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ABSTRACT 

Situating Copper Bells in Prehispanic Southwestern Societies: An Analysis of their 

Spatial, Temporal, and Contextual Distribution  

Ian McKelvie Boyce 

 This thesis examines the spatial, temporal, and contextual distribution of copper 

bells in the Greater Southwest region and how they are situated in archaeological 

literature. To date, 672 copper bells have been found in at least 113 different 

Southwestern sites dating from ca. A.D. 900-1450, though there is no archaeological 

evidence for metallurgical activities in the area at this time. The origin of copper bells has 

been assumed to be West Mexico, a region known for its metallurgical traditions and 

whose inhabitants produced copious amounts of similar bells. Various lists of copper 

bells discovered have been compiled over the years, but little consideration has been 

given to the role these artifacts may have played in Southwestern societies. Copper bells 

are frequently labelled as prestige goods in archaeological literature, a term which fails to 

account for their significant depositional variation. By updating the database of known 

Southwestern copper bells, it becomes possible to examine these contextual distributions 

in greater detail. It is concluded that the prestige goods model is not suitable for 

Southwestern copper bells in many cases, and that alternative frameworks such as 

inalienable possessions are a better fit for these artifacts. 

 

Keywords: Southwest U.S., copper bell, prestige goods, inalienable possessions, 

interaction, Ancestral Pueblo, Hohokam, Mogollon, Casas Grandes 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 Trade and interaction between the ancient peoples of the American Southwest and 

Mesoamerica is a topic that has captivated archaeologists since the earliest excavations in 

the Southwest over a century ago. The American Southwest, referred to in this paper as 

simply the Southwest or the Greater Southwest, covers the geographic expanse of 

Arizona, New Mexico, southeastern Utah, southwestern Colorado, and the northern 

fringes of the Mexican states of Chihuahua and Sonora, and is home to a variety of 

unique cultural traditions (Cordell and McBrinn 2012:19). Foreign artifacts, faunal 

remains, architectural styles, and even ideology, which have their origins in Mesoamerica 

are found dispersed throughout the entirety of the Southwest. The presence of these 

objects in the Southwest has generated considerable debate amongst scholars regarding 

the intensity, complexity, and overall significance of the relationship between these 

culture areas. 

COPPER BELLS 

This M.A. thesis concerns copper bells, or crotals, artifacts presumably from West 

Mexico and found in the Southwest in notable, albeit relatively low, quantities. At the 

time of this writing, at least 672 copper bells have been found at 113 Southwestern 

archaeological sites in Arizona, New Mexico, Utah, Colorado, and in the Mexican states 

of Chihuahua and Sonora. These artifacts vary considerably in terms of their physical 

appearance: they can be symmetrical and globular or they can be “tear-shaped”. Some of 

these artifacts may have smooth surfaces, while others may have raised platform designs 

running around the top of the bell. Others still have raised designs on the surface or are 

even shaped to represent possible animals or deities (McGuire 2011; Vargas 1995). 
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Copper bells also come in a variety of sizes, with some being less than a centimetre in 

length and half that in diameter, while others are more than a couple of inches in length. 

Within each bell a small round stone or copper clapper is added in order to create a 

resonating sound which varies considerably based on the shape and size of the bell. 

 The variation in the physical appearance of these artifacts is thanks to the cire-

perdue, or lost-wax, casting method, from which they are made. The use of alloys in the 

manufacture of copper bells allowed for the manufacture of some of the artifacts with 

more ornate designs or with thinner walls, which would have affected the sound which 

the bell produced (Hosler 2009:197). In all, based on the Vargas’ (1995) classification 

system, 35 different styles of copper bells have been found within the Greater Southwest. 

 These artifacts are unique in that there are no known copper sources in the Greater 

Southwest which were available to the region's inhabitants prior to the arrival of the 

Spanish (Hosler and Macfarlane 1996; Vargas 1995). While no chemical sourcing has 

been conducted on copper bells found in the Southwest, most researchers agree that their 

likely point of origin is in the prehistoric states of West Mexico, which had a well-

developed metallurgical tradition (Hosler 1994; Hosler and Macfarlane 1996; Vargas 

1995). As such, these artifacts had to travel thousands of kilometres from this point of 

manufacture to their sites of deposition in the Southwest. This distance of travel, 

combined with the low frequency in which these artifacts are found in the Southwest, and 

the variability in their physical appearance, has left researchers questioning the value 

which copper bells had for the inhabitants of the Southwest world. 
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RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 

Copper bells have been documented and catalogued by archaeologists for decades 

(Pendergast 1962; Sprague 1964; Sprague and Signori 1963), with the most recent and 

comprehensive database being that of Victoria Vargas (1995). While the amount of data 

compiled in these works is considerable, little effort has been made to interpret the value 

these artifacts had in Southwestern cultures. Vargas made an effort to rectify this but 

concluded, somewhat tenuously, that the prestige goods model could be suitable to 

explain the social significance of copper bells to the people of the Casas Grandes culture 

(Vargas 1995:71).This in itself is an issue, as many exotic artifacts found in the 

Southwest are often classified as prestige goods, a term which carries significant social 

and economic implications, with little explanation as to why or consideration of other 

models (Bayman 2002; Saitta 1999, 2000). Indeed, the term “prestige goods” often 

carries with it a political-economic slant to understanding artifacts, a perspective which 

does not always mesh with the various archaeological interpretations of ancient 

Southwestern societies, which will discussed later in this thesis (Brandt 1994; McGuire 

and Saitta 1996).  

 The first objective of this thesis is to update the information that is available 

concerning Southwestern copper bells. The most comprehensive database created to date 

has been that by Victoria Vargas (1995), and her analysis provides a ground-breaking 

summary of the distribution, frequency, and styles of copper bells which are found in 

sites across the Southwest. However, this work is now 20 years old, and as a result it is 

missing data regarding new copper bell finds which have been made over the course of 

the last couple of decades. The database is also lacking and inconsistent in its descriptions 
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of the archaeological contexts in which copper bells are found, information which is 

crucial for those hoping to understand the artifacts’ cultural significance. This thesis will 

attempt to fill in these gaps in the data and update Vargas’ already substantial work with 

information regarding more recent copper bells. It will ideally serve as a useful 

instrument for future investigation into these artifacts. 

The second objective of this thesis is to situate copper bells within Southwestern 

cultures. In order to do so, two interlinked research questions are posited: (1) What was 

the cultural significance of copper bells to the peoples of the ancient Southwest? (2) Is the 

prestige goods model a suitable tool for interpreting these valuables, or are there more 

appropriate frameworks? In order to answer these broad questions, three supplementary 

and interlinked questions will also be addressed over the course of this thesis: 

(1) When, where, and in what archaeological contexts do copper bells appear in 

the Southwest? The provenience of artifacts is essential to gaining an 

understanding of the social value. There are, unfortunately, many holes in the 

Vargas’ database concerning the context in which these artifacts are found. 

This information helps us answer the second research question. 

(2) Do copper bells seem to circulate in domestic, political, ceremonial, or other 

social contexts? Obviously, finding copper bells exclusively in one of these 

types of contexts will impact our understanding of how these artifacts were 

valued by society. Finding a particular type of artifact primarily in domestic 

contexts as opposed to ceremonial ones not only sheds light on the social 

value of the artifact, but also on the beliefs or social structuring of a culture 

group. 
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(3) Do the patterns noted in the previous two questions change at all, temporally, 

spatially, or cross-culturally? In a region with as much cultural history and 

diversity as the Southwest, it is important not to assume that all cultures 

valued things the same way throughout time. We can, by answering this 

question, not only see differences in how copper bells were valued in time and 

space, but compare this information to other trends documented in the 

Southwestern archaeological record. 

 Answering these questions will not only lead to a greater understanding of the 

presence of copper bells in the Southwest, but also shed some light on why these artifacts 

were being transported several thousand kilometres away from their site of manufacture 

to their point of deposition. It also highlights the problem of how social valuables are 

treated in archaeological literature, and questions the appropriateness of presumptuously 

applying a model universally to a single artifact in a region as culturally diverse as the 

Southwest. 

THESIS SUMMARY 

This chapter has outlined my research objectives and questions concerning the 

study of Southwestern copper bells and the way in which these artifacts are treated in the 

archaeological literature. Bearing these objectives and research questions in mind, the 

reminder of the thesis will be organized as follows: 

Chapter 2 summarizes the history of the models and theories that archaeologists 

have employed to interpret the nature and extent to which the ancient societies of the 

Southwest interacted with each other and those of Mesoamerica. The adoption of Charles 

Di Peso’s (Di Peso 1974; Di Peso et al. 1976) imperialistic pochteca model by 
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researchers, and the subsequent shifts away from this model in archaeological scholarship 

to world systems theory and regional systems models is discussed. An overview of the 

different major cultural regions of the Southwest in which copper bells were found is 

given, including those of the Ancestral Pueblo, Casas Grandes, Hohokam, and Mogollon 

traditions. There is then a discussion of why researchers and the author believe that West 

Mexico is the most likely point of origin of these artifacts, based on proximity between 

this region and the Southwest, as well as some stylistic similarities between the two types 

of artifacts. The chronological distribution of copper bells in the Southwest is discussed, 

including how the Hohokam could have potentially facilitated the spread of these artifacts 

in the region, and how bells in the Casas Grandes region were hoarded in a smaller area 

compared to those in the rest of the Southwest.  

Chapter 3 presents the archaeological qualities of prestige goods in order to better 

understand this concept which archaeologists use so freely. The discussion then turns to 

the restrictions and implications of this concept, specifically pointing out how artifacts 

can give their owner prestige through non-economic or political means, as the prestige 

goods model implies. An explanation as to what differentiates ordinary goods or bulk 

commodities from social valuables is given in order to shed light on why particular 

artifacts should be regarded as unique. The pitfalls of the use of the prestige goods model 

in its application to Southwestern societies, particularly in the case of their consumption 

of copper bells, is discussed. The concept of Annette Weiner’s (1985, 1992) inalienable 

possessions is put forward as an alternative to the prestige goods model. This is followed 

by a discussion of how this particular framework can enhance archaeological 

interpretations of social valuables, as demonstrated by Barbara Mills (2004). 
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Chapter 4 discusses the copper bell database (Appendix A) and explains its format 

and terminology. It presents the data regarding the site location, dates, provenience, and 

context of copper bells found at sites throughout the Southwest. Much of this data is 

taken from Victoria Vargas’ 1995 publication, but also through personal examination of 

more recent site excavation reports and personal correspondence with other researchers. 

The focus of discussion is on patterns in the frequency of copper bells found in the 

Southwest, patterns in the contexts in which they are deposited, and whether any of these 

patterns change over time. The data are compared between the Southwestern cultural 

regions in which copper bells have been found. It becomes apparent that there is 

considerable variability in time and space in both the spatial and depositional distribution 

of copper bells in the Southwest. As such, it is obvious that applying blanket models such 

as “prestige goods” to all copper bells found within the varied cultures of the Southwest 

is not appropriate. The amount of variation seen in these data temporally and cross-

culturally emphasizes the notion of taking a multi-scalar approach when seeking to 

understand social valuables. 

Chapter 5 examines the copper bell assemblage found in the Ancestral Pueblo 

region in order to provide a more nuanced understanding of the value that copper bells 

had within this particular culture. The models and frameworks that were discussed in 

Chapter 3 are applied to this dataset, leading to a discussion as to which of these serves as 

a best fit. The data demonstrate that there are geographical, frequency, and contextual 

distribution changes throughout time in the Ancestral Pueblo region. Even so, neither the 

ordinary goods model nor the prestige goods model accounts for what archaeologists 

know about Ancestral Pueblo social organization, nor does either account for the patterns 
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seen within the dataset. The inalienable possessions framework fits both of these better, 

and is therefore proposed as a more suitable analytical tool for these artifacts. 

Chapter 6 serves as the conclusion to this thesis. The research objectives and 

questions posited in this Chapter 1 are evaluated, and the implications of these results are 

considered. The strengths and weaknesses of the models that were discussed in Chapters 

3 and 5. While not perfect, it is emphasised that the inalienable possessions framework is 

a far more suitable tool to use in the case of Southwestern copper bells than the prestige 

goods model. The chapter concludes with some suggestions for future research. 
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Chapter 2: Mesoamerican-Southwestern Interaction and Copper Bell Studies 

INTRODUCTION 

 Archaeologists have attributed numerous artifacts, artistic motifs, and ideas in the 

Ancestral Pueblo, Hohokam, and Mogollon sites to ancient Mexico (McGuire 1980:3). 

Over the course of the last century, various theories have been proposed to explain this 

Mesoamerican influence in the area. This chapter will examine these theories and models, 

how they developed in response to other theories, and the direction this field of study is 

taking in order to better interpret interregional interaction. It will also introduce the 

history of artifacts of focus in this thesis, copper bells. It is apparent that studying 

interaction between the Southwest and Mesoamerica will require researchers to account 

for the fact that exchange routes and meanings of artifacts and symbols changed 

temporally, spatially, and cross-culturally. 

