
However, if we look instead from the region of the Huastec, then we find our patterns
do match. Scarlet macaws are the most frequently occurring in the Mexican state of
Veracruz, but thick-billed parrots also occur there. Only military macaws would need
to be sought elsewhere, and only two or (possibly three) military macaws have been
recovered from the Southwest as a whole prior to A.D. 1250. If the Mimbres were
acquiring their exotic birds from the Huastec, then the frequency with which they have
been found in the Mimbres Valley would be consistent with the ability of the Huastec
to access these respective species.
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Mesoamerica
The region referred to as Mesoamerica stretches over much of Central America from
Mexico, south of the Mexican state of Durango to the southeastern border of
Honduras (Adams 2005:3). Within this region a number of distinctive groups existed
and interacted. The Mimbres Classic period, on which this work focuses, corresponds
with parts of the Classic and Late Classic periods in Mesoamerica (Adams 2005:377;
Blanton et al. 1993:187-190; Evans 2004:349). Many distinct Mesoamerican groups
were active during this time including the Maya, Mixtec, Tarascans, Toltec, and
Zapotec (Adams 2005: 297-298, 337, 347, 351, 361). These groups were largely
concentrated in southern Mexico, Belize, Guatemala, El Salvador, and Honduras. The
northwestern frontier stretched north toward the modern United States along the
Pacific Coast and a smaller northeastern frontier along the Gulf of Mexico corresponds
with the Huastec region. Many of the larger Mesoamerican centers, including the
Maya region proper in the Yucatan peninsula ,and the Zapotec in the modern state of
Oaxaca were thus located a significant distance south of the Mimbres region.
The northeast and northwest frontiers of Mesoamerica would be more
accessible to southwestern groups and represent the more likely sources of
Mesoamerican imports into the Southwest. The northwestern frontier reaches farther
to the north and abuts the Hohokam region of the Southwest (Adams 2005).
Interaction between the Southwest and Mesoamerica through this frontier would
likely have been through the Hohokam region. From the habitats of the
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Mesoamerican birds considered here and the rarity of their occurrence in Hohokam
archaeological contexts, however, the northeastern frontier is a more likely candidate.
The Huastec Region
Corresponding with the northeastern frontier of Mesoamerica, the Huastec region is
located in the modern-day Mexican states of Tamaulipas and Veracruz along the Gulf
coast (Figure 2.7). I argue that this region is the most likely Mesoamerican source for
interaction with the Classic period Mimbres for two primary reasons. First, the
Huastec region is located along the northernmost extent of the scarlet macaw habitat
(Figure 2.7), and second, the Huastec formed as a Mayan speaking colony located
north of the Maya region (Evans 2004:363). The Huastec region takes its name from a
group that spoke a dialect of the Mayan language, Huastec, and entered the region
sometime around 1500 BC (Adams 2005:377). By the Late Classic period (A.D. 6001000), Huastec culture dominated the region (Evans 2004:349, 363). This culture was
heavily influenced by the Huastecs’ Mayan origin, as can be seen in the similarity of
their iconography and in the continuity of aspects of Mayan ideology including the
Mayan creation myth the Popol Vuh in the Huastec region. The Huastec region was
the nearest source for Mimbres access to scarlet macaws, and the people in this area
maintained Mayan mythology and iconography and could have been the source of
ideas and myths depicted and reproduced on Classic Mimbres pottery.
Summary
The location of the native habitats of macaws and parrots found in southwestern
archaeological contexts suggest a Mesoamerican source along the Gulf Coast of
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Mexico. Support for their origin in the Huastec region may be found in the particular
contexts in which macaws and parrots are found in southwestern archaeological sites
and in contemporary depictions painted onto Classic Mimbres pottery. Background
information on the Mimbres region demonstrates that social changes were occurring
at the beginning of the Classic period, which may help to explain why macaws, parrots,
and Mesoamerican imagery were adopted during this period. The brief Mesoamerican
background in this chapter expresses the ties between the Huastec and Maya regions
and suggests a route by which exotic birds and Mayan mythology may have been
accessed by the Classic Mimbres population and other southwestern groups.
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Chapter 3: Macaw and Parrot Remains in the Mimbres Region and the
Southwest before A.D. 1250

The remains of exotic scarlet macaws, military macaws, and thick-billed parrots in
southwestern North America represent the clearest indication of interaction between
the Southwest and Mesoamerica. Archaeologists have recovered macaw and parrot
feather artifacts and skeletal remains from contexts throughout the North American
Southwest. The earliest of these remains date between A.D. 200-900 in the Hohokam
(Haury 1976:376), and they are found in the Southwest as late as A.D. 1500 at Paquimé
(Rizo 1998:7). In total, the remains of 195 macaws and 16 parrots have been
recovered from archaeological sites throughout the Southwest (Rizo 1998: Appendices
I and II). Although the military macaw and the thick-billed parrot are present in
northern Mexico relatively near the North American Southwest, the native habitat of
the scarlet macaw, the species most frequently found in archaeological sites
throughout the Southwest, is significantly farther south. Because of this, interaction or
exchange must explain their presence farther north.
Twenty of the 211 total macaws and parrots recovered from the Southwest
come from Mimbres archaeological contexts. Although not the earliest in the
Southwest, they may represent, in conjunction with contemporary macaws and
parrots at Chaco Canyon, the earliest transport of live Mesoamerican birds into the
region. A mere nine bones represent the five specimens recovered from earlier
Hohokam contexts and likely do not represent live transport of these birds. Mimbres
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macaws and parrots are also temporally limited, occurring almost exclusively during
the Classic period (A.D. 1010-1140), although one parrot from Cameron Creek (Room
148) was recovered from a Late Pithouse period context (A.D. 900-1150; Bradfield
1931; Creel and McKusick 1994:513). This chapter focuses on the patterning of these
remains in the Mimbres region and demonstrates how these patterns can illuminate
the function of these birds in the Mimbres region as well as interaction between
people in the Mimbres region and Mesoamerica during the Classic period.
Macaws and Parrots in the Mimbres Region
Skeletal Remains
Archaeologists have identified 20 macaw and parrot skeletal remains from Mimbres
sites (Table 3.1). The great majority of these, 17, are from Classic Mimbres (A.D. 10101140) contexts. However, one specimen, from Cameron Creek, was recovered from a
Late Pithouse period context (A.D. 900-1150) and two specimens, from the Gila Cliff
Dwellings, came from Post-Classic contexts (post A.D. 1140). Parrot and macaw
skeletal remains have been recovered from five Mimbres sites - Cameron Creek, Galaz,
Old Town, Treasure Hill, and Wind Mountain, and from one post-Mimbres site - Gila
Cliff Dwellings (Figure 3.1). An additional macaw is included in the Osborne collection,
located at the Smithsonian, but the provenience for this bird is unknown (Creel and
McKusick 1994:513). The native habitat of the scarlet macaw, in particular, being quite
distant, and the presence of eight definite scarlet macaws, from a total of 20 macaws
and parrots, indicate that a significant degree of interaction between the Mimbres and
Mesoamerica must have taken place (Creel and McKusick 1994:513). An examination
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of the contexts and treatments of the particular specimens will help to demonstrate
this interaction and show the ceremonial importance of these birds to people in the
Mimbres region. I consider the particular contexts of these remains below.
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1

1

Treasure Hill

Wind Mountain

Gila Cliff Dwelling

Totals

8

1

1

-

1

-

Old Town
Osborne Collection
(unknown site)

3

1

1

-

-

military scarlet

Macaw

Galaz

Cameron Creek

Site

5

1

-

1

-

-

2

-

1

6

-

-

-

-

-

5

1

-

Parrot Unknown Genus

20

post 1140

unknown

1000-1140

1000-1140

1000-1140

1000-1140

1000-1140

900-1140

Date (A.D.)

Table 3.1. Macaw and Parrot Remains from Mimbres sites.