EVIDENCE OF PREHISTORIC SOUTHWEST-MESOAMERICA 

INTERACTION 

Abundant archaeological evidence suggests that Prehispanic Southwest-

Mesoamerican interaction has considerable time depth. The term “interaction” is used 

here to describe the exchange of goods, services, and ideas (Hegmon et al. 2000:3). 

When, where and why these articles were exchanged vary considerably. Many 

researchers regarded the Hohokam, a culture area which spanned across Arizona and 

Northern Mexico, as the earliest group of people to interact with the people of 

Mesoamerican due to the similarities in the material culture between the two regions 

(Crown 1991:383; Doyle 1991:227). In essence, the Hohokam area was regarded as a 

beachhead from which Mesoamerican culture could spread throughout the rest of the 
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Southwest (Kelley 2000; McGuire and Villalpando C. 2007). However, the appearance of 

maize agriculture, a technology developed in Central Mexico, in the Southwest during the 

Archaic Period around 2100 B.C. predates the earliest known dates of Hohokam 

settlement occupation, around A.D. 300 (Cordell and McBrinn 2012:78, 129; Crown 

1991:385). Quite clearly, interaction between the Southwest and Mesoamerica had been 

occurring in some form for far longer than initially had been thought. 

Since the arrival of maize, a diverse range of materials and ideas flowed between 

the Southwest and Mesoamerica. In the Hohokam region, Mesoamerican-like ball courts 

and platform mounds appear in many large centres (Cordell and McBrinn 2012:205; 

Doyle 1991:226; McGuire and Villalpando C. 2007; Meighan 1999:212). Marine shell 

from the Pacific coast was shaped into various forms of jewellery and instruments which 

are found at sites across the Southwest, especially in the Hohokam (Cordell and McBrinn 

2012:203–204; Meighan 1999), Ancestral Pueblo (Mathien 1993; Nelson 2006), and 

Casas Grandes regions (Di Peso 1974; Di Peso et al. 1976; Meighan 1999).  Copper bells 

made from raw materials native to the west coast of Mexico are also found in these 

regions (Nelson 2006; Riley 1986; Upham 1986; Vargas 1995, 2001, 2012). These 

artifacts also bear a striking resemblance to copper bells found in this region (Vargas 

1995, 2001, 2012).  Macaw feathers and macaw breeding pens are found at various sites 

in the Southwest, yet these birds were native to Mexico (Riley 1995; McKusick 2001; 

Meighan 1999:211; Riley 2005:31–32).  

Some archaeologists (see McGuire 1986, 2011; Riley 2005) believe that the 

religious transformations which took place in the Southwest and formed what are known 

as the kachina cult and Southwest Regional Cult in the late 14th century A.D., have roots 
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in Mesoamerican religion (Adams and Lamotta 2006:54). It has been suggested that some 

rock art and ceramic vessels found throughout the Greater Southwest depict beings 

similar to Mesoamerican deities (Adams and Lamotta 2006; McGuire 2011).  

It is interesting to note that there does not seem to be as much material moving 

towards Mesoamerica from the Southwest. Turquoise, which has ostensibly been linked 

to sources in New Mexico despite the distance between these areas, has been found in 

Casas Grandes, La Quemada, and even Chichen Itza in the Mexican states of Chihuahua, 

Zacatecas, and Yucatán, respectively (Ganot and Peschard 1995; B. Nelson 1993). With 

so many materials moving north, one must ask what, if anything was moving south? Such 

a one-sided relationship may reflect the Mesoamerican-centric view which seems to 

dominate this topic and will be discussed later. 

Other similarities between the Southwest and Mesoamerica, though some have 

been highly contested by researchers, include the Chacoan roads, the colonnades at 

Chaco sites, the spread of the Uto-Aztecan language in the Greater Southwest, and the 

use of cotton for weaving (McGuire and Villalpando 2007; B. Nelson 2006; Riley 

2005:49-50). As is apparent, there is plenty of evidence to suggest that the prehispanic 

societies of Mesoamerica and the Southwest interacted. However, it is not whether these 

two areas interacted with each other that is being debated, but rather the extent, duration, 

and intensity of this interaction. 

SOUTHWEST-MESOAMERICAN INTERACTION STUDIES 

The study of prehistoric Mesoamerican-Southwestern interaction dates back to the 

19th century. Researchers explored the ruins of the Southwest and believed them to be 

beyond the capabilities of the local indigenous groups to construct, and thus attributed 
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such cultural developments to the domineering presence of the Aztec empire in the region 

(Cordell and McBrinn 2012:61; McGuire 1980:3). Such ideas are exemplified by the 

naming of the Aztec Ruins site, a Chacoan Great House located in southern Colorado. 

Subsequent studies of the region showed that not only did the chronology of these sites 

remove these sites from any Aztec relation, but also that distinct cultural groups who 

demonstrated varying degrees of sociopolitical organization existed in areas such as 

Chaco Canyon and the Phoenix Basin (Cordell and McBrinn 2012:61-62; McGuire 

1980:3-4; Wilcox 1986:15).  

Early theories put forth by Palerm and Wolf (1957) and Pailes and Whitecotton 

(1979) postulated that Mesoamerican states such as Teotihuacan and Tula engaged with 

polities of the Southwest through core-periphery relations. Such theories became popular 

in archaeology post-World War II in response to notions of borderline-nationalistic ideas 

of isolated development (Riley 1986:46; Wilcox 1986:11). In this scenario, the core sites 

of Mesoamerica would exploit periphery sites in the Southwest for resources, such as 

turquoise (Di Peso 1974:2:318).  Such models enforced the idea of Mesoamerican 

dominance in the Southwest, especially in the Hohokam area, but did not fit 

chronologically with the explosion of Mesoamerican cultural traits at Casas Grandes, as 

will be discussed later. 

While “imperialist” models, which attributed cultural development in the 

Southwest as a product of direct Mesoamerican intervention, were well received by 

Mesoamericanists, tthis was not the case with Southwestern archaeologists (Riley 1986; 

Wilcox 1986). This latter group took an “isolationist” perspective and argued, even from 

an early stage in the discipline’s development, that all cultural changes in the Southwest 
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were a result of local adaptation and regional development (Foster 1986; Hewett 1930; 

Schaafsma and Riley 1999a). This debate has led to the still-present notion amongst 

Southwestern archaeologists that the concept of interaction with Mesoamerica is 

“heretical” (Hegmon et al. 2000:2; see also B. Nelson 2006:356).  The pochteca model, 

perhaps the most controversial of the “imperialistic” models, is discussed next.  

Pochteca Models 

In the middle of the 20th century, interest in Southwestern-Mesoamerican 

relationships culminated in the formation of one of the most influential theories regarding 

Southwestern cultural development - the pochteca model (Di Peso 1974). The pochteca 

were upper-class, long-distance traders and political agents acting on the behalf of major 

Mesoamerican polities (Di Peso 1974:2:297-301; see also McGuire 1980:7; Wilcox 

1986). Di Peso’s model proposes that a group of Toltec pochteca travelled along the east 

slopes of the Sierra Madre on behalf of their state and settled in the Casas Grandes region 

around A.D. 1000, bringing with them Mesoamerican artifacts and ideas which would be 

further dispersed throughout the Greater Southwest (Di Peso 1974:2:290; Di Peso et al. 

1976; McGuire 1980; Ravesloot et al. 1995). Note that while it is hard to know with 

certainty the exact paths taken by these merchants, researchers seem to agree that that 

routes of exchange to the Southwest existed either along the costal flatlands or along the 

eastern slopes of the Sierra Madre on the west side of Mexico (Di Peso 1974:2:290; 

Kelley 1986, 2000; McGuire and Villalpando C. 2007; Meighan 1999:207–208; Riley 

1986, 1999, 2005). 

Di Peso’s extensive work at the central site of Paquimé in the Casas Grandes 

region led him to argue that the pochteca ruled the Southwest in order to exploit the 



14 

 

 

 

region’s turquoise resources for exportation to the Toltec heartland (Di Peso 1974:2:331; 

see also Schaafsma and Riley 1999a:239). The pochteca model gained traction with many 

Mesoamericanists and those who sought to explain the role of sites between Mesoamerica 

and the Southwest, such as Alta Vista and La Quemada in Zacatecas, in this network 

(Kelley 1986, 2000; Wilcox 1986:24–26). The presence of presumably Southwestern 

turquoise at these sites was seen as further validation to such claims (B. Nelson 1993).  

The crux of this model was Di Peso’s chronological sequence for Casas Grandes 

which showed that the Medio Period, a time of cultural and political florescence, lasted 

between A.D. 1060 and A.D. 1340 (Di Peso 1974:2:289). This period was 

contemporaneous with major cultural changes and population migrations in the Ancestral 

Pueblo, Mogollon, and Hohokam cultures in the 12th century A.D. (Cordell and McBrinn 

2012) Di Peso 1974:2:310; McGuire 1980; Schaafsma and Riley 1999b:7; Wilcox 

1986:27). According to Di Peso (1974:2:314–315), this new “Casas Grandes 

Sovereignty” governed the entirety of the Southwest outposts in areas such as Chaco 

Canyon and Casas Grandes, and pochteca integrated themselves into local hierarchies, 

furthering the “Mesoamericanization” of the Southwest (see also Schaafsma and Riley 

1999a:240). The outposts were identifiable by “pochteca burials” – inhumations at Chaco 

Canyon which contained a large number of exotic materials and unique items such as 

staffs - and the presence of Mesoamerican goods (Di Peso 1974; McGuire 1980), and 

helped facilitate the diffusion of Mesoamerican ideology and religion into the Southwest, 

a notion still debated today (Di Peso 1974; McGuire 2011; Riley 2005; Schaafsma and 

Riley 1999a:248). 
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Criticism of the Pochteca Model 

 It became apparent that there were significant problems in the methodological and 

theoretical premises of the pochteca model. The notion that the presence of 

Mesoamerican material culture in the Southwest indicated direct Mesoamerican 

intervention or control in the region was rejected outright (McGuire 1980; Schaafsma and 

Riley 1999a:240; Wilcox 1986:27). Pochteca burials were no longer considered as such 

when it became apparent that they had been defined based on small sample of burials at 

Chaco Canyon which contained “non-Southwestern” artifacts – artifacts, incidentally 

used by Southwestern cultures well after the diminishing of Mesoamerican polities to the 

South (McGuire 1980:11; B. Nelson 2006; Riley 1995). 

Di Peso (1974) stated that Paquimé was a major mercantile centre of the 

pochteca, established to collect raw materials and manufacture valuable artifacts to be 

widely distributed in exchange for turquoise. There is significant evidence for shell 

artifact manufacture at Paquimé ((Riley 1999; Whalen 2013; Whalen and Minnis 1999), 

but none for copper artifacts (Vargas 1995, 2001). Studies also show that such valuables 

were hoarded by the occupants of the site, and not exchanged (Vargas 1995; Whalen 

2013). The idea that Chaco Canyon served as an outpost to exploit turquoise resources is 

also a poor one when taking into account that the nearest source of turquoise to Chaco 

was Los Cerillos, some 200 kilometres away (McGuire 1980:18–19; Mathien 1986:234, 

2001:104). It makes no sense to establish a colony so far from the resource which was 

supposedly the basis of colonization of the area. Furthermore, much of the turquoise 

found at Casas Grandes was pale, of low quality, and not particularly valuable 

(Schaafsma and Riley 1999a:247). 
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Supporters of the pochteca model suggest that the suddenness of the appearance 

of Mesoamerican traits in the Southwest coincides with the rapid growth of Casas 

Grandes and cultural developments elsewhere in the Southwest (Di Peso 1974; Di Peso et 

al. 1976). It must be emphasized that this scenario concerns just one period of 

Southwestern-Mesoamerican contact. Interaction between these areas has considerable 

time depth, dating back to at least the dawn of maize agriculture in the Southwest in the 

Archaic Period, at a time when expansionist states did not exist (Cordell and McBrinn 

2012: 129-130; Crown 1991:383). This leads us to the not-so-insignificant issue of Di 

Peso’s chronology. 

The greatest flaw in the pochteca  model is that recent work following Di Peso’s 

initial publications has demonstrated that his chronology of Casas Grandes is inaccurate 

(Ravesloot et al. 1995; Schaafsma and Riley 1999b:7; Wilcox 1986). The wood beams 

from Paquimé which  Di Peso (1974) used to establish his chronology had been shaved 

and shaped,  thus missing the outer layers and requiring him to guess on the exact dating 

of the site (Ravesloot et al. 1995). More recent studies have shown that the golden age of 

Casas Grandes, the Medio Period, began around A.D. 1150 and ended circa A.D. 1450, as 

seen in Table 2.1 (Schaafsma and Riley 1999b:7; see also Ravesloot et al. 1995:248). The 

new chronology demonstrates that the growth of Casas Grandes occurred well after A.D. 

1000 and the collapse of the Toltec state, who could not as a result be held responsible for 

the changes in the Southwest in the 13th century A.D. and the influx of Mesoamerican 

culture (B. Nelson 2006:358; Phillips 1989:381; Ravesloot et al. 1995:249; Riley 

2005:7). 

 



17 

 

 

 

TIME CASAS GRANDES AREA 

1598 Sumas, Conchos Tarahumaras 

1540 Janos, and Jocomes 

1500  

1450  

1425   

1400  

1350 MEDIO PERIOD 

1325  

1300   

1250  

1200   

1150   

1100 Perros Bravos Phase 

1050 Small Pueblos 

1000   

950 Pilon Phase Pithouses 

900   

800 Convento Phase Pithouses 

750  

700   

600 Plainware Period Pithouses 

500  

400  

300  

200   

100 Late Archaic Preceramic 

100+  

  

Table 2.1. Updated chronology of Casas Grandes. Blacked out areas include Di Peso’s 

disputed dates (adapted from Schaafsma and Riley 1999b:7). 

 Di Peso proposed that an elite merchant class took over the political and economic 

landscape of the Southwest, and facilitated trade between the Southwest and 

Mesoamerica, thus explaining the abundance of Mesoamerican “traits” in the Greater 

Southwest region (Di Peso 1974; Di Peso et al. 1976; Riley 2005:7; McGuire 1980; 

Schaafsma and Riley 1999a:237; Wilcox 1986:28). This theory is likely a reflection of Di 

Peso’s familiarity with medieval European feudal systems, a fact which he himself admits 
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(Di Peso 1974:2:368; see also Schaafsma and Riley 1999a:240). The model is, after all, 

built around the notion of a ruling class of noblemen exploiting the local inhabitants for 

labour and resources. Though the idea of the pochteca model appealed to many 

researchers who wished to understand the nature of Mesoamerica-Southwest interaction, 

it also spawned a torrent of alternative theories which sought to create a more neutral and 

empirically accurate account of the issue. 

The World Systems Model 

The pochteca model had polarized discourse regarding interaction between the 

Southwest and Mesoamerica (McGuire 1980:3; Upham 1986:205). The world systems 

model, developed in the 1970s in response to an increasingly capitalist world economy, 

was soon regarded by archaeologists as a potential alternative to this model. In this multi-

disciplinary study of large-scale spatial systems, societies are treated not as closed 

systems, but as independently, economically, politically, and culturally developing 

entities influenced by the greater system and people with which they interacted (Trigger 

2008:439). World systems could involve, but did not require, political integration, and 

could be held together by marriages, elite visitations, competitive feasting, war, and 

instances of prestige exchange (Hegmon et al. 2000:9; McGuire 1986:246; Upham 

1986:208-209). Archaeologists treated Mesoamerica as a world system, with centres in 

the Southwest seen as its periphery nodes. (Foster 1986:59–60; LeBlanc 1986; Ravesloot 

et al. 1995; Whitecotton and Pailes 1986:194). The theory avoided the use of migration 

models, but still offered explanations as to how Mesoamerican cultural traits could have 

diffused northward to be adopted by Southwestern cultures. 
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Champions of the pochteca model, including Kelley and Di Peso, also integrated 

world systems theory into their work. They argue that politics and economics cannot be 

separated, and that the political core directed the flow of economic traffic throughout the 

Mesoamerican system and influenced the Southwest (Phillips 1989; Plog 1993).  In part, 

these theories were taken up in an attempt to mediate conflicting opinions about 

prehistoric Mesoamerican-Southwest interaction and stem the imperialist versus 

isolationist debate which had persisted in archaeological literature (Foster 1986:55; 

McGuire et al. 1994:243; Pailes and Whitecotton 1995; Whitecotton and Pailes 

1986:183). 

Like the pochteca model, there are numerous issues with the world systems theory 

in its application to Mesoamerica-Southwest interaction. The chronology of sites integral 

to the functioning of this system, such as Alta Vista, La Quemada, and Casas Grandes, 

have been revised to the point that their growth does not coincide with the florescence of 

potential “core” polities in the system (Nelson 1993:184; Ravesloot et al. 1995:242–243; 

Schaafsma and Riley 1999b:6–7; Wilcox 1986:24). Researchers also pointed out that 

contrary to claims from Mesoamericanists (Foster 1986:61), this model does not make 

economic sense as there is considerably more evidence for materials going north towards 

the “periphery” sites than there are going south to “core” sites (Schaafsma and Riley 

1999b:240) 

World systems theory ignores the trade of social valuables, choosing instead to 

adopt a capitalistic view of supply and demand as the basis of trade (Foster 1986; 

Mathien 1986, 1993; Pailes and Whitecotton 1995; Saitta 2000:153; Whitecotton and 

Pailes 1986). Contrarily, archaeologists tend to examine artifacts, such as copper bells, 
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which are not treated as commodities (Whitecotton and Pailes 1986). Thus, there is a 

disconnect between how world systems theory is intended to be applied and the focus of 

archaeological research. World systems theory also assumes that the prehispanic societies 

of both Mesoamerica and the Southwest, two completely unique and culturally diverse 

regions, functioned within a modern capitalist framework. Such a notion can be 

problematic in its application to the historic and prehispanic societies of the southwest 

(Brandt 1994; McGuire 1992; Saitta 1999, 2000; McGuire and Saitta 1996). 

World systems theory provided a framework flexible enough to integrate sites into 

a single system without needing to worry about cultural boundaries. It is perhaps this 

flexibility that has brought world systems theory the most criticism, as core polities are 

vaguely defined as more culturally or economically complex than the peripheries 

(Hegmon et al. 2000:9; McGuire et al. 1994:241-242).It is important to note here too that 

“centrality” is relative - a site could be seen as a core in the system for a variety of 

reasons (Crown 1991:393; McGuire et al. 1994:241). When a system has its economic 

centre at one site and its religious centre at another, which one constitutes the core? The 

systems theory approach fails to consider how peripheries develop, how they interact 

with each other, and how they affect the core areas (Crown 1991:401; McGuire et al. 

1994:241; Mathien 1993:31). 

All this is not to say world systems theory is without value. Indeed, many of the 

theory’s critics have lauded it as an excellent heuristic device and a “quantum leap” 

(McGuire 1986:244; see also Mathien 1986; McGuire 1996; Upham 1986) forward in 

regard to studying prehistoric Mesoamerican-Southwestern interaction. The theory 

provides researchers with a good framework to use, but researchers must examine the 
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various regional systems in which commodities could be exchanged as well as 

acknowledge that various systems could coexist (Mathien 1993; Hegmon et al. 2000:11). 

As Phillips (1989:394) puts it:  

“When the "world systems" concept is taken out of context and applied to 

Mesoamerica and Northern Mexico, it becomes little more than an assertion that 

there was an ongoing, unequal relationship between the two regions. As such, the 

concept does not bring us any closer to explaining our data than we were before.” 

 

REGIONAL SYSTEMS 

 The 1970s was also a time of growing awareness amongst Southwest 

archaeologists that smaller culture regions could not exist in total isolation and that the 

implications of interaction between smaller regional systems had to be considered 

(Hegmon et al. 2000:2; Neitzel 2000:26).  Regional systems are composed of a number of 

geographically separated, socially organized communities which interacted with each 

other and were unified through various political or non-political systems (Hegmon et al. 

2000:2–3; Neitzel 2000:26; Schaafsma and Riley 1999a:237; Struever 1972). Such 

models therefore make it possible to examine reasonably large areas, the cultural centres 

at the heart of these systems, and compare these systems to what is seen on a larger 

interregional spectrum. The Hohokam, Chacoan, and Casas Grandes cultures all 

demonstrate evidence of Mesoamerican interaction and came to be seen as regional 

systems as is discussed here (Doyle 1991; Hegmon et al. 2000; LeBlanc 1986:107; 

Neitzel 2000; B. Nelson 2006; Whalen and Minnis 1999).  

The Ancestral Pueblo World 

Ancestral Pueblo sites are found throughout the Colorado Plateaus and the Rio 

Grande Valley, in New Mexico, Arizona, Utah, and Colorado. From the Pueblo II Period 

(ca. A.D. 900) onwards, multi-room settlements with complex masonry structures, 
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ceremonial structures called kivas, and white-slipped pottery became the markers for the 

ephemeral boundaries for this cultural tradition (Cordell and McBrinn 2012:38). Despite 

it being the Southwestern culture geographically the furthest from Mesoamerica, the 

Ancestral Pueblo, sometimes referred to as Anasazi, was initially regarded by some (Di 

Peso 1974) to have been subjected to the most direct Mesoamerican influence outside of 

Casas Grandes. As mentioned before, the sites of Chaco Canyon were once regarded as 

having been pochteca outposts that served as a gateway for Mesoamerican culture and 

political influence to spread in the Southwest, a theory which has since been refuted 

(McGuire 1980; B. Nelson 2006).  

Nevertheless, Ancestral Pueblo sites reveal a lot of material culture thought to 

have come from Mesoamerica, especially in Chaco Canyon. Various luxury goods and 

social valuables, many of which would have come from Mesoamerica, were found in 

these sites during the cultural florescence of the Chaco regional system ca. A.D. 900-

1150 (Cordell and McBrinn 2012:188). These objects include turquoise and marine shell 

artifacts, macaw feathers, Mesoamerican-style ceramics, and of course copper bells, but 

also colonnades and road systems as well (Mathien 2001; McGuire 1980; McKusick 

2001; B. Nelson 2006). While the ceramics, colonnades, and road systems have since 

been attributed to local cultural development rather than the importation of ideas (B. 

Nelson 2006), macaws, copper bells, and marine shells quite clearly came from Mexico. 

After the collapse of the Chaco system in the mid-12th century A.D., Ancestral 

Pueblo populations migrated out of the San Juan Basin, but continued to grow and 

aggregate in other centres in Colorado and Arizona (Cordell and McBrinn 2012:74).  The 

fusion of Ancestral Pueblo and Mogollon cultural traits documented at Pueblos in the 
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Kayenta region of Arizona are thought to have been at least in part an adaptation to the 

various waves of ideology and religious movements which had made their way north 

from Mesoamerica (Adams and Lamotta 2006; McGuire 2011). Similarly, the Ancestral 

Pueblos are thought to have invoked imagery related to the Mesoamerican Flower World 

on some of their pottery (Hays-Gilpin and Hill 1999).  

The presence of Mesoamerican material culture in the Ancestral Pueblo world 

post-Chaco is perhaps not as well documented. While the spread of intangibles such as 

ideology or religious concepts may be more difficult to observe compared to the presence 

of tangibles like copper bells or marine shells, it does demonstrate that interaction 

between the Ancestral Pueblo and Mesoamerica was still occurring, if less intensive. For 

the purpose of this thesis, it should be noted that copper bell quantities in the Ancestral 

Pueblo world dropped almost 35% after the collapse of Chaco. The presence of copper 

bells in this cultural region will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter 4. 

The Hohokam Regional System 

 The extent of the Hohokam regional system in Arizona and Northern Mexico is 

demonstrated by the presence of either red-on-buff ceramic vessels, platform mounds, 

canal irrigation, or ballcourts which, as mentioned before, were likely influenced by 

similar Mesoamerican structures to the south (Cordell and McBrinn 2012:205; Crown 

1991; Doyle 1991; LeBlanc 1986:118; Neitzel 2000:29). It is assumed that ballcourts 

bore both ceremonial and sociopolitical significance, and their presence indicated the 

extent of a ceremonial tradition, while the presence of red-on-buff ceramics indicate the 

site’s participation in an economic system. (Crown 1991; Neitzel 2000:30). Some 

archaeologists have argued that sites in the Phoenix and Tucson Basins acted as cores 
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which interacted with outlier sites elsewhere (Doyle 1991; Plog 2008; Vargas 1995), but 

this too has been debated (McGuire et al. 1994).  

Due to the presence of blatantly Mesoamerican-inspired architecture, such as 

ballcourts and platform mounds, artifacts like shell and pyrite mirrors, and the earliest 

evidence for maize agriculture in the Southwest, the Hohokam area is regarded by many 

to demonstrate the strongest connection to Mesoamerica (McGuire and Villalpando C. 

2007:59; Meighan 1999). This could be based on the close proximity between the two 

regions, and the fact that the west coastal plain along the Sierra Madre in Mexico would 

have facilitated the easiest movement of populations and goods northward (Meighan 

1999:207–208). 

During the Classic Hohokam Period (ca. A.D. 1150-A.D. 1450), Hohokam 

society became more hierarchically organized, as indicated by the construction of 

platform mounds, while the quantity of Mesoamerican artifacts grew in quantity 

throughout the area. Richard Nelson (1986) suggests a change in the use of 

Mesoamerican artifacts based on the artifacts being found in more accessible contexts 

during this period than before, where they were often found in burials. Vargas (1995, 

2001), as mentioned before, states that the copper bells which once flowed through the 

Hohokam region were now being hoarded at sites to the South around Casas Grandes. 