Creel and McKusick
1994

Creel and McKusick
1994

Creel 2006
Creel and McKusick
1994
Creel and McKusick
1994

Creel and McKusick
1994

Creel and McKusick
1994

Creel and McKusick
1994

Reference

Figure 3.1. Mimbres sites with macaw and parrot skeletal remains or imagery.
Adapted from Creel and Anyon (2003:68).
At Cameron Creek, one scarlet macaw, one thick-billed parrot, and one
indeterminate macaw/parrot were recovered. The scarlet macaw was associated with
the burial of an adult male in Room 60. The thick-billed parrot, associated with the
lower floor in Room 148, has been assigned to the Pithouse period and is therefore the
earliest parrot found in the Mimbres region (Creel and McKusick 1994:513). All other
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parrots and macaws recovered from Mimbres contexts that can be dated are
associated with either the Classic or Post-Classic period. Both of the other parrot
burials at this site date to the Classic period (Creel and McKusick 1994:513). The third
parrot recovered from this site was an unidentifiable macaw/parrot found in general
association with the west room block (Creel and McKusick 1994:513).
Eleven macaws and parrots, over half of the total recovered from Mimbres
contexts, were found at the Galaz Ruin. Of these, three were scarlet macaws, one was
a military macaw, two were identified as thick-billed parrots, and five were
indeterminate macaw/parrots. All were buried in and beneath the floors of rooms in
the northern room cluster (Figure 2.2). Three birds were included in human burials. In
burial 2-278, a newly fledged scarlet macaw was included in the burial of a child who
was one year old. This burial was located near room 35 (Creel and McKusick
1994:513). Burial 15-97 contained an unidentified macaw/parrot in association with
another child, this one younger than one year. This burial was found in room 84 (Creel
and McKusick 1994:513). Finally, burial 2-85, located in room 19, included an
unidentified macaw/parrot in association with a woman between 30 and 40 years old
(Creel and McKusick 1994:513).
Of the 11 macaws and parrots recovered from Galaz, four were buried beneath
the floor of a single ceremonial structure, Room 73. From within this structure,
referred to as the “Kiva of the Parrot,” two newly fledged scarlet macaws and the two
thick-billed parrots were recovered (Creel and McKusick 1994:513). The military
macaw (excavated during the 1929-31 field season), also newly fledged, was located in
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the floor of Room 73 and was, by far, the most elaborate avian burial from any
Mimbres site. In addition to containing one of only two (possibly three) military
macaws in archaeological contexts from the North American Southwest, this burial
included 82 turquoise beads placed near the skull and 500 shell beads around its legs
[(Jenks 1929-31: unpublished notes) cited in Woosley and McIntyre (1996:285)].
All macaw and parrot skeletal remains recovered from Galaz, including those
associated with human burials and the “Kiva of the Parrot,” were located in the north
room cluster. Room 73, the “Kiva of the Parrot,” is the southernmost room in the
north room cluster. The other seven macaw and parrot remains were clustered
centrally in this “L”-shaped room cluster (Creel and McKusick 1994:520). The macaw
and parrot burials were found in rooms 15, 19, 27A, 35, 73 and 84 (Figure 3.2; Creel
and McKusick 1994:513).
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Figure 3.2. Location of macaw and parrot burials at the Galaz site. Adapted from Creel
and McKusick (1994:520) and Anyon and LeBlanc (1984:107).
The Galaz Ruin has not only yielded the largest number of macaw and parrot
remains from the Mimbres region, but also the only military macaw (one of only two
or three found throughout the North American Southwest) and the most elaborate
macaw burial from any of the sites in the Mimbres region. All of the parrot and macaw
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burials from Galaz are temporally associated with the Classic period. The number of
macaws and parrots and the presence of the elaborate military macaw burial suggest a
unique position for Galaz among Mimbres sites. Archaeologists have argued that the
Galaz and Old Town sites had a special status among Mimbres sites primarily because
of their larger sizes when compared to other sites in the Mimbres Valley and the
amount of exotic materials they contained (Creel 2006:1).
Old Town is the southernmost Mimbres site to contain macaw or parrot
remains. A single scarlet macaw, this one of breeding age, was recovered from the
site. This burial was located in a small cavity at the base of a doorway (Feature A3-9)
in the western wall of Room A3 and dates to the Classic period (Creel and McKusick
1994:513). The room was centrally located during the Classic period stage of the room
block, but extensive Terminal Classic construction to the west leaves A3 off to the
southeast of the room block. Because fragments of an eggshell were found with the
skeleton, the bird was regarded as female (Creel 2006:173). The eggshell fragments
also reflect the age of the macaw. Because the majority of macaws (94 percent)
recovered from throughout the North American Southwest are newly fledged (10-13
months), a breeding age macaw is unusual (Creel and McKusick 1994:518). This
eggshell represents the only potential evidence for macaw breeding in the Mimbres
region, but it does not necessarily mean the macaw was breeding. Mathien
(2003:129) reports that older female macaws often lay unfertilized eggs. Significant
evidence for macaw breeding in the North American Southwest is not seen before A.D.
1250.
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The skeletal remains of a single scarlet macaw, designated older than newly
fledged (Creel and McKusick 1994:513), is part of the Osborne Collection.
Unfortunately, as part of a private collection, no provenience is known, although Creel
and McKusick (1994:521) suggest the possibility that this macaw may have been
excavated from Old Town. If this macaw was from Old Town, the specimen would
likely date to the Classic period.
A single adult thick-billed parrot was recovered from the Treasure Hill site,
located just north of Cameron Creek a few miles west of the Mimbres Valley. This bird
was associated with the burial of an adult man (Burial 14) and was found in the
Herrington Room. Like most parrots recovered from Mimbres contexts, this thickbilled parrot dates to the Classic Mimbres period (Creel and McKusick 1994:513).
At Wind Mountain, a single scarlet macaw burial was found, again located in
the northern part of the site (Woosley and McIntyre 1996: 285). In contrast with all
other Mimbres parrots for which proveniences are known, the burial at Wind
Mountain was extramural (Block 20A). The bird was newly fledged (Creel and
McKusick 1994:513), and the skull of the scarlet macaw was covered by a two handed
mano on which traces of ground mineral pigment of an unreported color were found
(Woosley and McIntyre 1996:285).
One newly fledged scarlet macaw and one thick-billed parrot of unknown age
were recovered from the Gila Cliff Dwellings north of the Mimbres Valley. The scarlet
macaw was located in Room 10A and the parrot in Room 30. Both the thick-billed
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parrot and the scarlet macaw came from Post-Classic Mimbres period contexts (post
A.D. 1150) (Creel and McKusick 1994:513).
Powell (1977) reported one additional military macaw to have been recovered
from the Mitchell site in the northern Mimbres Valley, but McKusick was unable to
locate any macaw or parrot bones in her reexamination of the faunal materials from
Mitchell, curated by the Maxwell Museum (Creel and McKusick 1994:512). Because of
the questionable nature of this specimen, some researchers have regarded it as a
possible macaw (Vokes and Gregory 2007:332), while others have disregarded it
entirely (Creel and McKusick 1994). Because no evidence to support the existence of
this specimen remains and because it has not been documented beyond a casual
report, I will not further consider it in this analysis.
Although skeletal remains representing 20 (possibly 21) specimens do not
demonstrate continuous contact between people in the Mimbres region and groups
located farther south, the presence of these birds does indicate some level of contact
and interaction. People in the Mimbres region would have acquired parrots and
macaws through direct procurement or down the line trade. Evidence that might
indicate either immigration of people from Mesoamerica or the breeding of these
birds locally is lacking throughout the Mimbres periods (with the possible exception of
eggshell fragments in association with the breeding age scarlet macaw found at Old
Town). A great deal of breeding is known to have taken place at Paquimé in northern
Chihuahua south of the Mimbres region, but not prior to A.D. 1250 (Creel and
McKusick 1994:517).
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Feathers and Feather Artifacts
Only four feather artifacts have been recovered from the Southwest excluding the
Mogollon region. Within the Mogollon, however, fourteen parrot and macaw feather
artifacts have been excavated from five different sites (Table 3.2). The greater number
of feather artifacts found in the Mogollon likely has more to do with issues of
preservation than with the importance of these feathers in the various regions. The
feather artifacts from Mogollon contexts consist of individual feathers, feather
bundles, feathers woven into cloth and fur, and onto cordage pahos, or prayer sticks.
Feathers are tied by the stem onto these straight sticks so that the colorful part of the
feather points down along the shaft. Four of the five sites in which these are found are
dry rock shelter sites (Water Canyon Cave, U-Bar Cave, Pinnacle Cave, and Tularosa
Cave), and the fifth is the Gila Cliff Dwellings (Creel and McKusick 1994). Cave sites are
sometimes associated with the underworld. VanPool et al. (2007:27-29) argue that
this was the case later at Paquimé. If cave sites had special meaning and association
with the underworld during the Classic Mimbres period then that could explain the
presence of these dedicatory artifacts in cave sites. This would only further suggest
the ceremonial importance of these objects and the feathers attached to them.
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Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown

Bundle of parrot feathers
Feather cordage
1 scarlet macaw feather
1 military macaw feather

Tularosa Cave

1150-1400

1+ scarlet macaw feather

Pinnacle Cave

Late 1200s

4 cordage pahos (parrot)

U-Bar Cave

Late 1200s

750-1140

Cordage paho

1 scarlet macaw feather

750-1140

Date (A.D.)

2 scarlet macaw feathers

Artifact

Scarlet macaw feathers lining a
small bag
1150-1400

Gila Cliff Dwellings

Water Canyon Cave

Site

McKusick 2001

Martin et al 1952; Creel and McKusick 1994

Martin et al 1952

Hough 1914; Creel and McKusick 1994

Lambert and Ambler 1961; Creel and
McKusick 1994

Lambert and Ambler 1961; Creel and
McKusick 1994

Fenner 1986; Creel and McKusick 1994;
McKusick 2001
Fenner 1986; Creel and McKusick 1994;
McKusick 2001

Cosgrove 1947; Creel and McKusick 1994

Cosgrove 1947; Creel and McKusick 1994

Reference

Table 3.2. Macaw and Parrot Feather Artifacts from Mogollon Contexts

The dating of feather artifacts can be problematic; however, the feathers and
cordage paho recovered from Water Canyon Cave have been assigned to the Late
Pithouse or Classic period (Cosgrove 1947). Dates for the remaining artifacts are either
unknown or follow the close of the Classic Mimbres period (Fenner 1986; Hough 1914;
Lambert and Ambler 1961; Martin et al. 1952).
Southwestern Macaw and Parrot Remains from Outside the Mimbres Region
Skeletal Remains
Macaw and parrot remains have been found in archaeological sites throughout the
North American Southwest totaling at least 195 macaws and 16 parrots (Rizo 1998:
Appendices I and II). Because the contexts of these finds range in time from as early as
A.D. 200-600 through A.D. 1250 and beyond and because the locations of these sites
are spread throughout northern Mexico, Arizona, and New Mexico, the data set is here
limited to consider those contexts that have been dated prior to A.D. 1250 in order to
understand the patterns present or expressed around the Mimbres region. These
birds come from Hohokam, Chacoan, and Sinagua contexts (Table 3.3) and Mimbres
contexts (Table 3.1). The changing patterns in the occurrences of these species after
the Mimbres Classic period is beyond the scope of this work, but Rizo (1998:
Appendices I and II) provides a complete listing of known macaw and parrot remains.
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Nalakihu

-

62

-

1

-

-

21

Wupatki

-

3

-

Ridge Ruin

Winona

-

1

Kin Kletso

Sinagua

-

4

Pueblo del Arroyo

-

30

Pueblo Bonito

1

-

Chaco

-

1

Gatlin

-

El Macayo

3

-

Macaw
scarlet military

Snaketown

Site

including
Hohokam

Hohokam

Culture group

24

1

9

-

4

-

1
19

-

-

-

2

-

-

2

1

-

1

1

-

-

-

Unknown Species Parrot

Rizo 1998

Shelley 2001

Haury 1976

Haury 1976

Reference

96

1130-1200

1125-1225

1150-1200

1150

1000-1150

Rizo 1998

Rizo 1998

Rizo 1998

Rizo 1998

Rizo 1998

before 1117 Rizo 1998

1100s

650-1150

1150

200-900

Date (A.D.)