Quite clearly, the interaction system between these areas could vary temporally, and both 

on a small and large geographic scale (Crown 1991; McGuire et al. 1994). 

The Casas Grandes Regional System 

 As mentioned before, Casas Grandes was treated as a late bastion of 

Mesoamerican culture in the Southwest, not in the least part due to the presence of 
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Mesoamerican-style ballcourts in the major sites as well as a plethora of artifacts 

originating from central and west Mexico (Whalen and Minnis 1999:60-61). These would 

include Mesoamerican-style ball courts,  macaw feathers and cages or breeding pens, 

Ramos Polychrome, and in some cases, supposed depictions of Mesoamerican deities 

such as Tlaloc or the feathered serpent (LeBlanc 1986:117; Neitzel 2000:32; Schaafsma 

and Riley 1999a:248; Whalen and Minnis 1999:69–60). 

Unlike the other regions of the Southwest, it has been suggested that the core of 

the system, the site of Paquimé, had more of a direct political, economic, and ceremonial 

influence over the sites in the Casas Grandes Valley and surrounding area, directed by an 

elite class of caciques or religious chiefs (Schaafsma and Riley 1999a:238; Whalen and 

Minnis 1999:61). 

 Whalen and Minnis (1999:60) divide the regional system into different levels, 

with the first level containing sites closest in proximity to Casas Grandes and 

demonstrating all of the Casas Grandes cultural traits (see Figure 2.1). The further away 

one moves from the core, the less frequent the occurrence of Mesoamerican-inspired 

material culture, until one reaches the third level of the system, where only Casas 

Grandes-style ceramic vessels are found at sites (Whalen and Minnis 1999:60).  
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Figure 2.1. Map of the various levels of the Casas Grandes regional system (from Whalen 

and Minnis 1999:61). 

 How this system interacted with other regional systems and Mesoamerica is 

debatable. The aforementioned pochteca and world systems model treated Casas Grandes 

as the major mercantile centre of the Greater Southwest, which facilitated the movement 

of Mesoamerican artifacts, motifs, and people into the Chaco and maybe the Hohokam 

regional systems (LeBlanc 1986:116–118; Schaafsma and Riley 1999a:239–240; Wilcox 

1995:291).  As mentioned before, however, these models, especially the pochteca model, 

proved to be problematic. It is irrefutable that Cassa Grandes was well-linked to 

Mesoamerica, but its interaction with the cultures to the north varied, as some elements 

from Mesoamerica, such as macaws, moved through here, but others, like copper bells 

and ball courts, did not (Braniff 1986; McGuire et al. 1999:145-146; Meighan 1999:207; 

Phillips 1989). 

 

The Benefits and Shortcomings of Regional Systems 
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 Regional systems face many of the same issues as world systems theory. 

Archaeologists cannot assume that cultures exist as bounded units, and the frequency of 

movement of ideas, people, and commodities between different regions has a dramatic 

effect on how one defines a culture (Crown 1991:401; McGuire 1986:244, 2011:23; 

McGuire et al. 1994:260; Neitzel 2000:36). While the focus on these smaller systems 

makes it easier to understand how economic systems work on a regional level, they tend 

to overemphasize individual environmental adaptation and make it difficult to observe 

how they interact with other regional systems on a large scale (McGuire et al. 1994:242; 

Neitzel 2000:36). 

 The detailed focus on these smaller regional systems may seem extraneous when 

discussing Southwestern-Mesoamerican interaction. What such examination 

demonstrates is that exchange networks vary spatially and temporally (McGuire et al. 

1994; Stark 1986). However, it becomes problematic for the archaeologist to develop a 

blanket model to explain all forms of Mesoamerican-Southwestern connection. Models to 

explain interaction must be multi-scalar in order to account for changes in the systems 

over time and across space (Crown 1991:401; McGuire et al. 1994; Mills et al. 2015; 

Stark 1986:283). Chapter 5 discusses the dispositional trends of copper bells in a single 

culture region, the Ancestral Pueblo region, and notes any changes in these patterns over 

time as a way of demonstrating this necessity. In the meantime, at this point the 

discussion turns to the artifacts being exchanged in these systems, copper bells. 
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SOUTHWESTERN COPPER BELLS 

 As mentioned earlier, copper bells were one type of artifact exported from 

Mesoamerica and found in the Southwest (Nelson 2006; Vargas 1995, 2001, 2012), and 

are the focus of discussion of this thesis. Thousands of these artifacts have been found 

throughout the Americas, reaching as far south as the Maya lowlands in the Yucatan 

peninsula (Vargas 1995:21). As will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter 4, 672 

copper bells have been found at 113 sites throughout the Greater Southwest, in the 

Hohokam, Ancestral Pueblo, Mogollon, Casas Grandes, and other cultural areas. The 

details of these artifacts can be reviewed in Appendix A.  

Physical Characteristics of Copper Bells 

Copper bells, or “crotals”, as they are sometimes referred to, vary considerably in 

shape and size (Figures 2.2 and 2.3) (Vargas 1995). These bells appear to have been 

made using the cire perdue or lost-wax-casting method, with either a small round stone or 

copper clapper placed inside the artifact (Figure 2.4) (Pendergast 1962; Vargas 1995; 

Hosler 1988). The artifacts could be made of pure copper with some trace elements, or of 

copper alloys (Hosler 2009). The use of alloys in the manufacture of copper bells allowed 

for the manufacture of some of the artifacts with more ornate designs or with thinner 

walls, which would have affected the sound which the bell produced (Hosler 2009:197). 

As mentioned before, there is considerable variability in the appearance of copper 

bells. Some can be symmetrical, smooth, and globular (Figure 2.3), while others are pear-

shaped with raised platforms with designs at the top of the bell (Figure 2.5). Some bells 

appear to represent deities or animals. The smallest copper bells are not much larger than 

a finger nail, while the larger ones will not fit in the palm of one’s hand (Figure 2.5). In 
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Figure 2.2. An example of the stylistic variety of copper bells from various sites. NMNH; 

Photo: Ian Boyce. 

 

 
Figure 2.3. Three type IA1a-i bells from Pueblo Bonito, New Mexico The design of this 

type of bell is probably the most mundane. NMNH; Photo: Ian Boyce. 

 

 
Figure 2.4. A close up of a clapper within a type IC6a copper bell from Delgar Ruin, New 

Mexico. NMNH; Photo: Ian Boyce. 
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Figure 2.5. Type IC6a copper bell with raised platform at top. From Delgar Ruin, New 

Mexico. NMNH; Photo: Ian Boyce. 

 

all, Vargas (1995) identifies 35 different styles which appear in the Greater Southwest. 

The variability in appearance makes it difficult to determine whether these artifacts were 

all used for the same purpose. While some are small enough to be strung together with 

others and worn as an anklet or necklace, others are large and cumbersome to the point 

where personal adornment seems like an unlikely possibility. 

The typology that Vargas (1995) established accounts for bells found only in the 

Southwest. There is considerably more variability in the style of copper bells found 

elsewhere in Mexico and Mesoamerica. Indeed, 50 types of copper bells had been 

identified in Mexico before Vargas’ publication (Castillo Tejero 1980; Pendergast 1962). 

Mexican copper bells generally tend to be more elaborate in their design than those found 

in the Southwest (Figure 2.6). With such an intensive metalworking tradition rooted in 
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West Mexico, however, perhaps it is not surprising that we would find more elaborate 

bells here either.  

The West Mexican Point of Origin 

These artifacts have been linked to a West Mexican point of origin for a variety of 

reasons. Prior to the arrival of the Spanish in the Southwest in 16th Century A.D., no 

known copper sources were exploited by the local inhabitants (Hosler and Macfarlane 

1996; Vargas 1995:3). There is also is no evidence for any metal-working activities in the 

Southwest prior to the arrival of the Europeans (Hosler 1988, 2009; Vargas 1995:3). The 

west coast of Mexico demonstrates the earliest evidence of copper metal working in 

North America, around A.D. 650 (Hosler 1995:100, 2009:1985). This region also boasts 

a significant number of copper sources which are known to have been exploited by the 

local cultures up until the time of conquest (Hosler and Macfarlane 1996). 

The amount of metallurgical activity taking place in West Mexico is indicated by 

the abundance of copper artifacts which appear in the archaeological record there, 

including thousands of copper bells (Hosler 1988; Pendergast 1962; Vargas 1995). These 

artifacts also appear to be similar to, though not identical in, appearance as bells which 

Figure 2.6. The variability in Mexican copper bells. (A) A relatively plain tear-shaped copper 

bell. (B) A tear-shaped bell with an elaborate eyelet and raised serpentine design. (C) A cluster 

of smaller bells from Guerrero, Mexico, presumably once part of a necklace. NMNH; Photos: 

Ian Boyce 
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are found in the Southwest. While chemical sourcing has been done to link West Mexican 

copper bells to copper sources throughout Mesoamerica, no such testing has been done in 

the Southwest. Some pXRF testing done on a small sample of copper bells on my behalf 

are discussed in Appendix D. While this testing revealed nothing about the origin of these 

artifacts, it did provide information on their chemical composition. It is also worth noting, 

as was discussed earlier, that the Hohokam region was relatively close to West Mexico 

and perhaps interacted the most intensely with Mesoamerica (McGuire and Villalpando 

C. 2007:59; Vargas 2001). This could both lend credence to the argument that copper 

bells came from West Mexico and explain why this culture possessed the highest quantity 

of copper bells throughout the prehispanic occupation of the Southwest (Vargas 1995, 

2001). 

The State of Southwest Copper Bell Research 

 Copper bells have been documented in the Southwest archaeological record for 

the better part of a century. The first attempt to classify the bells based on style was done 

by David Pendergast (1962), whose work also included a classification for all known 

copper artifacts in Mesoamerica at the time. The bell catalogue and classification system 

was built upon later in the 1960s by Sprague and Signori (Sprague 1964; Sprague and 

Signori 1963). For the subsequent thirty years or so, their work remained the most 

comprehensive database of Southwest copper bells, and little attempt had been made to 

discern the significance of the presence of these artifacts so far away from their point of 

manufacture. 

Victoria Vargas became the authority on Southwestern copper bells through her 

1995 publication, which updated Sprague and Signori’s 1963 work with over 500 “new” 
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copper bells (Vargas 1995). She also expanded upon their stylistic classification system. 

This was no small feat, and her work was made more significant in that she attempted to 

re-evaluate how copper bells were viewed in archaeological literature and how they 

potentially moved from Mesoamerica into West Mexico (Vargas 1995, 2001). Indeed, 

she compounded the criticism of Di Peso’s (1974; Di Peso et al. 1976) work, which 

suggested that raw copper was imported to Casas Grandes to be manufactured into bells, 

which were then re-distributed throughout the Southwest. Instead, Vargas noted that there 

is no such evidence for metalworking activities at the site, and that indeed, the residents 

of the Casas Grandes system seemed to be hoarding the artifacts for their own use 

(Vargas 1995).  

Despite more recent publications (Vargas 2001, 2012), Vargas’ copper bell 

database has not been updated significantly since its publication 20 years ago. 

Furthermore, her analysis of the trade of copper bells focused largely on the Casas 

Grandes culture, a tradition which began and flourished relatively late in the culture 

history of the prehispanic Southwest. One objective of this thesis is to update Vargas’ 

database with information regarding bells found since the time of its publication, while 

clarifying inconsistencies with its terminology (Appendix A). 

 It is unknown how the cultures of the Southwest utilized these bells or how they 

were valued. Hosler (1994, 1995, 2009) suggests that bells in West Mexico were used by 

elites as ritual paraphernalia, as anklets and bracelets which mimicked embodied aspects 

of the supernatural (Hosler 1994, 1995, 2009). The golden and silver colours of the 

polished copper represented the solar and lunar deities, and the sound the bells made 

represented the shimmering sound of the spiritual world or rainfall (Hosler 1994, 1995). 
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There is no such evidence to suggest Southwesterners utilized the bells in the same way; 

such an assertion would imply that these disparate cultures and geographic regions shared 

similar ritual and religious beliefs, which archaeologists know to be untrue (McGuire 

2011; Schaafsma and Schaafsma 1974). Certainly, some Southwestern bells would be 

unlikely to be worn as anklets or bracelets due to their size, as demonstrated in Figure 

2.2.  

 Archaeologists’ interpretations of the significance of copper bells to ancient 

Southwesterners have been tenuous. It has been suggested that these artifacts were 

prestige goods (Di Peso 1974; Vargas 1995), but there has been a lack of research into 

and plenty of criticism of the application of this model for many exotic items in the 

Southwest (Bradley 2000; Saitta 1999, 2000). Discerning how to interpret the presence of 

these social valuables, whether they be prestige goods or not, is yet another objective of 

this thesis. 