Table 3.3. Macaw and Parrot Remains from Elsewhere in the Southwest

The macaws found in the Hohokam region may represent the earliest in the
North American Southwest (Haury 1976:346; Woosley and McIntyre 1996:284). In the
Hohokam, macaws have only been recovered from two sites: Snaketown and Gatlin.
At Snaketown, a small number of miscellaneous remains of macaw and parrot skeletal
material were recovered from Estrella-Sweetwater, Sweetwater, Snaketown-Gila
Butte, and Santa Cruz contexts dating, according to Haury (1976:376), between A.D.
200 and 900. These include the right ulna and a fragmentary pelvis, a manubrim, and
four fragmentary vertebrae from three scarlet macaws and a left carpometacarpus and
a right femur from two thick-billed parrots. In contrast to the nine skeletal elements
representing five exotic specimens recovered from the Snaketown site, at the Gatlin
site located at Gila Bend, Arizona, southwest of Phoenix and northwest of Tucson,
parts of 30 skeletal elements of a single scarlet macaw were recovered from a
platform mound (Hargrave 1970:49). These bones were located “just outside the
cobble facing of the final stage of platform construction” and based on this context
likely date to approximately A.D. 1150, considerably later than the bones recovered
from Snaketown (Hargrave 1970:49). No formal burials or complete skeletons were
recovered from the Hohokamregion, which is unusual in the North American
Southwest (Woosley and McIntyre 1996:284). Thus, although scarlet macaws have
been found in the Hohokam region, it is not apparent that these birds were used in the
same manner as they were later in the Mimbres region and throughout the rest of the
North American Southwest.
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An unusual macaw burial was recovered from El Macayo, in Nogales, Arizona,
south of the Tucson Basin (Shelley 2001:123; Van West and Deaver 2001:5). The site is
associated with multiple culture groups, including the Hohokam, and the context of
this burial is imprecisely dated to between A.D. 650 and 1150. The bird was identified
as Ara militaris or a military macaw. This burial was interred in an area with multiple
human burials, perhaps part of a cemetery associated with a pithouse feature. The
macaw itself was in a pit, which may have previously served for food-processing. The
bird was placed on its back with the head oriented to the north and the beak facing
west. It was not directly associated with any funerary objects, but a ceramic bowl and
stone tools located in an overlapping pit may have been deposited at the time of the
macaw burial (Deaver 2001:65-66). Shelley (2001) identified the bird as a juvenile and
estimated to have been only 8 weeks old. The age is extremely young (Shelley
2001:123-128), and the species exceptionally rare in the region. Only two military
macaws have been recovered from archaeological sites in the North American
Southwest. These are the above mentioned from El Macayo and one from the Galaz
Ruin, which was given an elaborate burial. A possible third, referenced in a paper by
Powell (1977), may have been identified at the Mitchell site, however McKusick was
unable to locate the remains of this bird (Creel personal communication, 2008).
Archaeologists recovered 39 macaws and parrots from Chacoan contexts all of
which date between A.D. 1000 and 1150 (Rizo 1998:Appendices I and II). Of these, 33
were recovered from Pueblo Bonito, five from Pueblo del Arroyo, and one from Kin
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Kletso (Table 3.3; Rizo 1998:Appendices I and II). Unlike the specimens from Hohokam
contexts, many of these birds were placed in formal burials (Judd 1954:263-265).
Room 38 at Pueblo Bonito contained 14 macaws (Pepper 1996:195-196). Two
of these were given formal burials in circular cavities carved into the floor of the
southeastern and southwestern parts of the room (Pepper 1996:194). The Chacoans
carefully filled these holes with plaster, disguising all disturbances at the level of the
floor (Pepper 1996:195). Room 38 was used to house living macaws in addition to the
two formally buried there. A thick deposit of bird droppings was found, and 12 macaw
skeletons were recovered from above the floor in the eastern part of the room
(Pepper 1996:194). Pepper (1996:194) believed that the Chacoans kept these birds in
cages or on perches while they were alive. Judd recovered four articulated scarlet
macaws from room 259. Similar to room 38, room 259 was constructed as a cage with
a perch in which these birds were housed and fed (Tyler 1979:26-27). The last bird,
(USNM343577) found in room 255, could not be identified at the species level
(Hargrave 1970:30).
Sinagua sites at Winona, Ridge Ruin, Wupatki, and Nalakihu included a total of
50 macaws and parrots. At Winona and Nalakihu, archaeologists recovered only one
unidentified macaw or parrot each. The Winona specimen dates to A.D. 1150, and the
specimen from Nalakihu dates between A.D. 1130 and 1200. At Wupatki, in contrast,
44 specimens, 21 scarlet macaws, four thick-billed parrots, and 19 unidentified
species, were recovered. These, however, date to a period of 100 years between A.D.
1125 and 1225. Archaeologists recovered three scarlet macaws and one unidentified
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macaw/parrot from Ridge Ruin, which date between A.D. 1150 and 1200. Ridge Ruin,
although a relatively small site, also contains an elaborate burial called the “Great
Magician” (McGregor 1943). Although 88 percent of the specimens from Sinaguan
contexts come from Wupatki, when considering these sites as a set the preference for
scarlet macaws remains clear. Twenty-four of the specimens were identified as scarlet
macaws, only four as thick-billed parrots, and although 22 could not be identified as
macaws or parrots no military macaws were identified at these sites.
The macaws and parrots considered above come from Hohokam, Chacoan, and
Sinaguan archaeological contexts. Only six, seven if we include the military macaw
from El Macayo, macaws and parrots of the 96 total considered above come from
Hohokam contexts. It is perhaps surprising that so few parrots and macaws were
recovered from Hohokam archaeological contexts because of the proximity of the
Hohokam to Mexico and particularly to western trade routes branching across the
North American Southwest. However, if separate systems of interaction were present
in the North American Southwest, the macaws could have been traded or otherwise
transported north along eastern routes to groups located in the eastern Southwest
(Mimbres and Chaco), while groups using western routes may have been satisfied with
the trade of feathers but not live birds.
Feathers and Feather Artifacts
Feather artifacts made from macaw (and in some cases thick-billed parrot) feathers
have been recovered from a number of archaeological sites throughout the Southwest.
These artifacts include bundled or individual feathers, fetishes with feathers attached,
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cloth interwoven with feathers, and furs interwoven with feathers. Trade in these
feathers, between Mesoamerica and the Southwest, is known from historic and ethnohistoric records. Padre Luis Velarde of the San Javier del Bac Mission in southern
Arizona described the breeding and raising of Mexican macaws by the Pima in 1716.
He stated that they bred these exotic birds “because of their beautiful feathers of red
and of other colors … which they strip from these birds in the spring for the adornment
of their chiefs” (Hammond and Rey 1940:186). That the majority of these artifacts
were found within dry rock shelter contexts may be particularly telling considering the
importance of such sites as ceremonial or ritual spaces.
Archaeologists have recovered three feather artifacts from locations outside of
the Mogollon region (Table 3.4). These artifacts come from two Ancestral Pueblo sites
in the Southwest: Pueblo Bonito and Antelope House. No examples were found in the
Hohokam. These artifacts, dated by their contexts, post-date the Classic Mimbres
period with one exception. At Pueblo Bonito, a bundle of four macaw feathers was
located in a context dating between A.D. 930 and 1130, although the end date is less
certain (Judd 1954). This bundle could be contemporary with the Late Pithouse or
Classic periods in the Mimbres region.
Table 3.4. Macaw and Parrot Feather Artifacts from Ancestral Pueblo Contexts.
Site
Pueblo Bonito

Artifact
Bundle with 4 macaw feathers

Antelope
House

"Corn Mother" fetish with
scarlet macaw feathers
Cotton cloth interwoven with
47 scarlet macaw feathers
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Date (A.D.)
930-1130+

1140-1270
1140-1270

Reference
Judd 1954:266
McKusick 1986,
2001
McKusick 1986,
2001

A “Corn Mother” fetish, an ear of corn wrapped with scarlet macaw feathers
(McKusick 2001:79), and a cotton cloth with 47 interwoven scarlet macaw feathers
were both recovered from Antelope House in Canyon de Chelly in northeastern
Arizona (McKusick 1986, 2001). These artifacts post-date the Classic Mimbres period,
but not by a great deal (A.D. 1140-1270).
The feather artifacts discussed (from known southwestern contexts) date
within the same 500 year range (A.D. 900-1400), although the scarlet macaw feathers
and cordage paho from Water Canyon Cave may be earlier (A.D. 750-1150). These
feathers were used to create similar artifacts throughout the Southwest. They were
sometimes bundled, as at Pueblo Bonito and Tularosa Cave. The “Corn Mother” fetish
from Antelope House and the cordage pahos from Water Canyon Cave have clear
ceremonial importance. Some of these feathers were woven into cloth as at Antelope
House and at U-Bar cave in the lining of a small bag.
The feather artifacts recovered from Mogollon and Mimbres contexts are
similar to those found elsewhere in the Southwest, at least prior to A.D. 1250,
although in the case of feather artifacts, these appear to be more common in the
Mimbres region than elsewhere during this period. The remains of macaws and
parrots were also relatively prevalent in the Mimbres region during the Classic
Mimbres period, but archaeologists have recovered the remains of even more of these
birds from Chaco Canyon contexts. The large number of macaws excavated at Chaco
Canyon as well as similarities in their treatment make a comparison between the
Mimbres region and Chaco Canyon interesting.
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Comparing Macaws and Parrots in the Mimbres Region and Chaco Canyon
The presence and treatment of macaw and parrot remains link the interaction
between the Mimbres region and Mesoamerica to that between Chaco Canyon and
Mesoamerica. The earliest complete skeletal remains of macaws and parrots are
found in the Mimbres and Chaco Canyon. The Mimbres also treated macaws and
parrots remains similarly to those at Chaco. They were either given formal burials, as
occurred both in the Mimbres region and at Chaco Canyon, or they were included in
human burials, as in the Mimbres region. The contexts of parrot and macaw remains
in Mimbres region and at Chaco Canyon sites suggest the ceremonial importance of
these birds The remains were given unique mortuary treatment and were frequently
concentrated within a particular part of a site, and at Galaz (Room 73) and Pueblo
Bonito (Room 38) macaws and parrots were concentrated into ceremonial rooms. The
placement of macaw and parrot burials within rooms in the Mimbres further
evidences their distinction as people did not inter any other avian species intramurally
beneath the floors. Even turkeys, hawks, and eagles, which were also afforded special
funerary treatment by people in the Mimbres region, were interred extramurally
(Creel and McKusick 1994:519), although one turkey burial from the Lake Roberts site
was in deposits placed above a floor when the room was filled (Barbara Roth, personal
communication, 2008).
As discussed above, Mimbres and Chaco may have shared a system of
interaction with Mesoamerican groups (the Huastec) supplying these exotic birds. It is
also probable that these two groups knew of, or perhaps participated in, the
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interactions of the other (Duff and Lekson 2006:334), although no Chaco artifacts are
found in the Mimbres region and no Mimbres artifacts are found at Chaco. The
number of macaws and parrots found in Mimbres and Chaco Canyon sites and the
formal burials these birds were given in both regions suggest, at least, that the
Mimbres and Chacoans recognized a common function for, and appropriate treatment
of, these birds.
The consistency in the age of macaw remains in Mimbres and Chaco Canyon
sites (79 percent of those that could be aged were newly fledged) indicates they were
sacrificed (Table 3.5). This fits with the pattern in the age of macaws throughout the
Southwest and suggests that as early as the Classic Mimbres period, an appropriate
season or event was associated with their sacrifice. The age of the skeletal remains
coupled with the regularity of breeding and hatching times provides a gauge for the
time of year when macaws and parrots would have been sacrificed. As fledging occurs
at approximately 11 months in scarlet macaws and hatching occurs in March and April
(Creel and McKusick 1994:518), the macaws were likely sacrificed in February or
March. This pattern holds true throughout the Southwest, as 94 percent of all parrots
for which an age could be assessed in archaeological contexts north of Mexico were
between 10 and 13 months (Creel and McKusick 1994:518). Only three macaw
specimens from the Mimbres region and two from Chaco Canyon represented age
categories older than newly fledged (or undetermined). These exceptions were
breeding age, older than newly fledged, and adult and were recovered from Old Town,
the Osborne Collection, and Treasure Hill respectively (Creel and McKusick 1994:513).
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In addition to any seasonal importance, the frequency with which newly fledged birds
were sacrificed highlights the importance of the tail feathers, to the people of the
Mimbres region and Chaco Canyon as well as elsewhere in the Southwest, in that
these feathers reach their full length at the time of fledging (10-12 months) and
sacrifice (Creel and McKusick 1994:512).
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Chaco

Chaco totals

Pueblo del Arroyo

Pueblo Bonito

34

4

30

9

-

1

Wind Mountain

Mimbres totals

-

1

Osborne Collection

1

-

1

-

-

-

1

Old Town

1

-

4

Galaz

Gila Cliff Dwellings

-

1

Site

Mimbres Cameron Creek

Culture

Total Number Younger than newly fledged
7 wk-10 mo
of Macaws

22

3

19

6

1

1

-

-

4

-

Newly Fledged
11-12 mo

5

-

5

2

-

-

-

1

-

1

6

1

5

1

-

-

1

-

-

1

Older than newly fledged Unknown
> 1 year
age

Table 3.5. Ages of Macaws and Parrots from Mimbres and Chaco Canyon sites.

Transporting Macaws, Parrots, and Their Feathers into the Southwest
Transportation of each of these three species did occur prehistorically, as can be seen
in the recovery of so many (195) specimens from archaeological sites in the North
American Southwest. The problem lies in determining the means and path of this
transportation. Despite the habitat of scarlet macaws, a common argument regarding
trade routes from Mesoamerica into the North American Southwest is that people
followed the west coast of Mexico (Lekson personal communication, 2008; Vokes and
Gregory 2007:319). Western routes may have been used, especially during earlier
(Hohokam) and later (Paquimé) periods, but when considering the locations of
southwestern sites with macaws during the Classic Mimbres period in relation to the
native habitat of these birds such paths make little sense. One possibility I will
consider below is that both eastern and western trade routes to the Hohokam,
Mimbres and Chaco Canyon were used prehistorically to convey Mesoamerican items
into the Southwest and that macaws and parrots may have come along eastern routes
during the Classic Mimbres period.
Live Transport of Macaws and Parrots
Before considering the routes used to transport macaws and parrots into the
Southwest during the Classic Mimbres period (A.D. 1010-1140), it is important to note
that these birds were transported live as suggested by the consistent age of the
remains, their articulated skeletons, and feather artifacts in the region. In contrast,
the earliest macaw remains (A.D. 200-600), found at Snaketown in the Hohokam
region, are incomplete (Haury 1976:375-376; Woosley and McIntyre 1996:284) and
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may have been transported in pieces rather than as living birds. Although It is not
clear from the Mimbres specimens alone, macaw and parrot remains gradually
increase in age by one to three months as they are found further north across the
Southwest. This provides a subtle indication that these birds were transported alive
(McKusick 2001:79). The increase in age is not extreme, and Creel and McKusick
(1994:518) have demonstrated that 94 percent of all macaws found in archaeological
contexts in the North American Southwest were between 10 and 13 months when
they died. This increase may represent the transport of live macaws north in order to
provide the live macaws necessary to participate in ceremonies.
By considering living macaw populations, it is possible to determine when the
macaws found in archaeological contexts were sacrificed. This, in turn, presents the
possible reasons the Mimbres and other southwestern groups might have sacrificed
macaws at this time. Modern macaws hatch in March and April (Creel and McKusick
1994:518). Allowing 10-13 months for the transportation of these birds and the
growth of their tail feathers would put the times of sacrifice during the spring
(February through May) and in relatively close association with the spring equinox,
which generally occurs during March. The consistency in the age of these birds, and
the possibility that they may have been needed for equinox related rituals, suggest
that their transportation would have necessitated great preparation and relatively
careful timing.
According to McKusick (2001:75), in order for macaws to be kept successfully,
the chicks would need to be removed from their nests at approximately seven weeks.
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They could then be transported north and raised in the Mimbres region and at other
locations in the Southwest, until they were of the appropriate age or a particular
seasonal event occurred at which time they would be sacrificed. It is also possible that
macaws and parrots were raised at an intermediate location or multiple intermediate
locations in the Southwest or Mesoamerica and that after reaching a particular age
these birds were delivered to various sites in the Southwest. I am unable to evaluate
this possibility, however, because of a complete lack of appropriate evidence.
Western Trade Routes
The possibility that macaws were transported along western trade routes is espoused
by those who note the importance of shell and copper bell trade from the Gulf of
California and through the Hohokam region, which can be seen in the species of shell
transported. Vokes and Gregory (2007:330, 332) have identified many of these species
as native to the California coast and the Gulf of California. Evidence supporting these
claims includes the presence of copper bells and shell species from the California coast
and the Gulf of California throughout the Southwest. Archaeologists have recovered
copper bells and shell from the west coast and Gulf of California in Hohokam,
Mimbres, and Chaco Canyon contexts. The presence of the earliest macaw remains
(A.D. 200-900) at Hohokam sites in Arizona might also suggest a west coast route. The
remains from the Hohokam were not contemporary with those found in the rest of the
Southwest. Instead they precede those found in Mimbres and Chaco contexts by 300700 years. Macaw and parrot remains from the Hohokam are further distinct in that
they did not include complete skeletons (Haury 1976:376; Woosley and McIntyre
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1996:284-285), and the birds may not have been alive when they were transported.
This means that although west coast imports such as copper bells and shell were
important at a variety of southwestern locations, including the Mimbres and Chaco,
the west coast was not the only means by which Mesoamerican imports were
transported into the Southwest (Figure 3.3).

Figure 3.3. Possible eastern and western routes showing sites discussed in the text
(Vokes and Gregory 2007:320). (a), (b), and (c) are west coast routes used to import
Mesoamerican artifacts. (c) is the assumed route by which macaws and parrots were
imported from the west coast. (d) is an inferred east coast route, but is based on little
evidence.
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Eastern/Central Trade Routes through the Mimbres Region
The native habitat of the scarlet macaw in southeastern Mexico suggests trade routes
from the Gulf Coast or north through central Mexico. Looking again at Figure 2.7,
scarlet macaws are native along the Gulf Coast of Mexico as far north as southern
Tamaulipas and only reach the Pacific coast much farther south in the state of Oaxaca.
If these birds were to be transported into the Southwest along western trade routes,
and if the macaws in question were acquired from a northerly source, like the Huastec
in the vicinity of Veracruz, they would first need to be transported west through the
desert and mountains and then north along these routes. The few macaw and parrot
specimens found in the Hohokam (six or seven) compared to the numbers found in
Mimbres (20) and Chaco (39) contexts do not support such a route.
The presence of articulated macaw skeletons and formal burials in many places
throughout the North American Southwest, including the Mimbres region and Chaco,
contrast with the disarticulated skeletons found early in the Hohokam to the west.
Further, an examination of the presence of pyrite mirrors found in the Hohokam but
not in the Mimbres suggests that two separate systems of exchange may have existed
in the North American Southwest, at least prior to A.D. 1250. These, coupled with the
native habitat of the scarlet macaw, the relative nearness of the Huastec region to the
Southwest, in particular contrast to Oaxaca, and the absence of macaws and parrots in
the Hohokam after A.D. 900, make a significantly stronger case for an eastern or
central route over a western route in terms of macaw transport into the Mimbres
region.
54

Summary
The presence and contexts of macaws, parrots, and their feathers found in
southwestern contexts are indicative of the ceremonial importance of these birds in
the Southwest. They also signify the interaction taking place between groups in the
Southwest and Mesoamerica. The significantly greater number of scarlet macaws, as
compared to military macaws and thick-billed parrots, found in these various contexts
highlights the east coast of Mexico as the source region for these birds. The habitats
of all three species support this in that first, they were not native to the Mimbres
region and second, their frequencies in southwestern sites suggest their availability in
the Huastec region, located across southern Tamaulipas and Veracruz, more than the
direct access that the Mimbres or any other southwestern group might have to these
birds. The consistent ages of these macaws indicates that they had ceremonial
importance, and more specifically that they were sacrificed. In order to sacrifice these
birds in the Southwest, it would have been necessary to transport them alive. The
ceremonial importance of these birds can be more clearly seen in the formal burials
that the Mimbres and Chacoans gave them. Finally, feathers and feather artifacts in
Mogollon and Ancestral Puebloan contexts in the Southwest indicate the importance
of the macaw and parrot feathers in the Southwest. These birds, their feathers, and
the ceremonial importance attributed to them were all likely derived from the
Mesoamerican source, the Huastec.
The frequency of macaws and parrots at Mimbres, Chacoan, and other
Ancestral Pueblo sites in comparison to the sparse numbers recovered from the
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Hohokam and the absence of these birds in the Hohokam during the Classic Mimbres
period suggests that the Hohokam were not participating in this exchange. Because of
this, the more likely routes of macaw and parrot transportation during the Classic
Mimbres period would have moved these birds north along the Gulf Coast or more
centrally through the mountains and deserts in contrast to more commonly assumed
western routes. Further, the incomplete skeletal remains and general lack of formal
bird burials in Hohokam sites suggest that these birds may not have been transported
alive, as was the case for those in the Mimbres region and at Chaco. This may indicate
that the meaning and function of these birds changed significantly from their earlier
occurrences in Hohokam sites to their presence in sites from the Mogollon and
Ancestral Pueblo regions. Patterns of other Mesoamerican artifacts (e.g., shell, pyrite
mirrors) in the Southwest further support the hypothesis that multiple systems of
exchange were being used simultaneously in the Southwest. Although some exotic
artifacts transported along western routes reached both the Mimbres and Chaco (e.g.,
shell artifacts and copper bells), macaws and parrots transported along an eastern or
central route may not have been desired by, or available to, the Hohokam.
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Chapter 4: Macaw, Parrot, and Mesoamerican Images in the Mimbres Region

Beyond the presence of Mesoamerican macaws and parrots in southwestern
archaeological contexts, Mimbres ceramic imagery indicates interaction with
Mesoamerica. I have argued from the remains of these birds and their archaeological
contexts that the source of this interaction was the Huastec region. By analyzing
Mimbres ceramic imagery from the Classic period (A.D. 1010-1140), I will tie Mimbres
interaction more directly to the Huastec region while strengthening my case that these
birds were transported into the region alive and were of ceremonial importance to the
Mimbres.
Imagery from Classic Mimbres ceramics supports each of these arguments,
because these images include depictions of macaws, including clear representations of
particular species of macaws and parrots. Some scenes depicting macaws and parrots
also include figures that appear to be transporting living birds. Other scenes, which
may represent ritual behavior, include uniquely costumed figures interacting with
macaws and parrots. Finally, Classic Mimbres ceramic images also include
reproductions of scenes from Mayan myth and iconography. Mimbres interpretations
of these myths are clearly recognizable because of the consistent associations from
the Mayan source images and myths to the Mimbres representations of these figures.
Mimbres adoption of Mayan mythology and iconography ties the Mimbres region
more closely to the Huastec because, as discussed in Chapter 1, the Huastec region
was colonized by the Huastec, a group speaking a Mayan dialect, who moved into the
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region at the northern end of scarlet macaw habitat and by the Mimbres Classic period
were culturally dominant in the region.
Mimbres Depictions of Macaws and Parrots
Of all the images that people during the Classic Mimbres period painted onto their
black-on-white ceramics, representations of macaws and parrots are not common. I
have identified these birds on 25 vessels (Table 4.1), however, and their images
provide significant information as to the function and importance of these birds in the
Mimbres region. The images contain information useful for identifying particular
species, determining the means of transporting these birds, and supporting their
ceremonial function. A Mimbres Archive number (MA #) identifies each of these
bowls. Of the 25 vessels, eight are from private collections and have not been
published. I identify these vessels by MA #, but I have not reproduced them here in
order to be ethically on the side of caution. However, all of the bowls I have not
reproduced may be found in the Mimbres Archives.

58

59

Galaz

Galaz

2826

2845

1608

1114
1162

802
1017

na (private)
na (private)
Baca

10
539
798

Macaw resting on the antlers of a deer
Two masked female anthropomorphs interacting with two parrots using a
hoop and crooked staffs
Macaw or parrot resting on crooked staff
Bowl fragment: scarlet macaw

Image description

Not reproduced
Figure 4.9
Figure 4.2 (a)

Not reproduced

Image location

Figure 4.4 (a)
Figure 4.8

Abstracted macaw on burden basket
A macaw rests on the head of a standing anthropomprh. A burden basket,
cage, and crooked staff are pictured to the left of the anthropomorph.

180 degree rotational symmetry: two parrots each enclosed in a series of
Baca
concentric circles
Not reproduced
Cinega
Macaw centered on bowl
Figure 4.6 (a)
180 degree rotational symmetry: two thick-billed parrots stand centered on
Cameron Creek their respective halves of the vessel
Figure 4.3
Cameron Creek Macaw centered on bowl
Figure 4.6 (b)
Two macaws rest on a supernatural figure: one on his tail and the other on his
Mcsherry
hand.
Figure 4.5 (b)

na (private)

3

MA Number Provenience

Table 4.1. Macaw and parrot imagery from Mimbres ceramics.
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Figure 4.2 (b)

Figure 4.7 (a)

Image location

NA (private) Macaw centered on bowl with wide geometric rim

NA (private) Anthropomorph interacting with two macaws using a hoop and a crooked staff

Female anthropomorph carrying burden basket with a parrot and holding a straight
NA (private) stick
Figure 4.7 (b)

Two macaws rest facing each other across the back of an anthropomorph resting
NA (private) on all fours

Three anthropomorphs in profile offer one animal each: a parrot, a fish, and a jack
Not reproduced
NA (private) rabbit to a central anthropomorph facing outward.

3897

4393 (618)

5068

5496

5645

Not reproduced

Figure 4.5 (a)

Figure 4.4 (b)

Figure 4.1 (b)

Mattocks

3728

Scarlet macaw centered on bowl

Mattocks

3641

Two anthropomorphs wearing masks interacting with two parrots using crooked
staffs, hoops and a straight stick. A third parrot rests on a burden basket beside a
bow and two arrows.
Figure 4.10

NA(private) Bowl fragment: scarlet macaw cutting into geometric rim border of bowl

3528

Anthropomorph holding burden basket with two parrots

Galaz

Image description

2878

MA Number Provenience

Table 4.1 (continued). Macaw and parrot imagery from Mimbres ceramics.
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NA (private)

NA (private)

NA (private)

Cameron Creek

NA (private)

5942

6028

6190

7977

Provenience

5873

MA Number

Image location

Seven macaws (because of a break the seventh is missing) are pictured resting
on the outside of two geometrically filled rings.
Not reproduced

Possible macaw or parrot beak motif: the design is divided into three parts,
two comma shapes enclosing birds in flight and a central triangle with a Venus
star
Not reproduced

A feline is centered on the bowl, below a macaw is depicted along the rim.
Not reproduced.
A possible macaw, parrot, or vulture carries a creature with the head of a jack
rabbit and the tail of a fish in its claws.
Not reproduced
One masked female anthropomorph interacts with a parrot using a hoop and
a crooked staff while another parrot rests in a square at her feet
Not reproduced

Image description

Table 4.1 (continued). Macaw and parrot imagery from Mimbres ceramics.