Problems with Metallurgical Chronologies in the Southwest 

 Copper bells in the Southwest pose multiple problems to researchers who are 

hoping to establish a neat chronology of the artifacts. The fact that the manufacture of 

copper artifacts simply did not occur in the Southwest prior to the arrival of the Spanish 

(Vargas 1995) has forced researchers to look elsewhere for metallurgical sequencing. 

Indeed, the only researcher to document the different temporal phases in which 

Southwest copper bells are found is Victoria Vargas (1995), and yet even this broad 

chronology is based off the temporal sequence of metal objects in West Mexico 

established by Dorothy Hosler (1988, 1994), as will be discussed shortly. Thus, the 

temporal sequence most widely used in archaeological literature is one that is used 
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primarily to chronologically assess a culture region of the Americas that is different from 

the Southwest. 

 Hosler’s and Vargas’ chronology is divided into two broad periods which 

encompass an almost 800 year-span, from roughly A.D. 650–1521 (Hosler 1994, 1995, 

2009). The Greater Southwest saw the flourishing and decline of multiple different 

culture groups as well as extensive population movements within this period of time. 

Archaeologists have noted an increase in cultural activity at sites within Chaco Canyon 

ca. A.D. 800-1150 (Cordell and McBrinn 2012:200; Plog and Heitman 2010), followed 

by a massive dispersal of the population out of the San Juan Basin in the 12th Century 

A.D. (Cordell and McBrinn 2012:201; Kohler et al. 2014; Mills et al. 2015).  The 

Hohokam, meanwhile, settled a large portion of Arizona ca. A.D. 850-1200, before 

populations started to aggregate at a select number of sites (Cordell and McBrinn 

2012:77-78). Ceremonial activities and massive amounts of ceramic and marine shell 

production became the focus of these centres (Bayman 2002; Bradley 2000; Wasley 

1960). Further South, the site of Paquimé in northern Mexico rapidly grew in terms of 

population density, as well as cultural and political influence around A.D. 1300 (Lekson 

1999; Schaafsma and Riley 1999b). Using such a broad scale as the primary tool of 

temporal analysis could mask the multitude of changes that were occurring in these 

diverse cultural regions. 

Finally, using a chronology intended for West Mexico in the context of 

Southwestern archaeology begets the problem of temporal lag. There is a significant 

amount terrain that is not easily traversable between the West Mexican states of Jalisco 

and Michoacán, Colima, Nayarit, and northern Guerrero, where copper bells were 
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supposedly manufactured (Hosler 1994; Hosler and Macfarlane 1996), and the edges of 

the Southwestern culture area (Meighan 1999:207–208; Riley 1986:50). It would be 

irrational to assume that trends seen in West Mexican copper bells, including the 

chemical composition or stylistic form of the artifacts, would be reflected by 

Southwestern bells immediately if they were from the same point of manufacture. Indeed, 

Vargas (2012:1614) offhandedly states that bells are found in Greater Southwestern sites 

A.D. 1000-1450/1500, suggesting it took over 300 years for copper bells to make their 

way to the ancient Southwest. It could be, however, that bells that were created during 

Period I I entered the Southwest at an earlier date and were actively circulated until some 

point in Period II. This highlights the difficulty with the application of the West Mexican 

copper bell chronology to the archaeological record of the Southwest.  

This aspect of the Mesoamerican-Southwestern relationship may seem 

insignificant, and indeed it could be that the temporal lag would be minimal. However, 

there is the real possibility that the manufacturing trends seen in West Mexico, which are 

the crux of Hosler’s chronology, may not have been seen in the Southwest archaeological 

record for decades - perhaps even centuries – later. This could dramatically impact how 

archaeologists see culture group use and consumption patterns over time.  

Establishing a Chronology for Southwestern Copper Bells 

 Hosler’s (1986, 1988, 1994, 2009) work, however, is still currently the best tool 

available for understanding the temporal sequence of copper bells in the Southwest, 

despite it not aligning nicely with the different cultural phases witnessed in the 

Southwest. This sequencing provides a benchmark by which researchers can examine 

contextual, cultural, and geographic depositional changes of these artifacts over time. For 
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this reason and despite its aforementioned inadequacies, it will be Hosler’s chronology 

that will be utilized in following analysis. 

 As mentioned before, research conducted by Dorothy Hosler (1986, 1988, 1994, 

2009), suggests that copper artifacts in West Mexico were manufactured in two distinct 

periods (Table 2.2). These periods are differentiated by the chemical composition of the 

artifacts. Period I lasted from ca. A.D. 650-1100/1200. Bells manufactured in this period 

were made out of pure copper, with some trace elements such as arsenic (Hosler 1988, 

2009:191–193). Period II lasted from ca. A.D. 1100/1200-1521, and differs from the first 

period in that copper bells were made from alloys, especially copper-arsenic and copper 

tin-alloys, in addition to pure copper bells (Hosler 1988, 2009:191–193).  

Period Temporal Span Composition 

Period I A.D. 650-1100/1200 Pure copper 

Period II A.D. 1100/1200–1521 Copper & alloys 

Table 2.2. Temporal sequences of copper artifacts (Hosler 2009). 

It is important to clarify this point: copper alloy bells were only manufactured in 

Period II, but bells made of pure copper or copper with trace elements were manufactured 

in both Period I and Period II (Vargas 2012).  Therefore, only bells made from copper 

alloys can be “definitively” dated to Period II, but bells made of pure copper cannot be 

dated to Period I purely on chemical composition alone. In order to relatively date these 

artifacts properly, one must make note of the context in which the copper bell(s) was or 

were found, as well as any associated artifacts or potential dendrochronological or 

radiocarbon data available. 

Unfortunately, Vargas’ insight extends only so far as to state that bells with more 

elaborate designs, and which would therefore require more sophisticated technology to 
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manufacture, would be dated to Period II (Vargas 1995:19-20, 2012). Unfortunately, 

there has been no analysis and chronological comparison detailing which types of bells 

would fall into these categories and time periods.  As such, it is important, whenever 

possible, to supplement Hosler’s relative dating method with a more absolute dating 

method, whether it be radiocarbon or, as would be more likely in the Southwest, 

dendrochronology dates. 

ARTIFACT USAGE AND SYMBOLIC ADOPTION: A MULTI-SCALAR 

APPROACH IN INTERACTION STUDIES 

How artifacts and symbols are adopted and used is difficult to see in the 

archaeological record, but can shed light on the complexity of these interaction networks. 

For example, Nelson (2006:357) suggests that Mesoamerican artifacts such as copper 

bells were a part of a “sacred economy” in Chaco Canyon societies à la Renfrew (2001). 

In this system, elite religious leaders used such items to associate themselves with greater 

powers, which may have included political entities in Mesoamerica to the south, thereby 

legitimizing their control of the sociopolitical system (B. Nelson 2006:357; Renfrew 

2001; Weiner 1992). We will return to this important concept in Chapter 5. 

It has been suggested that ancient Southwesterners adopted those aspects of 

Mesoamerican religion that would help them cope with the increased violence and 

organize the dramatically growing population in the 13th century A.D. onwards. (Adams 

and Lamotta 2006; Hays-Gilpin and Hill 1999; McGuire 2011). However, the meaning of 

these adopted symbols has been examined almost exclusively from the Mesoamerican 

perspective (McGuire 2011:24–25). Thus, the ideas or symbols being exchanged could 

have totally different meanings depending on who is adopting them. Furthermore, as 
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McGuire (1980:5-6) notes, the people of ancient Mesoamerica were not unified under a 

singular religious system and thus we cannot assume that certain religious symbols 

originating in Mexico meant the same to all Mesoamericans, let alone people of the 

Southwest.  

 There are multiple ways to approach interaction between the prehistoric cultures 

of the Southwest and Mesoamerica and as a result archaeologists must adopt more 

complex, multi-scalar models in order to understand Mesoamerican-Southwestern 

interaction (Crown 1991:401–402; McGuire 2011; McGuire et al. 1994; Mills et al. 2015; 

Plog 1993). If researchers focus only on regional systems, they not only risk missing out 

on how they engaged with other systems on a larger scale, but also losing understanding 

of social valuables if they only look at distributional patterns on this large scale (Baugh 

and Ericson 1993:2; Crown 1991:401–402; Kelley 2000:144).   

This chapter has discussed the historical issues with Mesoamerican-Southwestern 

interaction studies. The meanings and usage of symbols and artifacts vary spatially and 

temporally, as do the cultural systems in which they circulate, and as a result the models 

used in interpreting them must account for such variation (McGuire 1986, 2011). Finally, 

this chapter has situated copper bells found in the prehispanic Southwest within this 

discussion. The focus now turns to the tools and theoretical models that archaeologists 

use to interpret social valuables that are exchanged, and how one would identify such an 

object archaeologically.  
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Chapter 3: Theory and Methods 

INTRODUCTION 

 The previous chapter discussed the interaction between the ancient societies of 

Mesoamerica and the Greater Southwest. The discussion now turns to the models that 

archaeologists use to interpret the goods and ideas that were exchanged between these 

areas.  There is a tendency in the archaeological literature to describe items that appear to 

be made of “exotic’ material or that represent considerable wealth as “prestige goods,” 

with little discussion as to what is meant by this label. In Southwestern archaeology, this 

label is frequently applied to artifacts of turquoise (Mathien 1993), marine shell (Di Peso 

1974 vol. 2), and copper bells (Vargas 1995:3).  

This chapter will first attempt to explicitly lay out the qualities of the prestige 

goods models in order to better understand the concept that archaeologists use so freely. 

The problems behind this model and the types of artifacts that can give their owner 

prestige through non-economic or political means will be discussed. Commodities and 

how they are identified archaeologically are discussed briefly so as to explain how social 

valuables differ from ordinary goods. The concept of inalienable possessions, things that 

are circulated but not exchanged and which legitimize the prestige and power of their 

owner, will be put forth. This framework will serve as an alternative to prestige goods 

models and can enhance archaeological interpretations of social valuables. 

PRESTIGE GOODS 

Defining Prestige Goods Archaeologically 

 It is difficult to determine archaeologically what a prestige good is, in part 

because one must examine the artifact type’s distributional pattern within an exchange 
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system, and because there are some issues with the terminology that is used in discussing 

this model (Mills 2004:239; Peregrine 1992; Saitta 2000). Social  valuables, whether they 

are jewellery, esoteric knowledge, artistic motifs, or even people, are the prestige goods 

being discussed here (Bradley 2000:171; Peregrine 1992; Plourde 2009). As the name 

suggests, in prestige goods economies these articles bestow prestige upon their owners, 

and are viewed as one of the sources of power for ambitious individuals, or aggrandizers, 

as they represent a display of wealth, success and power (Hayden 1995,1998:11). 

Researchers can confidently say that prestige goods are valuable to their possessors and 

that they are intrinsically linked to social status (Crown 1991:339; Meillassoux 1978; 

Reyman 1995). As discussed in the previous chapter, however, the value of an object 

varies temporally and cross-culturally, and as a result using a general template to identify 

the traits of these artifacts is somewhat problematic (Plourde 2009:265; Trubitt 

2003:245). Nevertheless, require a set of criteria if they hope to recognize prestige goods 

in the archaeological record. These criteria are summarized in Table 3.1. Indeed, many of 

these attributes are subjective, but these are the qualities that archaeologists such as 

Peregrine (1992) and Bradley (2000) frequently use in their analyses, at least implicitly. 

 Prestige goods are made of exotic material and/or are of high labour investment 

to manufacture. 

 Access to prestige goods is restricted by elites or individuals with high social 

standing. 

 Prestige goods have social or ideological meaning or value, and therefore can be 

found in non-elite contexts, but in much lower frequencies. 

 Prestige goods can be found in association with other luxury and prestige goods. 

Table 3.1. Key attributes of prestige goods. 

Prestige Goods have Social or Ideological Meaning and Value 

 In a prestige goods economy, elites obtain and maintain power by controlling 

access to goods which can only be obtained through  external exchange and through the 
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public display of these goods (McGuire 1986:251; see also Bradley 2000:171-172; 

Peregrine 1992:25; Trubitt 2003:247). These goods are needed by all members of society, 

not just elites, for social reproduction, which ultimately leads to the reestablishment of 

social inequalities from one generation to the next (Friedman and Rowlands 1977:205; 

Meillassoux 1978:143; Plourde 2009:266). In other words, prestige goods are required 

for individuals to “move up” in society because of the ideological and especially 

economic capital that they bestow on their owners, and they are gifted or acquired at 

particular ceremonies or rites of passage, such as weddings, or are required to pay social 

debts (Meillassoux 1978:143; Peregrine 1992:5; Plourde 2009:266; Stark 1986:273). 

Value is Indicated by Display and Distribution 

Prestige goods are the embodiment of the unique skills or knowledge required to 

create them or the wealth required to obtain them (Bradley 2000; Plourde 2009:268). 

They are a non-coercive means to gain respect and social power in a community while at 

the same time demonstrating this social power in addition to wealth and success 

(Friedman and Rowlands 1977:205; Meillassoux 1978:243; Plourde 2009:267; Trubitt 

2003:248). Whether the valuable was made of exotic material, finely crafted, or has 

special properties, prestige goods are almost always difficult to obtain. (Plourde 

2009:266). Plourde (2009:266) argues that prestige goods will rarely have a utilitarian 

function, as they are meant more for display purposes, and if they do have a utilitarian 

function, then they will be valued much more highly than strictly functional objects of the 

same type, such as a ceremonial axe versus a regular axe (see also Trubitt 2003:248). It 

could be possible that a lack of use-wear could be examined to determine whether the 

artifact was utilitarian or a prestige good, but this is not explicit in prestige good criteria 
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(Plourde 2009).  The purpose of these “luxury” goods is to serve as a symbol of the 

possessor’s wealth (Crown 1991:398–399) 

Prestige goods need to be “curated rather than consumed” (Trubitt 2003:248), as it 

is only through display and distribution that these artifacts gain social value (see also 

Meillassoux 1978). If a prestige good is never passed down from a high-ranking member 

of society to another member of a society, then the item loses its ability to be used by an 

individual for social reproduction, and thus the item’s possessor loses his or her prestige 

(Bradley 2000:174; Meillassoux 1978:145; Peregrine 1992:25; Plourde 2009:272; Saitta 

2000:152). How these goods are distributed and in which contexts or frequencies they are 

found will be addressed in Chapter 3.  

Prestige Goods are Generally Difficult to Obtain 

Perhaps the most frequently, though implicitly, used criterion for defining prestige 

goods is that they are difficult to obtain in comparison to bulk or utilitarian goods. 

Indeed, archaeologists frequently seem to assume in their writings that prestige goods are 

made of exotic,  or non-local, raw material or that they required a high labour investment 

or specific knowledge, which was not accessible to the general public, to create (Bradley 

2000:172; Peregrine 1992:6; Plourde 2009:271; Trubitt 2003:248). 

Prestige Goods Must be Exotic… 

 Again, value is difficult to determine archaeologically. As has been documented 

in several cultures, the ability to obtain goods from faraway places could be indicative of 

the item’s possessor’s political or economic power, or perhaps the lustre or colouring of a 

particular stone could be of particular religious significance (Bradley 2000:175–176; 

Helms 1988, 1993; Peregrine 1992). Helms (1988:3-4) asserts that objects from faraway 
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places are imbued with supernatural qualities as they come from the spirit world, the axis 

mundi, or the sacred horizon where the earth and sky meet. The knowledge of these 

faraway places, let alone the ability to communicate and trade with them, could be 

regarded as signs of an individual’s power (Helms 1988:131). This could explain why 

individuals in the Southwest would trade for items from distant places, even in small 

quantities, if they have high social, economic, supernatural or spiritual value (Reyman 

1995). 

The realm of prestige goods need not be restricted to material goods either. It is 

possible for particular art styles or religions to be considered prestige goods as well, as 

they embody esoteric knowledge from faraway places, though to trace the origin of such 

concepts would be a difficult task (Bradley 2000:172; Plourde 2009). As discussed in 

Chapter 2, rock art which may depict Mesoamerican deities or the birth of the Kachina 

cult may lend some insight on the spread of ideas which bestow prestige upon their users, 

but it would be hard to state this for certain (McGuire 2011; Schaafsma and Schaafsma 

1974; Riley 2005). 

The idea postulated here is that the religion and the art itself may not necessarily 

be considered prestige goods, but rather that the knowledge associated with how to create 

the art, or the meaning behind the art or ceremonial practices, is what is valued (Peregrine 

1992:6; Plourde 2009). Indeed, restricted access to secret or specialized knowledge has 

been documented in the Pueblo world, such as with the Tewa people where Made People 

undertook sacred tasks linked to the spiritual world in order to perpetuate the well-being 

of society, and as such gained special social standing within their society (Brandt 1994; 

Ortiz 1974).  It has also been suggested that artifacts from Mexico, such as pseudo-
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cloisonné-backed mirrors, were highly valued by Southwestern cultures as they were 

imbued with the sacred knowledge of how they were created (McGuire 2011; Reyman 

1995). 

Admittedly, uses of the terms “exotic” or “non-local” are problematic and not 

easy to see archaeologically. They provide no numerical value or definitive range where a 

good ceases to be “local” and becomes “non-local” or “exotic”. One could assume that an 

item is exotic if a site cannot readily access the raw material or artifact due to geographic 

distance, as seen in the case of the Pacific marine shells found at Hohokam sites in the 

Sonoran desert (Bradley 2000; McGuire et al. 1999), or with the case of copper bells, 

discussed in Chapter 2. However, if members of a society can cross that geographic 

distance themselves, as Bradley (2000) and McGuire et al. (1999) suggest the Hohokam 

did for shell artifacts, does that lessen the exoticness of the artifact? Alternatively, one 

should consider why turquoise artifacts found in Chaco Canyon are considered as more 

local materials when the nearest turquoise source at Los Cerillos is more than 200 

kilometres away (Mathien 2001). While it is possible to find out exactly how far an 

artifact or the raw materials travelled from their point of origin, whether or not this 

distance made an artifact exotic or not remains vague and open to the researcher’s 

discretion. Obviously, this subjectivity makes defining prestige goods archaeologically 

that much more difficult. 

Finally, qualifying an artifact as a prestige good based on whether it was exotic or 

not is extremely limiting as it ignores socially valued artifacts made from local materials. 

Marine shell and copper artifacts found at sites on the West Mexican coast are considered 

to be prestige artifacts made from local materials (Meighan 1999; Kelley 1995). As such, 
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one must consider not only where the good came from, but how much effort was invested 

in obtaining or creating that artifact. 

 

 

…or of High Labour Investment 

The manufacturing of prestige goods could also require high labour investment to 

manufacture (McGuire 1986; Meillassoux 1978:145). For example, it is assumed that 

metallurgy was not a skill available to inhabitants of the Southwest, nor was it an easy 

process for those who had mastered it in West Mexico (Hosler 1988, 1994; Vargas 1995, 

2001) . As such, not only did a significant amount of labour go into the manufacture of 

the artifact, but a great deal of effort also had to go into obtaining the artifact from such a 

faraway place. Indeed, to acquire artifacts from exotic locations would require a high 

degree of labour intensity and organizational skills (Peregrine 1992:6; Trubitt 2003:248). 

Indeed, in the case of the peoples of the Southwest, it could be argued that this effort was 

even more important than the original labour required to create the copper bells. If an 

individual is going to spend the resources on acquiring these goods, then it would be in 

their best interest for them to display them as a symbol of their power (Mills 2004; 

Trubitt 2003). 

Summary 

 The idea that prestige goods are exotic or of high labour investment ties in with 

the idea that prestige goods are meant to be curated, rather than consumed (Friedman and 

Rowlands 1977:205; Trubitt 2003:248). By publically displaying goods that are hard to 

obtain, the individual demonstrates their economic power, the ability to manipulate 
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resources from faraway, perhaps even borderline supernatural places, and their ability to 

communicate with these distant and sacred world outside their own community (Helms 

1988, 1993). However, whether the artifact was exotic or of high labour investment is not 

in itself a definitive attribute of a prestige good, as the former quality is a subjective one 

(Crown 1991:398-399). This aspect of prestige goods model cannot be, as it often seems 

to be in archaeological literature, taken as the only defining trait of prestige goods 

(Bayman 2002; Saitta 2000). 

Access to Prestige Goods is Controlled (at the Top) 

 Peregrine (1992:69) notes that it is important to pay attention to the distribution of 

the prestige goods in order to understand how they were used. The mere presence of 

exotic items which are assumed to have social significance does not mean a prestige 

exchange system was in place. As mentioned before, a prestige good must be distributed 

to the larger population, even if infrequently, in order for an individual to maintain 

prestige; otherwise the objects are simply seen as unobtainable symbols of wealth and 

lose their ideological and social meaning (Bradley 2000:174; Meillassoux 1978:145; 

Peregrine 1992:25; Plourde 2009:272; Saitta 2000:152). Thus an interesting contradiction 

is created: prestige goods must be generally distributed in that most members in a society 

have the potential to obtain these artifacts from elites, but they cannot be so accessible 

that everyone can easily obtain them and thus reduce their social value (Bradley 

2000:174; McGuire 1986:251; Saitta 2000:152). 

Elites Have the Greatest Quantity of Prestige Goods 

 The restricted access to these goods could be examined on individual and regional 

levels. The assumption is that political elites or socially important individuals will have 
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the highest quantity and variety of prestige goods since they need more of the goods to 

maintain power, but we should also remember that non-elite members of society may also 

possess prestige goods (McGuire 1986:251-252; Peregrine 1992:69; Saitta 2000:153). In 

this sense, prestige goods serve as a symbol of an individual’s superior political power 

and wealth (Saitta 2000:153).  In addition to demonstrating the individual’s power, 

prestige goods can also be displayed in a competitive fashion against other societal elites 

in an effort to attract more followers or gain more prestige than one’s competitors 

(Malinowski 1920; Mauss 2011; Plourde 2009).  The individuals  then have the option of 

bestowing the item\s on whomever they please, and therefore it is in the commoner’s 

best-interest to show the elite enough reverence (Plourde 2009:270). 

 In the case of the Southwest, this is an extremely problematic issue. Most 

researchers would argue that there was little in the way of political hierarchy in 

Southwestern cultures; thus, in their opinion, the idea of aggrandizers controlling access 

to prestige goods for personal gain is a non-factor (Brandt 1994; McGuire and Saitta 

1996; Saitta 1999). Some researchers, such as Alfosnso Ortiz, are not so quick to dismiss 

the notion of hierarchy in Pueblo societies, though this organization was determined by 

factors more spiritual in nature than economic or political.  

Ortiz (1974:29) notes that in the Tewa world, social standing was largely 

determined through various transitional rituals or “rites of incorporation”. These rites not 

only organized the “Dry Food People”, or common Tewa people, into different moieties 

or social groups, but could also transform them into “Made People”, individuals who 

have become “completed” and who take on roles in society with deep spiritual roots 

(Ortiz 1974:79). After an intensive twelve-day ceremony, Dry Food People who become 
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a Made person solidify their link to the spiritual world and the Lake of Emergence, the 

place of creation for the Tewa people. All Made People are organized into different 

societies, each of which were created by primordial beings beneath the Lake of 

Emergence, and which have different roles in society, such as the caring of scalps by the 

Women’s society (Ortiz 1974:79-89). Made People within these groupings curate these 

ancient offices and represent a link to the secret knowledge of the spiritual world. These 

societies are further hierarchically organized during ritual ceremonies based on each 

group’s materialization from the Lake of Emergence (Ortiz 1974:88). This social 

authority gained by these individuals after their “completion” did not equate to political 

dominance, however, and as such the case of the Tewa Made People demonstrates how 

society could be stratified by means other than the control of a political economy. 

Because of the elites’ control over the distribution of prestige goods, most of these 

valuables are expected to be found in elite contexts (Peregrine 1992:25-26; Saitta 

2000:153). While Peregrine (1992:26) places special emphasis on finding these artifacts 

in male burials, Bradley (2000:181) notes that this is an assumption specific to 

Peregrine’s study of Mississippian culture and one that is problematic when examining 

more egalitarian cultures or cultures where females possess power. That being said, elite 

burials, temple complexes or palatial structures, elite residences, and ceremonial platform 

mounds are all locations where archaeologists would expect to find the highest frequency 

of prestige goods (Bradley 2000:172; McGuire 1986; Peregrine 1992; Plourde 2009). 

Again, this trait is problematic in its application to the Southwest, as few of these 

contexts, save for ceremonial platforms and possibly elite burials, exist in the Southwest 

(Cordell and McBrinn 2012; Plog and Heitman 2010). 
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Political Centres are at the Heart of Prestige Good Systems 

 When examining the distribution of prestige goods on a regional scale, 

archaeologists should expect to see the highest frequencies of prestige goods at major 

political or religious centres, as these are where individuals of the highest level of society, 

and thus those who control the most prestige goods, reside (Bradley 2000:181; Peregrine 

1992:69). Peregrine (1992:88) argues that as a society becomes more complex, political 

centres will emerge in places which allow social elites to better control the flow of exotic 

goods into the region. 

 Determining whether or not a site was located so as to control the flow of prestige 

goods would be difficult (Peregrine 1992:88). However, one could expect to see two 

trends in the distribution of prestige goods outside of elite contexts. Prestige goods, 

although generally distributed to most members of society, will appear in much lower 

frequencies than commodity or bulk goods (Crown 1991:399). Furthermore, falloff of the 

artifacts from political centres should not resemble free exchange or a Gaussian 

distribution; the frequency of items should not decrease with distance and instead should 

appear only sporadically outside these centres (Peregrine 1992:98; Renfrew 1975:51, 

1977:77–79). In the Southwest, there have been sites which have been suggested to have 

been ritual or ceremonial hubs of activity, but there was apparently little in the way of 

political centres, aside from maybe the unique site of Paquimé (Bayman 2002; Di Peso 

1974; Renfrew 2001). 