Species Differentiation
Mimbres artists are recognized for the level of detail they included in their
representations and depictions of various mammals, fish, and birds. Biologists have
been able to identify a number of species of the above from representations on
Mimbres ceramics (Bettison et al. 1999:119-125). This precedent suggests identifying
macaws and parrots on Mimbres ceramics at the species level is a distinct possibility.
Depictions of macaws and parrots on Mimbres ceramics often include a
number of specific characteristics that allowed the artist to represent one of the three
species of Mesoamerican birds (scarlet macaw, thick-billed parrot, military macaw)
found in southwestern archaeological contexts. Because the ancient artists indexed
particular species, including the scarlet macaw, in their images, these representations
reiterate the existence and importance of Mimbres interaction with Mesoamerica.
The earliest depictions of parrots, including macaws, on ceramics in the North
American Southwest were painted on Classic Mimbres Black-on-white bowls. In the
Mimbres region, black-on-white painted ceramics were highly formalized. This
formalization included rules dictating the proportion of bowl height to bowl diameter
(Gruber 2008) and treatment given to the different parts of the vessel including
banding at the rim and modes of symmetry (Brody 2004). Even naturalistic images
were standardized to a degree in that different animals were depicted with an
emphasis on particular characteristics. This standardization makes a stronger
iconographic analysis of the imagery possible. Particular treatment of the beak, eyes,
and tail feathers are combined to form a parrot or macaw. I will consider each of
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these characteristics individually, but a combination of these characteristics in a single
image is preferable in determining the species represented.
The most distinguishing features of macaws are their size, curved beak, and
very long tail feathers (Table 4.2). The curved beak, however, is characteristic of all
three of these birds. In combination with long tail feathers the curved beak may
indicate a macaw. The color of the premaxilla makes distinguishing between scarlet
and military macaws possible.
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Provenience
NA (private)
Baca
Baca

Cameron Creek

Cameron Creek
Mcsherry
Galaz
Galaz
NA (private)
Mattocks
NA (private)
NA (private)
NA (private)

MA number

3

798

802

1114

1162

1608

2826

2845

3528

3728

3897

5496

5873

scarlet macaw
thick-billed parrot

1
2

dark premaxilla and mandible, short pointed tail

white premaxila

long tail feathers, silhouetted

Identifying characteristics

probable scarlet macaw
indeterminate macaw
indeterminate macaw
indeterminate macaw
scarlet macaw
scarlet macaw
indeterminate macaw
indeterminate macaw
indeterminate macaw

1
2
1
1
1
1
1
2
1

long tail feathers, silhouetted

long tail feathers

long tail feathers, silhouetted

white premaxilla

white premaxilla, long tail feathers

short rounded tail

large head, short rounded tail

long tail feathers, silhouetted

white premaxila

probable thick-billed parrot dark premaxilla and mandible, short pointed tail

indeterminate macaw

1

2

Species indicated

Number of birds

Table 4.2. Macaw and Parrot Species Distinctions on Mimbres Classic Pottery.

Beak Treatment. The Mimbres artists mimicked and sometimes exaggerated the
curvature of parrot or macaw beaks in the images painted onto their ceramic bowls.
The premaxilla, or upper beak, is generally shown to curl out and around the mandible,
or lower beak, which is much smaller. The thick tongue is sometimes depicted and is
generally shown protruding from between the open beaks (Figure 4.1).

Figure 4.1. Classic Mimbres macaw and parrot beak treatment: (a) no MA # (Fewkes
1914: Figure 29), (b) MA 3728. All bowl images have been reproduced by the author.
The color of the premaxilla can be used to distinguish scarlet macaws from
military macaws as the premaxilla of the scarlet macaw is white and contrasts with the
darker lower beak. For the military macaw and the thick-billed parrot, the premaxilla
and the mandible are the same dark color. In some cases, the color of the upper beak
is deliberately distinguished, suggesting that a scarlet macaw is being represented
(e.g., MA 798, MA 3528; Figure 4.2). MA 798, recovered from the Baca Ruin in the
southern Mimbres Valley, is a particularly striking example. Although only a fraction of
the vessel remains and the majority of the figure cannot be seen, the head is clearly
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visible and carefully detailed. The beak and forehead are represented by a large
reverse comma shape formed in outline, leaving the white color of the slip as the fill.
The mandible and the remainder of the head are filled with the dark paint. This
emphasizes the difference in color between the premaxilla and the mandible. Such
representations, however, are special cases as macaws and parrots are frequently
painted in silhouette, and it may be unwise to characterize all such examples as
representations of military macaws or thick-billed parrots. This may be particularly
true because skeletal remains indicate that scarlet macaws were present in the North
American Southwest in general, and the Mimbres Valley in particular, in much greater
numbers than either the military macaw or the thick-billed parrot.

Figure 4.2. Bowls depicting scarlet macaws: (a) MA 798, (b) MA 3528.
Eye Treatment. Mimbres artists generally depicted eyes in a uniform manner for
animal figures (zoomorphs) and human figures (anthropomorphs) alike. This
treatment consists of a dot enclosed in a circle. In depictions of scarlet macaws, the
eye is sometimes placed within the white area of the premaxilla. This may have been
intended to simulate the white patches surrounding the eyes of scarlet macaws.
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Although the dot within a circle is the most common eye treatment on
Mimbres bowls, on four bowls the eyes of macaws are represented by a dot enclosed
in two concentric circles (e.g., MA 1114, MA 2826, MA 3897, and MA 5873; Figures 4.3
and 4.4). Creel and McKusick (1994:513) have suggested that this may be one way of
distinguishing a fourth species, the amazona parrot. They (1994:514) base this
argument on the dark premaxilla combined with a smaller eye patch and a short tail.

Figure 4.3. Concentric circle eye treatment: detail from MA 1114. See also Figure 4.4.
Only two of these images (Figure 4.4), MA 2826 from Galaz and MA 3897,
which has no provenience data, display the combined characteristics that Creel and
McKusick associate with the amazona parrot. MA 2826 also seems a special case in
that the body of the bird, in contrast with all other parrot and macaw images from the
Mimbres, is broken down into a series of geometric shapes that do not transparently
symbolize a wing or feathers as normally occurs (e.g., Figure 4.2: (b), (c) and (d) and
Figure 4.3). Given the small number of vessels and the lack of contextual data it would
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be difficult to determine whether the concentric circle eye treatment was, in fact,
intended for species differentiation or is, instead, a stylistic issue.

Figure 4.4. Possible amazona parrots discussed by Creel and McKusick (1994). Note
concentric circles in the eye treatments: (a) MA 2826, (b) MA 3897.
Tail Feather Treatment. Several macaws and parrots were depicted as silhouettes, and
premaxilla color does not seem, in all cases, to indicate species (Figure 4.5). However,
the treatment given to their tails can distinguish macaws, at least, by age. As I have
discussed previously, the age of macaws and parrots depicted on Mimbres ceramics is
important when considering interaction between the Mimbres region and
Mesoamerica because the presence of young macaws provides an additional support
for the live transportation of these birds into the Mimbres region.
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Figure 4.5. Indeterminate fledged macaws painted in silhouette: (a) MA 4393,
(b) MA 1608.
Tail feathers likely had ritual importance, as the majority of macaw remains
were found to have come from newly fledged birds. The tails (Figure 4.6) can be very
short and rounded (e.g., MA 2826 and MA 2845), short and pointed (e.g., MA 1162 and
MA 3728), or long (e.g., MA 1608, MA 4393, MA 5496, MA 5873). As with the living
models (Figures 2.3 and 2.4), some of the depictions of macaws are represented with
tail feathers making up half the length of the bird (e.g., MA 1608). By representing the
tail feathers in a variety of ways, Mimbres artists could convey information about the
age of macaws.
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Figure 4.6 Classic Mimbres Macaw and Parrot Tail Treatments: (a) MA 1017,
(b) MA 1162.
Long pointed tails in the imagery, often simplistically represented by a series of
long parallel lines (Figures 4.5 and 4.6 (a)), are indicative of fledged scarlet or military
macaws. Juvenile macaws could be uniquely identified by representing their tails as
short and rounded (MA 2845). Adult thick-billed parrots, in contrast, have short
pointed tails. Unfortunately, just as a number of the physical remains recovered from
Mimbres contexts could not be identified at the species level, some of the painted
representations of these birds with short pointed tails cannot be identified as either
macaw or parrot. A short pointed tail could indicate either an immature macaw or a
thick-billed parrot. Creel and McKusick (1994:514-515) suggest that MA 1114 may
represent a set of thick-billed parrots. The combination of the dark premaxilla, small
eye patch, and the absence of a light tip on the short pointed tail provide relatively
strong support for this claim.
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Mimbres Images Depicting Macaw and Parrot Transportation
Judging by painted representations on Mimbres ceramics, macaws were likely
imported individually to the Mimbres region through the use of burden baskets (Creel
and McKusick 1994:516). Burden baskets were carrying devices used by the Mimbres
and other groups in the North American Southwest prehistorically and were used
historically by Pueblo peoples. They are represented in Mimbres imagery by an
inverted trapezoid that rests on a square (Figure 4.7; e.g., MA 2878, MA 3641, and MA
5068). Images of burden baskets in association with macaws or parrots are present on
five vessels (Table 4.3), and in none of these instances are the macaws (or possibly
parrots) depicted with long tail feathers; this may indicate that only young birds were
transported in this manner (Creel and McKusick 1994:516; Thompson 1999:135).
Table 4.3. Burden Baskets Depicted with macaws and parrots in Classic Mimbres
Ceramic Imagery.
MA
number
2826
2845
2878
3641
5068

Provenience
Galaz
Galaz
Galaz
Mattocks
na (private)

Number of
birds
1
1
2
3
1

Anthropomorph
Other figures
gender/sex markers
1 anthropomorph female
1 anthropomorph unknown
2 anthropomorphs 1 female, 1 male
1 anthropomorph female
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Figure 4.7. Anthropomorphs with burden baskets and parrots: (a) MA 2878,
(b) MA 5068.
One bowl (MA 2845) from Galaz is a particularly good example of the
transportation of a young macaw (Figure 4.8). The scene depicts an anthropomorph
standing with a juvenile macaw on its head. The bird in this image has a large head
and beak with a short rounded tail. These characteristics suggest that the bird being
represented was likely quite young. On the left half of the bowl, the artist included
three associated objects, including a burden basket. The combination of the
anthropomorph, juvenile macaw, and burden basket suggests that this scene describes
the transportation of young macaws, or a particular young macaw, into the Mimbres
region.
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Figure 4.8. MA 2845: anthropomorph with adolescent macaw, burden basket, possible
cage, and crooked staff.
The human figures depicted in association with macaws, parrots, and burden
baskets are not distinguished from other anthropomorphs painted on Classic Mimbres
ceramics. This figure does not even wear an elaborate ceremonial costume, as is the
case for some Mimbres anthropomorphs (e.g., MA 10, MA 3641, and MA 6028). There
is, in fact, nothing about the representation of this human figure to suggest it is not a
Mimbres individual. This may indicate that people from the Mimbres region traveled
south to acquire macaws and parrots. Burden baskets do appear in other, more
ritualized, scenes (e.g., MA 3641), but never in association with anthropomorphs given
unique (to figures in other Mimbres images) characteristics as if they were “foreign”
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people. Munson (2000) analyzed the costume particulars of the anthropomorphs on
Classic Mimbres Black-on-white ceramics with clear markers of biological sex in order
to determine what parts of the costume represented gender markers. According to
her analysis (2000:133) the majority of anthropomorphs depicted with burden baskets,
including those with macaws and parrots, are female. Male or female, the portrayal of
Mimbres individuals with burden baskets and living macaws and parrots supports that
these birds were transported into the Southwest alive and that they may have been
acquired by the Mimbres themselves.
Mimbres Images Depicting Macaw and Parrot Ritual
The crooked staff and the hoop occur on bowls with images of parrots and macaws,
although, like burden baskets, these images are also found on Mimbres ceramics
without macaws and parrots. Crooked staffs are depicted on eight of the 25 vessels
(Table 4.4). Hoops appear on four bowls and are only present in scenes that also
include the crooked staff. While the hoop remains associated with domesticated birds
in the present day, its meaning or purpose for the Mimbres is unknown. The crooked
staff, on the other hand, is found among the Hopi where it is at times associated with
warfare. Fewkes (1989:28) relates an explanation of this staff given by Hopi priests:
“These crooks or gnelas have been called warrior prayer sticks, and are symbols of
ancient weapons. In many folk tales it is stated that warriors overcame their foes by
the use of gnelas which would indicate that they had something to do with ancient
war implements.”
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The staff was also had in ceremonial associations among the Hopi. In one example,
the staff was used to attract the clouds and to bring the rain (Fewkes 1989:29).
Whether the Mimbres associated these implements with warfare or rain-making or
something else entirely remains unknown. However, their associations with macaws
and parrots are clear.
Table 4.4. Crooked Staff and Hoop Depictions with macaws and parrots in Classic
Mimbres Ceramic Imagery.
MA
number
10
539
2845
2878
3641
4393
(618)
5068

Number
Provenience of parrots
NA (private)
2
NA (private)
1
Galaz
1
Galaz
2
Mattocks
3
NA (private)
NA (private)

2
1

6028

NA (private)

2

Other figures
2 anthropomorphs
none
1 anthropomorph
1 anthropomorph
2 anthropomorphs
1 anthropomorph
1 anthropomorph
1 masked
anthropomorph

Crooked
staff
2
1
1
1
2

Hoop
1
none
none
none
1

1
1

1
none

1

1

Some images with crooked staffs and hoops appear to represent bird trainers
or ritual scenes. In the scene from MA 618, an anthropomorph holds a crooked staff
and a hoop on which two macaws are suspended, one by the beak and the other by its
feet. Although in most cases the crooked staff appears with an anthropomorph, in one
example (MA 539) a parrot or macaw appears alone resting on this object (Figure 4.9).
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Figure 4.9. MA 539 depicting a macaw or parrot with a crooked staff.
Scenes on other bowls may depict rituals or ceremonies (e.g., MA 10, MA 3641, MA
5645, and MA 6028). These show masked individuals, or supernaturals, interacting
with macaws and parrots using the same hoop and staff implements. In the example
of MA 3641 (Figure 4.10), from the Mattocks site, a male and female figure, both
masked and with facial markings, interact with two parrots using a hoop and crooked
staffs while a third parrot rests on a burden basket. A bow and two arrows rest beside
the burden basket, although whether these objects were intended to mark the
importance of the ceremony or were merely trappings associated with the masked
figures is not clear. These various examples serve to demonstrate how images of
anthropomorphs using crooked staffs and hoops to interact with macaws and parrots
seem to depict either training sessions or formal rituals.
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Figure 4.10. MA 3641, anthropomorphs (possibly the Hero Twins) using a hoop and
crooked staffs to interact with parrots.
Thompson (1999:136), however, sees a third alternative. He notes that
although anthropomorphs with hoops and crooked staffs may appear as simply bird
trainers, the particular costuming of these individuals, their bird-like faces or masks,
the differences in coloration of their costumes and masks and the “warrior-like”
markings on the cheeks suggest that these figures likely had a ritual or ceremonial
importance. According to Thompson (1999:133), bowl MA 3641 (Figure 4.10) may
depict the Hero Twins using hoops and crooked staffs to interact with three parrots.

77

Mimbres Imagery from Mesoamerica
Although the means by which macaws were transported north into the North
American Southwest may remain poorly defined, we can determine the region from
which scarlet macaws were obtained. I will compare iconography from the humid
lowlands of Mesoamerica, particularly in the Huastec and Mayan regions, with imagery
in the Mimbres Valley to further demonstrate the link between these two regions. In
all of Mesoamerica, the greatest amount of scarlet macaw imagery and symbolism has
been found in the Maya area (Rizo 1998:19). This stands to reason, as the Maya
occupied a majority of the native habitat of the scarlet macaw and this species was
important in Mayan mythology.
The Huastec region is named for the Mayan-speaking group that colonized the
area at about 1500 B.C. (Figure 2.6). The location is significant for this study, as it
represents the northernmost extent of the scarlet macaw habitat, certainly in modern
times but presumably also prehistorically (Blake 1953:191; Rizo 1998:9). One of the
many aspects of Mayan culture maintained in the Huastec region was the Popol Vuh.
The Popol Vuh was a text describing creation and the exploits of a set of demigods, the
Hero Twins. This particular text is important to consider here, because events
concerning a monster, Seven Macaw, and the Hero Twins seem to be depicted on a
number of Classic Mimbres bowls. These depictions tie the Mimbres to interaction
with the Huastec region.
The style of Mayan iconography, both in the Maya and Huastec regions, is
dissimilar from the style of Mimbres ceramic imagery, and naturalistic depictions of
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macaws on Mimbres black-on-white ceramics do not mimic the more abstracted
versions common in Mesoamerica, the source of scarlet macaws. The subject matter
of many Mimbres ceramics, however, can be linked to the iconography of the Maya,
both in the Mayan region itself and in the Huastec region.
McKusick (2001) sees the scarlet macaw as associated with the Mayan hero or
monster, Seven Macaw, and from his description in the Popol Vuh this would seem to
be the case (Tedlock 1985:360). The Mayan name given to Seven Macaw translates
approximately to “red feathers,” he is described as having wings, a “nose [that] …
shines white into the distance like the moon,” and a perch. Scarlet macaws were
believed to be the earthly descendants of Seven Macaw “with broken and toothless
jaws and mottled white patches beneath their eyes” (Rizo 1998:20). Scarlet macaws
have the red feathers for which Seven Macaw gets his name and white premaxillae in
contrast to black mandibles, which in this story may be interpreted as a white nose.
Unlike the living scarlet macaws, however, Seven Macaw had jewel encrusted teeth
and eyes, although before his end the Hero Twins stripped these jewels from him.
Despite these similarities, however, Thompson (personal communication, 2008) warns
that Seven Macaw was depicted in Mayan iconography as a monster and not a macaw,
and the same may have been true in the Mimbres.
The stories of Seven Macaw and the Hero Twins are intertwined in the Popol
Vuh. In this collection of stories, the gods made multiple attempts at creating
mankind. Seven Macaw existed during the time of the “Wooden People,” that is,
when the gods created humans out of wood (Tedlock 1985:45). During this time, the
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skies were dark, and the brightest light was reflected from the jeweled eyes and the
white beak of Seven Macaw. For this reason, he proclaimed himself both the sun and
the moon. In the process of promoting his greatness, Seven Macaw angered an actual
god: Hurricane, as well as the two demi-gods – the Hero Twins. Hurricane responded
to this affront by stopping the rains and, thus punishing all of “humanity” (Rizo
1998:20-21; Tedlock 1985:45). The Hero Twins responded more directly. The elder
twin shot Seven Macaw with a blow gun, breaking his jaw. Although he was injured,
Seven Macaw still managed to tear off, and escape with, the younger twin’s arm. The
twins were finally able to destroy Seven Macaw by disguising themselves as healers,
stealing all of Seven Macaws jewels, and in the process retrieving the younger twin’s
arm. Without his jewels Seven Macaw soon died, the rains returned, and the Hero
Twins left victorious to deal with a number of other monsters in turn.
Thompson (1999) has described several examples of Mimbres ceramics that
may display such Mayan subject matter. These include stories of the Hero Twins,
including the defeat of Seven Macaw, and the presence of a Mesoamerican “chimera”
or “bird of doom” (Thompson 2008) taking the form of a crane in Mayan iconography
and in Hohokam and Mimbres ceramic imagery. Thompson (1999:129) suggests a
number of possible depictions of the monster Seven Macaw in Mimbres ceramics that
do not resemble a macaw, or even a bird (Figure 4.11). One example closely
resembles a lizard with mismatched arms and legs (MA 842), and another depicts a
bear and a disembodied arm (MA 811) (Thompson 1999:129). The disembodied arm
in this example may represent that of the younger twin.
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Figure 4.11. Possible depictions of the monster Seven Macaw on Mimbres pottery:
(a) MA 811, (b) MA 842.
Seven Macaw, as mentioned above, angered the god Hurricane in the time of
the “Wooden People.” Only after the Hero Twins destroyed Seven Macaw was
Hurricane appeased, and the rains brought back. While it is unlikely that this story
accurately reflects the beliefs of the Mimbres people, it does relate the sacrifice of a
scarlet macaw, or rather the ancestor of all scarlet macaws, with the appeasement of a
god and the coming of the rainy season. This is one possibility for the sacrifice of
macaws in the Mimbres region and the Southwest: sacrificing these birds in the spring
may have been a means of assuring a successful harvest, or at least the conditions
necessary to produce a successful harvest.
Hero Twin images and tales continue in the North American Southwest and are
a part of the mythologies of modern Pueblo groups including the Hopi and Zuni,
although the names given to them vary and include “Divine Twins” and “War Twins”
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(Kabotie 1982; Thompson 1999:63). The continuity maintained concerning the Hero
Twins is considerable. The elder twin is described as larger and right-handed, whereas
the younger twin is smaller, left-handed and effeminate (Thompson 1999:63). The
younger “effeminate” brother is sometimes female in the Zuni tradition (Thompson
1999:77). Even associations with particular animals (the deer with the older twin and
the rabbit with the younger) and astrological symbols (the sun with the older twin and
the moon with the younger) taken from Mayan myth are found on Mimbres pottery
(Figure 4.12) and in modern Pueblo mythologies.
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Figure 4.12. Hero Twins Imagery with Associations on Classic Mimbres Bowls: (a) MA
7974, (b) MA 8775 (Moulard 1981: Plate 14).
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The macaws and parrots depicted in Mimbres ceramic imagery demonstrate
the interaction between the Mimbres and Mesoamerica, and Mesoamerican myths
reproduced on Mimbres bowls reinforce this contact and tie it more directly to a
source in the Huastec region. Although depictions of Seven Macaw on Mimbres
pottery are somewhat unclear, depictions of the Hero Twins with their various
associations do make a strong case for the incorporation of a number of these ideas
into the Mimbres region from a Mayan source. Simple considerations of the various
distances between the Mimbres and Mayan groups combined with the importance of
the scarlet macaw to the Mimbres mark the Huastec as the source of these exotic
goods and mythological adaptations.
Summary
Macaws, parrots, and Mesoamerican imagery link the Classic period Mimbres
population to Mesoamerica. Macaws, and scarlet macaws in particular, were
transported alive into the Mimbres region during the Classic Mimbres period. Given
the available evidence, these birds were most likely transported directly. Macaws and
parrots are non-native, and their mere presence in Mimbres and other southwestern
archaeological contexts clearly indicates Mimbres interaction with Mesoamerican
groups. Depictions of these birds, many of which are carefully represented so as to
indicate a particular species of macaw or parrot, on Classic Mimbres ceramics further
link people in the Mimbres region to Mesoamerica. Some images even depict figures
carrying burden baskets and macaws or parrots. These may demonstrate the means
by which either Mimbres individuals, as is suggested by the representations of these
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figures, or others transported macaws and parrots into the region. Multiple scenes
from Classic Mimbres ceramics depict masked and costumed figures interacting with
macaws and parrots in formalized ways. These images further support the ceremonial
importance of these birds.
Beyond mere ceremony, the Classic Mimbres population apparently drew the
meaning they gave to macaws and parrots from Mesoamerican mythology. Aside from
the obvious adoption of these birds from a Mesoamerican source, the simultaneous
acceptance of other aspects of Mayan mythology (e.g., Seven Macaw and the Hero
Twins), also displayed in ceramic imagery, is indicative of this link.
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Chapter 5: Conclusions, Linking Mimbres Macaws and Mesoamerican Imagery