Peregrine (1992:97-98) noted that more prestige goods were found in large 

political centres, such as Cahokia, than in smaller villages. Elite burials within these sites 

were the contexts in which the highest frequency of prestige goods appeared. 
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Furthermore, distribution of these goods outside political centres did not resemble free 

exchange; the artifacts would appear in low frequencies compared to bulk goods, and in 

contexts assumed to be associated with social elders (Peregrine 1992:98).  

Because elites have the most and likely greatest variety of exotic or specialized 

goods, it would follow suit that prestige goods would be found in contexts containing 

other prestige and luxury goods (Saitta 2000:153). Bradley (2000) notes that marine shell 

artifacts in the Paquimé system were often found in the same contexts as macaw feathers 

and some turquoise artifacts. This scenario is slightly problematic, as stating that the 

presence of a prestige good defines a prestige good is circular logic (Plourde 2009:266). 

Also problematic is how one would detect valued esoteric knowledge in this fashion 

(Friedman and Rowlands 1977:205; McGuire 1986, 2011; Meillassoux 1978:143; 

Plourde 2009:266).  Finally, this assumption runs contrary to the notion that non-elite 

members of society can obtain these artifacts. I would suggest that this should be 

regarded as a secondary quality of a prestige good, and used as a tool to bolster the 

researcher’s interpretations once they have confirmed the presence of these other three 

traits. This aspect of prestige goods, however, is a reminder of the importance examining 

the geographic distribution of an artifact when archaeologists seek to interpret them 

(Bradley 2000; Mills 2004; Peregrine 1992; Saitta 2000). 

Issues with Prestige Goods Modelling 

There are some obvious issues with these criteria. As already noted, the subjective 

elements of many of the qualities of prestige goods can prove to be problematic. Some 

scholars doubt that prestige goods systems can ever be adequately documented in the 

archaeological record (Bradley 2000:182; Mills 2004:239).  Peregrine (1992:85) states 
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that societies that are more politically complex will have access to more exotic and varied 

prestige goods because of the increased procurement resources and wealth at their 

disposal. Furthermore, Peregrine’s emphasis on elite contexts in which archaeologists 

should expect to find prestige goods downplays the possibility of middle-range or 

egalitarian societies using objects to display prestige (McGuire and Saitta 1996; Mills 

2000). Smith (1999:112) argues the idea that a strong political system is a necessity for 

exchange networks to occur is also not true, and other agencies, such as religious groups, 

can help direct and organize exchange systems. Regardless, it is difficult to adopt the 

theory of prestige goods in Southwestern exchange studies when research has suggested 

that authority in Southwestern societies is rooted in access to secret and sacred 

knowledge rather than economic prowess (Brandt 1994; McGuire and Saitta 1996; Mills 

2000; Ortiz 1974; Saitta 1999). 

Furthermore, the prestige goods model is heavily reliant on the notion that the 

economy is the basis of power in society, another theory that does not apply to many of 

the cultures in the Southwest (Bayman 2002; Hendon 1999; McGuire and Saitta 1996; 

Mills 2000:5, 2004:238; Saitta 1999; Smith 1999:112). Furthermore, prestige, “the 

respect and deference freely conferred on an individual by others, not compelled through 

violence, threat, or coercion” (Plourde 2009:267) does not always convert to power, and 

there can be multiple prestige structures within a society (Hendon 1999; McGuire and 

Saitta 1996; Mills 2000). And while it is often thought that power is achieved by 

aggrandizers actively seeking to procure items that bestow upon them prestige (Hayden 

1995, 1998; Plourde 2009), it must be noted that those who achieve prestige in this 
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manner do not always maliciously exploit the less prestigious in order to do so (Plourde 

2009:273; Saitta 2000:153) 

The objective here was to clarify a term which is appears so frequently in 

archaeological literature without an accompanying discussion about its implications. The 

subjective nature of many of these qualities requires them to all be examined in 

conjunction with one another in order to identify prestige goods. So while the qualities of 

a prestige good have been clarified to a degree, it is obvious that alternative models are 

needed in order to interpret social valuables. The discussion will now turn to the various 

types of artifacts which are often exchanged and proposed artifact typologies which resist 

the notion that prestige can only be achieved through economic wealth. 

COMMODITIES AND ORDINARY GOODS 

At this point commodities and ordinary goods must be considered, as it is only 

though the recognition of what constitutes an ordinary artifact that we can know whether 

an artifact is rare. Commodities are, as Karl Marx (Marx 2004:178) describes them, 

“alienable objects exchanged between two transactors in a state of mutual independence”.  

The fact that they are alienable means that they may not possess the same symbolic value 

as prestige good, or inalienable objects, since they can be exchanged so easily (Gregory 

1982:12; Mauss 2011:44–46; Spence 1996:32) (Mauss 2011; Spence 1996). Smith 

(1999:109) notes that ordinary goods often  have a more utilitarian function than social 

valuables, as seen in the difference ceremonial axes and axes used as tools of daily labour 

(see also Plourde 2009:266; Trubitt 2003).That said, the function of an object could be 

for display, as exemplified by household decorations (Smith 1999:109). 
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 In addition to the more utilitarian function of commodities and ordinary goods, 

archaeologists should expect to find such artifacts in much larger quantities and in a 

diverse range of contexts, in comparison to social valuables (Gregory 1982:12; Spence 

1996). Even a large quantity of a specific of artifact in a single context would suggest that 

that particular object possessed some social value to an individual or group of people, 

such as a group of artisans (Inomata 2001:233; Spence 1996:32). Widespread distribution 

of a high quantity of an artifact would suggest that many people had access to the object, 

and that its social and economic value was not the same as that of singularities (Mills 

2004:240; Plourde 2009:266). All this is not to say that commodities and ordinary goods 

cannot have value, but such objects are not recognized by society as bestowing upon their 

owners the degree of prestige that social valuables do (Smith 1999). 

 Finally, because these artifacts are so common, it is not a stretch to suggest that 

while ordinary goods do require a certain degree of skill and knowledge to create, it is not 

to the same degree that is required to create social valuables (Inomata 2001; Spence 

1996; Weiner 1992). In other words, commodities and ordinary goods are relatively easy 

to replicate. The list of qualities of commodities and ordinary goods are summarized in 

Table 3.2. 

 

 

 Ordinary goods usually serve utilitarian rather than symbolic 

purposes. 

 Ordinary goods appear ubiquitously in the archaeological record 

in higher frequencies and in multiple contexts. 

 Ordinary goods are relatively easy to replicate by those without 

sacred knowledge.  

Table 3.2. Attributes of commodities and ordinary goods. 
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INALIENABLE POSSESSIONS 

What are Inalienable Possessions? 

The topic of “inalienable possessions” or “inalienable wealth” largely derives 

from the ethnographic work of Annette Weiner, particularly her book, Inalienable 

Possessions: The Paradox of Keeping-While-Giving (1992; see also Weiner 1985).  

Inalienable possessions are goods which paradoxically circulate but are not exchanged, 

and it is the very fact that these possessions are not exchanged, or are exchanged in only 

very special circumstances, which makes them so valuable (Weiner 1992:4).  

Inalienable possessions can be physical objects, or less tangible notions such as 

ritual knowledge or even land-use rights (Weiner 1992).  What makes these concepts so 

important, as Weiner (1992:4) describes it, is their power of “cosmological 

authentication”, which is the imbuement of the possession with authority “lodged in past 

actions or representations in sacred or religious domains”.  The historical, social, 

political, or cosmological significance of the possession therefore provides its owner with 

a means of legitimizing their place in society. Though ownership of such an uncommon 

article, one establishes similarities, a linkage, to the past in order to excuse social 

differences in the present (Weiner 1992:48).  In the words of Weiner (1992:65), 

inalienable possessions “establish difference without the need to defend it”.  

Inalienable possessions are circulated in some fashion, either within a single 

genealogical, social, political, or religious group, or in the sense that it is displayed during 

ritual feasts or exchange ceremonies, or, as exemplified in the case of medieval Europe, 

letting individuals subsist off one’s own land for a cost (Weiner 1992:33-34). Ownership 

of inalienable possessions gives more prestige and desirability to other exchangeable 
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things that one might own because of their association with the inalienable possession 

(Weiner 1992:10). Thus, in order for an individual to utilize and have recognized 

cosmological authority given to them through the inalienable possession, they must 

circulate or display it.  

Such circulation legitimizes one’s authority, but it also increases the desirability 

of the inalienable possession, thereby increasing the risk of having the possession stolen. 

This possibility of loss is essential to inalienable possessions, as it fuels its reverence 

from the population (Weiner 1992:94-95).  The loss of such a possession is irrevocably 

damaging to its owner, while a boon to its new possessor.  Taking a rival chief’s 

inalienable possession, the very symbol that cosmologically legitimized his political, 

social, and religious authority, strips him of all that power and gives added authority to its 

new owner (Mills 2004:248; Weiner 1985:224, 1992:103). If sacred knowledge becomes 

widely known within a tribe, for example, then it strips those whose power came from 

holding a monopoly over that knowledge of their own authority. In other words, 

inalienable possessions are important tools in both the establishment and defeat of 

hierarchy, and those without their source of cosmological authentication start 

experiencing a type of social decay (Mills 2004; Weiner 1985, 1992). 

 

Why Inalienable Possessions? 

 Weiner developed her theory of inalienable possessions in order to explain the 

phenomenon of gift exchange and the motivation behind reciprocity in the West Pacific 

(Weiner 1985:210, 1992:1–3). While gift exchange in this region has been documented in 

detail (see Malinowski 1920, and Mauss 2011), interpretations of these exchange systems 
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were often too heavily grounded in Western economic theory and history, an issue, as 

addressed before, which haunts current archaeologists’ understanding of exchange 

systems in ancient Southwest cultures. The inalienable possessions framework can also 

be applied to range of different societies, and is not limited to the centralized economies 

of prestige goods systems (Hendon 1999; Mills 2004; Saitta 1999). 

 Though the theory behind inalienable possessions was not developed in response 

to prestige goods or prestige good systems per se, the model can still be used as a useful 

alternative to explaining not only how social valuables relate to social inequality, but also 

how “objects are differentially valued and how that value is formed by social 

relationships that go beyond economic transactions” (Mills 2004:239).  The value of 

inalienable possessions is contingent on its social environment, and thus hard to gauge in 

strictly economic terms. Comparing alienable possessions (things exchanged) against 

inalienable possessions (things not exchanged), scholars can gain a broader understanding 

of social valuables than typical Western economic terminology allows (Weiner 1992:32).    

The model of inalienable possessions works better than that of prestige goods in 

the case of the prehispanic Southwest because it can be used as a framework rather than a 

model. The utilization of this theory allows one to take into account other social valuables 

which are used to confer prestige on an individual without necessarily bestowing upon 

them economic prosperity (Braithwaite 1984; Mills 2000, 2004; Plourde 2009). 

Archaeologists have identified in the Southwest artifacts which represent an individual’s 

political, religious, or economic prowess, called insignias of office (Bayman 2002:84–

85); ritual performance paraphernalia which are used in sacred rites and ceremonies 

(Bayman 2002:82–83); and instruments of power which cosmologically authenticate their 
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owner (Bayman 2002:83–84; Mills and Ferguson 2008; Whalen 2013). The inalienable 

possessions framework helps archaeologists understand the way(s) in which these 

artifacts were utilized or valued in ways that the prestige goods model cannot. 

Defining Inalienable Objects in the Archaeological Record 

 Though the theoretical framework behind inalienable possessions has its origins 

in ethnographic work (Mauss 2011; Weiner 1985, 1992), the model has since recently 

been adopted in archaeological studies (Hendon 1999; Inomata 2001; Mills 2004). 

Barbara Mills (2004) has done an excellent job of both applying the inalienable 

possessions model to ethnographic and archaeological cultures in the American 

Southwest and defining how archaeologists can identify these objects in the material 

record (see Table 3.3).  

 Inalienable possessions are not subject to mundane exchange transactions. 

 They rarely circulate or do not circulate widely. 

 Inalienable possessions are considered to be repositories of knowledge. 

 Inalienable objects require special knowledge to produce. 

 The production of inalienable objects is usually highly gendered. 

 These objects often appear as singularities. 

 Inalienable objects are used in ceremonies of authentication and commemoration. 

 The identity of both individuals and collective groups can be authenticated by 

these objects. 

 They are important for both the establishment and defeat of hierarchy. 

Table 3.3. Key attributes of inalienable possessions (taken from Mills 2004:240). 