Exotic birds and imagery found in the Mimbres region during the Classic period (A.D.
1010-1140) and throughout the Southwest evidence the interaction that occurred
between people in the Southwest and Mesoamerica. Two forms of data demonstrate
this interaction: the skeletal remains of macaws and parrots and Mimbres ceramic
imagery. In order to understand the relationship the Classic Mimbres population had
with Mesoamerica, I have focused particularly on the Mimbres region. The
importance of this interaction goes beyond the Classic Mimbres population, however,
as the use of macaws and parrots spread to other groups in the Southwest. I have
considered the simultaneous incorporation of aspects of Mesoamerican ideology in
the Mimbres in order to delve deeper into this interaction and to explain the
Mesoamerican source of exotic birds and imagery, the live transportation of macaws
and parrots into the Southwest, and the ritual function of these birds in their
southwestern contexts.
Identifying the Mesoamerican Source Region and Transportation Routes
The first step in understanding the interaction between the Classic Mimbres
population and Mesoamerica, then, is to locate the Mesoamerican source and the
means of transportation. Together the macaw and parrot species found in Mimbres
contexts and the images depicted on Classic Mimbres ceramics indicate the Huastec
region along the Gulf Coast of Mexico.
Scarlet macaws occur more frequently in Mimbres and other southwestern
archaeological sites than either the military macaw or the thick-billed parrot. This is
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consistent with the proximity of the native habitats of these birds to people in the
Huastec region but does not reflect the direct availability of these species from the
Mimbres region or other areas in the Southwest. The habitat of the scarlet macaw
reaches north no further than the modern-day Mexican states of Veracruz and
southern Tamaulipas, the Huastec region. The native habitat of the thick-billed parrot,
although also stretching into parts of southeastern Arizona, extends east as far as
Veracruz. Only the military macaw, which occurs only rarely in Mimbres and other
southwestern archaeological contexts, would not have been directly available to the
people of the Huastec region (Figure 2.6).
The locations of southwestern sites with macaw and parrot remains indicate
more than merely that the source of macaws was along the Gulf of Mexico. These
locations suggest the routes used to transport these birds either followed the Gulf of
Mexico north or cut through the deserts and mountains of central Mexico. Previously,
the argument has been that these birds were transported north along the west coast,
through the Hohokam, and into the Mimbres region and other parts of the Southwest.
This is largely based on known trade routes from earlier and later periods, and from
the transport of other artifact types. However, the lack of both formal Hohokam
parrot burials combined with the minimal macaw and parrot bones archaeologists
have recovered from Hohokam sites suggest this was not the case. Although the
Mimbres and other southwestern groups (e.g., Chacoans) may have used western
trade routes to acquire some Mesoamerican artifacts, eastern trade routes existed for
other artifacts (Vokes and Gregory 2007). The Hohokam may have been the means by
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which other southwestern groups, including the Mimbres and Chacoans, interacted
with Mesoamerica in earlier periods. However, the differences in the physical remains
of macaws and parrots found between Hohokam and other southwestern
archaeological contexts suggests this was not the case during the Classic Mimbres
period.
Live Transportation of Macaws and Parrots
The choice of routes that Mimbres or Mesoamerican individuals used to move
macaws and parrots to the Mimbres region would have been even more important
since they transported these birds into the region alive. This can be seen in the
consistency in the ages of macaw and parrot remains from the Mimbres region and the
Southwest during the Classic Mimbres and later periods, as well as in images depicting
the transport of young macaws depicted on Classic Mimbres ceramics.
Because the great majority of these birds (94 percent of macaws found in the
Southwest) were newly fledged, they were most likely sacrificed. Additionally,
because the bodies of these birds were buried complete, or nearly complete, they
were probably sacrificed at the various locations in which they are found. This means
it would be necessary for them to be brought into the region alive. Mimbres ceramic
images also suggest the live transportation of macaws and parrots. These images
depict Mimbres-style anthropomorphs with burden baskets and macaws and parrots.
Interpreting these Classic Mimbres images literally would suggest Mimbres individuals
were responsible for transporting these birds. Further, because women are more
frequently depicted with burden baskets in general, and because this is also the case
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with images including macaws or parrots, to interpret these images literally would be
to suggest that females were responsible for transporting macaws and parrots into or
throughout the Mimbres region. The live transportation of macaws and parrots can be
seen both in the physical remains of these birds and in their living depictions on
ceramic imagery.
Considering live transportation of macaws and parrots in addition to the
locations of the various habitats of the three species of Mesoamerican birds found in
Mimbres contexts further suggest the Huastec region as their source and the use of
more direct (eastern or central) transportation routes. Unless these birds were
transported to, and possibly raised at, an intermediate location, there might have been
little reason for carrying living – and very needy – birds hundreds of additional miles.
Because there is currently no evidence to support the existence of such an
intermediate site or sites, a route north along the Gulf Coast or cutting inland through
north-central Mexico better fits, and explains, the data than does a western route.
Interpreting the Function of Macaws and Parrots for the Classic Mimbres Population
Archaeologists frequently consider exotic artifacts to have been important, and
Macaws and parrots in the Southwest were no exception. However, their function
went beyond their status as exotica. These birds were given ceremonial and sacrificial
importance. I have demonstrated this importance in the consistent age and funerary
treatment of macaw and parrot remains and in ritualized depictions of these birds on
Classic Mimbres pottery.
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The treatment given to macaw and parrot skeletal remains in Mimbres
archaeological contexts indicates their sacrificial use and ceremonial importance. As
mentioned above, the majority of these birds were newly fledged. Their consistent
ages indicate people in the Mimbres region sacrificed them, and this is supported by
the contexts in which archaeologists find them. Some, as at Galaz, were placed in
ceremonial rooms or in particular parts of sites, such as the north. In one such case,
the military macaw from Galaz, the burial included 30 pieces of turquoise – and other
more elaborate funerary furniture than was interred with any Mimbres individual.
Beyond this, the Mimbres gave macaws and parrots formal burials or included them in
the burials of Mimbres individuals. In nearly all cases, these birds were buried
intramurally and below the floors. This treatment, although common for Mimbres
individuals, was not given to any other avian species. The entirety, or great majority,
of the skeletal material of macaws and parrots have been recovered from these
burials, indicating that the body was buried intact.
Although no Classic Mimbres ceramics include images of macaw or parrot
sacrifice, the ceremonial importance of these birds can be seen in the ceramic
imagery. Three Classic Mimbres bowls (MA 10, MA 3641, MA 6028) show masked
anthropomorphs interacting with parrots or macaws using crooked staffs and hoops.
Other bowls depict unmasked anthropomorphs in association with these birds and
using the same implements. The distinction between masked figures and figures
without masks suggests the masked figures were involved in ceremonial activities.
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The images painted on Classic Mimbres bowls suggesting the ceremonial
importance of these birds combined with their sacrificial function and unique burial
treatments indicate their sacrificial and ceremonial function in Classic Mimbres period
contexts. These data do not reveal, however, the reason for sacrificing macaws and
parrots or what this sacrifice would have meant to the Mimbres or other people of the
Southwest.
Combining Location and Function to Infer Possible Meanings
The importance and meaning of any exotic artifacts are dependent upon multiple
factors. In the case of macaws during the Classic Mimbres period, I have considered
the native habitats of these birds to understand the source of Mimbres-Mesoamerican
interaction, and I have looked to the Mimbres region and considered the contexts of
macaw and parrot remains there. In order to suggest the meaning of macaws and
parrots in the Mimbres region to a greater degree, I will combine these two
discussions.
Looking more closely at the Huastec region explains the adoption of
Mesoamerican, specifically Mayan, imagery found on Classic Mimbres ceramics. The
Huastec region was colonized by a Mayan speaking population, the Huasteca (Evans
2004:363), and the influx of this population explains the development and success of
Mayan mythology and iconography in the Huastec region. With access to these birds
and ideas in the Huastec region, Mayan myth and iconography were made available to
the Mimbres who were then able to acquire these birds and adopt some aspects of
Mayan ideology during the Classic Mimbres period. Mimbres ceramic imagery does
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not always include depictions of macaws and parrots, although in some cases, such as
possible depictions of the Hero Twins with macaws or parrots, Mimbres artists may
have combined the objects and ideas imported from Mesoamerica on their pottery.
Thompson (1999; 2008) has argued convincingly that a number of Classic
Mimbres bowls depict scenes taken directly from Mayan mythology. I have considered
the exploits of the Hero Twins, particularly their defeat of Seven Macaw (Thompson
2008). Although we do not understand the importance of the Hero Twins to the
Classic Mimbres population, Thompson (2008) has directly linked their depictions on
Mimbres ceramics to their descriptions in Mayan mythology (e.g. MA 7974). These
associations continue in the Southwest and are found in the mythologies of the Hopi
and Zuni (Thompson 1999:77).
Where the Mimbres link between the Maya and the modern Pueblos is clear
regarding the Hero Twins, the ties to Seven Macaw are more tenuous. No actual
depictions of the defeat of Seven Macaw have been identified in Mimbres ceramic
imagery, although Thompson (1999) does suggest a number of Mimbres scenes as
relating this story. Additionally, although stories of monsters are found in Hopi and
Zuni myth, none are clearly linked with the story of Seven Macaw.
Taken individually, the presence of both macaw skeletal remains and
Mesoamerican-inspired imagery in Mimbres archaeological contexts demonstrate
interaction between the Classic Mimbres population and Mesoamerican groups.
When combined, however, they point particularly to interaction with the Huastec
region. The sacrificial function of imported macaws and parrots and their unique
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burial treatments in Classic Mimbres contexts combined with the Mayan influence
(from the Huastec region) seen in Mimbres ceramic imagery and the religious
importance of these Mayan myths all suggest this incorporation of macaws and
imagery in the Mimbres region served a ceremonial purpose.
The Social Context of the Classic Mimbres Period
I have emphasized that the beginning of the Classic Mimbres period was a time of
ceremonial and social change and this may have allowed the incorporation of
Mesoamerican macaws and parrots, imagery, beliefs, and ceremonial practices during
the Classic Mimbres period. The architecture of domestic, communal, and ceremonial
structures changed from pithouses and kivas during the Late Pithouse period to
pueblos and plaza areas in the Classic Mimbres period. Some archaeologists have
argued this reflects changes in Mimbres interaction with other groups in the
Southwest. For instance, Creel and Anyon (2003) argue the abandonment of the Great
Kivas in favor of plaza areas came from interaction with the Hohokam. If these various
interactions can explain changes in architecture, then it is equally likely interaction
with the Huastec region could have provided the Mimbres with some aspects of
Mayan ideology and ceremonial practice.
A number of changes occurred in the Mimbres region during the Classic
Mimbres period: the move from pithouse to pueblo architecture, differing ceramic
designs, and the movement of ceremonial practices from interior kivas to plaza areas.
Although pueblos continued, in similar form if not construction, after the Classic
period, ceramic imagery changed dramatically again. Macaws and parrots were not
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imported into the Mimbres region and the sacrifice of these birds was discontinued
during the Mimbres Post-Classic period. Macaws and parrots and the sacrifice of these
birds, however, did not disappear from the Southwest after the Classic Mimbres
period. For the Mimbres, though, their function and importance lasted only 130 years.
The Mimbres and Chacoan use of macaws and parrots, although finite within these
regions, later spread throughout the Southwest.
Patterns in the Data: The Mimbres Region and the Southwest
Archaeologists have recovered the remains of macaws and parrots from southwestern
contexts in Hohokam, Ancestral Pueblo, Sinaguan, and Mogollon regions. Although
remains from the Hohokam are the earliest in the Southwest, the remains found in the
Mimbres region may represent the earliest transportation of live macaws and parrots
and the earliest formal burials of macaws and parrots in the Southwest.
The Hohokam and the Earliest Macaws in the Southwest
The macaw and parrot remains in the Hohokam region are from significantly earlier
contexts (A.D. 200-900) than the majority of those found in the Mimbres region (A.D.
1010-1140). The five specimens from Snaketown, however, are represented by nine
random bones and were not found in formal burials. By the time the Mimbres began
acquiring these exotic birds (A.D. 900 or later) they were no longer found in the
Hohokam region. This suggests the Mimbres did not get their exotic Mesoamerican
birds through interaction with the Hohokam but rather went to the source of these
birds in Mesoamerica, the Huastec region. This is further indicated by the significant
differences in the treatment of these birds at Hohokam and Mimbres sites.
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Two macaws, one from the Gatlin site and the other from El Macayo, may be
the only examples of more complete macaw skeletons from the Hohokam region. A
scarlet macaw from the Gatlin site, although not complete, was represented by parts
of 30 bones and was buried in a platform mound postdating the Classic Mimbres
period (about A.D. 1150) likely representing some form of dedicatory offering. The
second, a military macaw from El Macayo, was complete and buried in a pit in a
domestic structure. The burial was intrusive and could not be precisely dated (A.D.
650-1150), and control of the site changed through time, bringing its status as
Hohokam into question.
Patterns between the Mimbres Region and Chaco Canyon
The Mimbres use of macaws and parrots differed significantly from that of the
Hohokam, but the Mimbres were not entirely unique in the Southwest. Although
some of the earliest macaws and parrots in the Southwest come from Mimbres
contexts, these birds were also transported farther north into Chaco Canyon at about
the same time. Macaws and parrots were given similar treatments in both the
Mimbres region and Chaco Canyon. The location of Chaco Canyon, nearly due north of
the Mimbres Valley, the contemporary acquisition of macaws by the Mimbres and
Chacoans, and the absence of these birds in the Hohokam region during the same
period suggests the Mimbres and Chaco were interacting with the same source in
Mesoamerica, the Huastec region. That people in the Mimbres and Chaco regions
were getting their Mesoamerican birds from the same source or using similar
transportation routes is further suggested by the similar treatment given to these birds
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in both regions. Both Mimbres and Chacoans sacrificed macaws when they were
newly fledged and formal burials were given to these birds in both regions. One
significant difference between the macaws and parrots found in these two regions is
seen in their numbers. Although the Mimbres region is significantly nearer to the
Mesoamerican source, sites in Chaco Canyon have revealed almost twice as many
macaw remains (39) as those in the Mimbres region (20).
Macaws and Parrots from Other Southwestern Contexts
Outside of the Hohokam and Chaco Canyon, the only southwestern sites with macaws
or parrots prior to A.D. 1250 were Sinaguan. The macaws and parrots from Wupatki
and Nalakihu are the only birds from Sinaguan contexts (A.D. 1125-1225) that may
overlap with the Classic Mimbres period. Interestingly, Wupatki also had the greatest
number (44) of macaws and parrots of the Sinaguan sites. The rest date to the
Mimbres Post-Classic period or later. The number of macaws and parrots in the
Southwest greatly increased after A.D. 1250 in sites not discussed here because of the
temporal focus of this study, but these populations were sustained by substantial
breeding of macaws outside of their native habitats.
Although macaws and parrots did not continue to be of importance for the
Mimbres population after the Classic Mimbres period, the use of exotic macaws and
parrots, and in particular the scarlet macaw, continued in many areas throughout the
Southwest. Physical remains or images of these birds are found in Salado (A.D. 13001450), Casas Grandes (A.D. 1200-1500), and Ancestral Puebloan Pueblo IV (A.D. 14001600) contexts. Beyond the archaeological examples, these birds remain important
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today to southwestern groups such as the Pima and Pueblo groups including the Hopi,
Tewa, and Zuni. There appears to be a connection from Mayan iconography and
mythology to Mimbres ceramic imagery and through to modern Pueblo mythology,
but this connection is weakened by the temporal and spatial disconnects between the
various archaeological and ethnographic records. The Mimbres and Chacoans,
however, would represent the initial influx of this ideology into the North American
Southwest.
Interpreting Meaning for Classic Mimbres Macaws and Parrots
The meaning attributed to macaws and parrots in the Mimbres region would have
been derived from Mimbres interaction with Mesoamerica and the importance of
macaws and parrots in the latter region. Physical remains of macaws and parrots
clearly indicate their sacrificial use, and thus their ceremonial importance, to the
Classic Mimbres population. This is further supported by Mimbres ceramic imagery
suggesting the ceremonial function of these birds as well as reproductions of
Mesoamerican myths on Mimbres pottery. The precise meaning these birds held,
however, remains unknown.
It is likely the Mimbres did not accept the ideology derived from Mesoamerica
wholesale. This can be seen in the mythology that was adopted in the region. Classic
Mimbres ceramic imagery includes several bowls (27-29) depicting macaws and
parrots and many others showing Mesoamerican mythological scenes drawn from the
Mayan Popol Vuh. The most frequent Popol Vuh scenes found on Mimbres pottery,
likely representative of the aspects of Mesoamerican mythology the Mimbres
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considered most useful, include images depicting the Hero Twins, Seven Macaw, and
Thompson’s (2008) “ancient American Chimera.”
Seven Macaw, although not a macaw, is a monster whose features are
caricatures of the representative characteristics of a scarlet macaw. In the Southwest,
the importance of rain for survival is clear, and Seven Macaw can be linked to rain. As
the Hero Twins’ defeat of Seven Macaw caused the rains to return in the Popol Vuh,
the sacrifice of scarlet macaws may have been, for the Classic Mimbres population, a
means of ensuring the rains would come (McKusick 2001:76-77; Tedlock 1985:76). The
sacrifice of these macaws coinciding with the Spring Equinox, preceding the rains,
would thus fit. Thompson, however, warns against assuming such a literal
interpretation of Seven Macaw. Rather, he is a monster associated with scarlet
macaws but not a direct metaphor for these birds (Thompson personal
communication, 2008). Thompson and Brown (2006) do link Seven Macaw and
macaws with the sun and recognize this importance in both Mayan and Mimbres
contexts. Each of these meanings may be appropriate because modern Pueblo groups
associate macaws with the sun, rain, and agriculture. As both the sun and rain are vital
to crop production, the importance of Seven Macaw, and by extension scarlet macaws,
to the Classic Mimbres population through either metaphor would be clear.
Southwest Interactions with Mesoamerica
Exotic artifacts found in southwestern archaeological contexts, including macaws and
parrots, shell, and copper, demonstrate that some level of interaction was definitely
occurring between these two regions prehistorically. This interaction can be
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controversial, because Mesoamerican groups are sometimes suggested to have had
higher status and greater importance than those in the Southwest. Assumptions of
one group as colonizer and the other as colonized are not useful here, but to ignore
the evidence diminishes the accomplishments of both groups. Individuals traveled
great distances with living macaws and parrots, resulting in the sacrifice of these birds
in southwestern communities. The reason for their sacrifice is uncertain but may have
been linked to rain or tied more directly to agriculture. In addition to the macaws,
parrots, and other exotic artifacts imported into the Southwest, it is important to
consider the impact of religious symbols and ideology transported across the
Mesoamerican-Southwest boundary. These symbols and ideology can be seen, to
some degree, in the ceremonial function and funerary treatment of macaws and
parrots in the Southwest. They are more clearly visible, however, in reproductions of
scenes from Mayan myth on Mimbres pottery.
Future Research
What we know and can interpret about Mimbres interaction with Mesoamerica
during the Classic Mimbres period and the function and importance of macaws and
parrots in the Mimbres region and throughout the Southwest can be expanded greatly
with future research. A thorough historical analysis of events in the Huastec region
during the Classic Mimbres period and further archaeological work in this region could
enhance our understanding of the interaction that occurred during that time between
the Huastec region and southwestern groups. Such an analysis might explain why the
inhabitants of the Huastec region and people in the Mimbres region and other groups
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in the Southwest would choose to participate in interaction with one another. More
archaeological work and further consideration of the history of the Huastec region
could explain which groups were responsible for transporting macaws and parrots
north and for disseminating stories from Mayan myth.
Future archaeological work would further this discussion of interaction
between the Southwest and Mesoamerica, and the Mimbres and Mesoamerica in
particular. Archaeological work in the Huastec region could show if the sacrifice of
macaws occurred in the Huastec region or was a unique interpretation of individuals in
the Mimbres and Chaco Canyon. If macaws were sacrificed in the Huastec region, then
the link between these two regions would be more clear, and this practice would likely
have originated in the Huastec region, the source of these birds and particularly of the
scarlet macaws.
Future archaeological work in northeastern Mexico could demonstrate what
lay between the Mimbres and Huastec regions and more clearly show the routes used
to transport birds during the Classic Mimbres period. Such archaeological work would
also have the potential to identify intermediate sites such as those located along
transportation routes or locations, if such sites existed, where these birds may have
been bred or raised before being transported into the Mimbres region or elsewhere in
the Southwest.
I have discussed the few aspects of Mesoamerican mythology clearly adopted
into the Mimbres region. These are seen in Mimbres ceramic images of Seven Macaw,
the Hero Twins, and the water bird “Chimera.” The Popol Vuh includes many more
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stories that are not clearly seen on Classic Mimbres pottery. A consideration of which
Mayan, or other Mesoamerican, myths were incorporated into the Southwest and why
these stories were important to southwestern groups might further help to explain the
importance of macaws, parrots, and Mesoamerican imagery in the Mimbres region
and the importance of this interaction to the Mimbres and the population in the
Huastec region.
Conclusions
The inhabitants of the Huastec region in the modern-day Mexican states Tamaulipas
and Veracruz, present the most likely candidate for interaction with the Mimbres. This
is because the Huastec region is located at the northernmost extent of the scarlet
macaw habitat, and thus nearest point at which the Mimbres could access these birds.
Beyond this, the frequency with which scarlet macaws are found in the Southwest,
followed by thick-billed parrots and finally by military macaws, matches the availability
of these species in the Huastec region. Scarlet macaws are native to the Huastec
region as are, to a more limited extent, thick-billed parrots. Military macaws,
however, are not found within the region of the Huastec and are instead native to the
more mountainous regions to the west. The occurrence of these species in
southwestern archaeological sites matches with Huastec access to these birds and not
with their direct availability from the Mimbres region.
Macaws and parrots occur in Mimbres archaeological contexts almost
exclusively during the Classic period and the treatment given to these birds indicates
their sacrificial importance. In order to be sacrificed, these birds were first transported
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live into the Southwest and the Mimbres region. Evidence of their transportation may
be seen in Mimbres ceramic depictions. That these birds were of ceremonial
importance can also be seen in Classic Mimbres ceramic imagery depicting macaws
and parrots with costumed anthropomorphs. The native habitat of the scarlet macaw
combined with the reproduction of Mayan scenes in images painted on Classic
Mimbres ceramics points to the Huastec region as partner to the Mimbres in this
interaction and the source from which the Mimbres gained access to these exotic
birds.
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