 As previously established, inalienable objects are not subject to mundane 

exchange transactions and they rarely, if ever, circulate because they are “transcendent 

treasures” that need to be protected (Weiner 1992:32). This would suggest that 

archaeologists should expect to find these objects in contexts that are restricted, in the 

sense that they are not easily accessible to the general public. Keeping inalienable objects 

in such contexts allows for individuals or groups to display the object and thus 
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appropriate the power of cosmological authentication imbued in the object, while keeping 

the object itself out of the realm of exchange (Weiner 1992:19). Others can therefore 

appreciate the power of the object and the authority it gives its owner while 

simultaneously desiring the object to increase their own prestige. The tensions between 

the desire and reverence of an inalienable possession serve as the driving force behind 

their power and authority (Mills 2004:240; Weiner 1992:63).  

 It is difficult to identify this trait archaeologically. We cannot know, without 

specific written records, how or under what circumstances an artifact was exchanged. 

Similarly, it is hard for us to determine whether artifacts were used in “ceremonies of 

commemoration” (Mills 2004:240).  Because there are a variety of circumstances under 

which these ceremonies could have taken place, it is difficult to discern what types of 

contexts one would expect to find these artifacts. Like all traits of the theories mentioned 

in this chapter, all aspects of this framework must be examined in conjunction with one 

other.  

 Related to this quality is the fact that inalienable objects often appear as 

singularities (Mills 2004:240). They were not, in other words, produced in large 

quantities relative to bulk commodities (Mills 2004:240; Smith 1999; Weiner 1985:213). 

While Weiner (1992:37) states that inalienable objects are normally manufactured in 

limited quantities to emphasize their uniqueness, Mills (2004:240) argues that limiting 

the objects to singularities is too restrictive. Mills (2004:240) notes that larger quantities 

of an object may be required if multiple members of a group are required to possess the 

items. In some cases, possessing just one artifact may make an individual be seen as more 

powerful due to the rarity of the object in his or her possession, while some contexts may 
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represent the inventory of a group which needed and accumulated multiple artifacts for 

their own legitimization (Mills 2004:240; see also Weiner 1992:138). Thus, identifying 

inalienable objects archaeologically requires comparing the frequency in which an object 

appears to others over a larger geographic and cultural area.  By this criterion, artifacts 

which appear in low quantities throughout an area are more likely to be inalienable 

objects compared to artifacts which appear in abundance in a multitude of sites. 

Inalienable objects appear in low frequencies also because they require special 

knowledge to produce. The objects may be heirlooms passed down or they could be 

newly made, but the knowledge and even the resources required to make the object are 

specialized or hard to come by (Mill 2004:240; Weiner 1992). The knowledge and skills 

required to create shell pendants, bracelets, or instruments, for example, would not have 

been widespread in Hohokam society and thus would have been restricted to a smaller 

group of individuals (Bayman 2002; Bradley 2000; Trubitt 2003). Metallurgy was not 

developed in the Southwest until after the arrival of the Spanish, though it was well 

developed in Mexico prior to this period (Hosler 1994; Vargas 1995). Thus, copper 

artifacts in the Southwest could also be seen as requiring special knowledge to produce or 

obtain from a faraway place.   

It also could be argued these items act as repositories of knowledge, in the sense 

that they embody the special knowledge that is required to create or obtain the object, and 

from here comes the power of authentication (Helms 1993:69; Plourde 2009:266). The 

possession of an artifact which represents this special knowledge could be considered just 

as legitimizing as possessing the knowledge itself (Helms 1993). Copper bells 

representing the requisite skill-set to cast copper could be seen as a case study in this 
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regard. Adopting this mindset would allow archaeologists to overcome the difficulties of 

recognizing this trait archaeologically. 

 Finally, inalienable possessions are important for both “the establishment and 

defeat of hierarchy” (Weiner 1992:126-130; see also Mills 2004). It should be noted that 

inalienable possessions can authenticate the authority of individuals as well as collective 

identities, meaning that multiple individuals part of the same social or corporate group 

have their prestige authenticated by a single set of inalienable objects (Mills 2004:240-

241).  Mills (2004:241) discusses how staffs of office and Kachina masks of unnamed 

personages could be seen as inalienable objects which cosmologically authenticate an 

individual. Kachina masks of named personages, Ahayu:da, the War God effigies of the 

Bow Priesthood, and other objects placed on altars are further examples that Mills (2004) 

categorizes as collective inalienable possessions, objects which cosmologically 

authenticate a whole religious sect or genealogical group.  

 To this end, inalienable possessions could be found in archaeological contexts 

which would imply they belong to a group of individuals or a single individual or an 

individual’s family (Mills 2004). Inalienable possessions establish hierarchy as they 

authenticate the individual’s place in society, but they also defeat it in that they legitimize 

the authority of the collective as well (Weiner 1992).  

 Weiner (1985, 1992) and Mills (2004) state that production of inalienable 

possessions is often highly gendered, but this again is something much easier to 

document ethnographically than archaeologically. In the absence of any written records 

or other archaeological evidence stating that one gender obtained a type of inalienable 

object, use of ethnographic records to support the rest of the gathered evidence may be 
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the best solution. It is an important quality to consider, individuals may require particular 

objects to bolster their prestige or to reaffirm their gender roles in that society (Weiner 

1992). This brings to light the issue of production. It has been increasingly acknowledged 

by archaeologists that we have been focusing so much on exchange theory that theories 

about modes of production have fallen by the wayside and require more attention  (Helms 

1988, 1993; Inomata 2001:344; McGuire 1986, 1992:126).  Studying these modes of 

production sheds light on the skill-sets and knowledge possessed by members of 

particular genealogical, ideological, or corporate groups, but it can also give 

archaeologists a deeper understanding of  power relations within a society and the 

meaning of social valuables (Inomata 2001:332, 344; McGuire 1992:42-43; McGuire and 

Saitta 1996). The nature of evidence for this study, however, means that the modes of 

production for copper bells must be left to another investigation. 

INALIENABLE POSSESSIONS AND SOCIAL VALUABLES: FINAL 

THOUGHTS 

 Mills (2004:239) emphasizes the fact that inalienable objects are objects of 

memory, and that the specialized knowledge required to create the objects is passed down 

through various social links which exist between individuals. While perhaps not her 

intention, the implication is that an object can only be an inalienable possession if its 

owner knows the details of its manufacturing. This discounts the possibility of artifacts 

traded over long distances becoming inalienable possessions.  

 To the contrary I would argue, as would Helms (1988, 1993), that artifacts that 

were manufactured in one place, from exotic materials, and that were subsequently traded 

over long distances could still become inalienable possessions, even if its owner had 
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neither the knowledge nor technical skill to replicate the object. The manufacturing of the 

artifact, such as a copper bell, could still be regarded as both requiring and embodying 

special knowledge to manufacture. Weiner states (1992:100), and Mills acknowledges 

(2004:239), that the essential quality of inalienable possessions is the source of their 

cosmological authentication.  If “inalienable objects are repositories of knowledge 

because they materialize histories of social relations” (Mills 2004:240), then it is not too 

far a stretch to build on Helms’ theories and state that foreign objects that materialize 

relations with these faraway places could also be candidates for inalienable possessions, 

even if the special knowledge required for their manufacture cannot be transmitted over 

time. The rarity of such an item may serve to bolster its and its owner’s prestige even 

further (Helms 1993:107-108; Mills 2004:240; Weiner 1992:10). 

 Ultimately, the value of examining inalienable possessions stems from the fact 

that the model can be applied to a variety of societal types and can address a broader 

range of meanings for social valuables (Hendon 1999; Saitta 1999; Weiner 1992). Mills 

(2004) repeatedly notes that inalienable possessions are not simply another type of 

artifact to be identified in the archaeological record, but an alternative framework to the 

prestige goods model that addresses these varied interpretations of where power comes 

from in a society. 

This chapter demonstrated that the prestige goods model is insufficient in its 

ability to account for how individuals gain and display prestige. Prestige does not 

exclusively refer to political or economic power, and it can be bestowed up individuals in 

different ways through different objects (Mills 2004; Plourde 2009; Weiner 1992). The 

prestige goods model assumes that centralized political authority is needed for exchange 
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systems to exist, and that prestige goods are usually found only in socially hierarchical 

societies (Saitta 1999). Such is not the case in the cultures of the prehispanic Southwest. 

In contrast, the inalienable possessions framework accounts for a variety of types of 

artifacts that can legitimize an individual or group’s power, as well as explaining how 

prestige is developed in supposed egalitarian or “middle-range” societies (Hendon 1999; 

Saitta 1999). How archaeologists interpret and differentiate these social valuables relies 

heavily on the archaeological context in which the objects are found, but their hypotheses 

can be backed up with ethnographic or ethnohistoric evidence. In order to evaluate 

whether these models work well with the Southwest archaeological record, they must 

considered in relation to artifact data from the region. The discussion now shifts to copper 

bells and their distribution throughout the Southwest in order to facilitate this discussion.  
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Chapter 4: Macro-scale Analysis of Copper Bells in the Southwest 

INTRODUCTION 

The previous chapter discussed the various theoretical models which could be used to 

interpret the cultural significance of social valuables such as copper bells. This chapter 

will present the data which will be analyzed using these tools. To date, 672 bells have 

been discovered across the Greater Southwest from 113 archaeological sites (see Figure 

4.1). A list of these sites, their geographic locations, and their cultural affiliations can be 

found in Appendix D. The temporal and contextual information regarding these bells has 

been compiled into a database for future analysis. This chapter discusses general trends in 

the distribution of copper bells over time and space. The discussion then turns to the 

strengths of this database and how it can be used in the examination of the 

aforementioned patterning on copper bell distribution. This will help us understand the 

variability in the cultural significance of copper bells in the Southwest.  

 
Figure 4.1. Spatial distribution and temporal of Southwestern sites from which copper 

bells have been discovered. (Photo credit: Marit Munson).  

● = Period I   ● = Period II   ● = Unknown Period. 
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THE COPPER BELL DATABASE 

 Appendix A lists the 672 copper bells that have been discovered in the Greater 

Southwest area to date.  Of these, 622 are adequately documented in Victoria Vargas’ 

1995 publication. To her catalogue, the present study adds 50 new entries, including bells 

about which Vargas knew nothing more than their presence at certain sites. 

I acquired information regarding “new” bells through various means. Individuals 

who had previously reported copper bell findings were contacted by myself directly in 

order to establish whether they knew of other findings. I also made a general query on the 

New Mexico Archaeological Council (NMAC) listserv network was also made, which 

led to numerous individuals contacting me about information that they had on copper bell 

findings. In both these cases, initial contact with one individual often led to a chain of 

communication with numerous different researchers at various cultural resource 

management firms, museums, and other academic institutions. Archaeological site reports 

and academic journal articles, old and new, were also reviewed in an effort to uncover 

any data about new copper bells and further information on the bells that Vargas had 

identified. 

Echoing Vargas’ words (1995:41), this database is not meant to be exhaustive by 

any means. New copper bell discoveries are being made every year, and, due to time 

constraints, there was a relatively limited time period during which new data could be 

gathered before it needed to be analyzed and interpreted for this thesis. This database is 

meant to not only build upon Vargas’ already substantial work, but to also eliminate any 

gaps in the information and inconsistencies in terminology or contextual data found 

within her copper bell inventory. 
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Database Organization 

 The copper bell database organizes the bell by site and, when applicable, their 

field or museum catalogue number in order to differentiate between the individual 

artifacts. A letter designation, labelled “Other #” in the database, is used for further 

individual artifact identification. This label was assigned by the author and was largely 

arbitrary, serving to differentiate between individual artifacts which share the same site 

and catalogue number designations. The bell stylistic types are listed according to 

Vargas’ (1995) updated version of Pendergast’s (1962) classification system of West 

Mexican metal objects (see also Sprague and Signori 1963; Sprague 1964). In some cases 

the bell type is listed as “frag”, meaning that there were one or more fragments of what 

are presumed to have once been copper bells and, as such, they are un-type-able. Unless 

the evidence clearly demonstrates otherwise, fragments are treated as a single bell in this 

database, even if multiple fragments were found in a single context. A minimum number 

of individual artifacts was approximated based on the context and morphology of the 

fragments found. Copper bells, for example, only had one eyelet, so finding two eyelets 

in a single deposition would imply that there were at least two bells present (Figure 4.2).  

 

Figure 4.2. A comparison of copper bell fragments from Pueblo del Arroyo (A) 

and Pueblo Bonito (B) in relation to whole-copper bells from Pueblo Bonito (C). 

Fragments were often especially difficult to identify. 

A B C 
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Contextual Information 

 One of the main purposes of this database is to provide as much contextual 

information about each copper bell as is possible. As such, the database contains three 

columns, labelled “Primary Context”, “Secondary Context”, and “Details”. Depending on 

the information available, not all bells will have entries in every column. Primary Context 

is what is considered the most important contextual information in regard to data 

analysis. Such contexts could be as specific as a burial or as general as a room. It is the 

primary context category which is used as the primary tool of contextual analysis.  The 

Secondary Context supplements the information in the primary context. Thus, in one 

case, the primary context could be a “Kiva”, while the secondary context could be 

“floor”, meaning that the copper bell was found on the surface floor of the ritual 

structure. The Details column further supplements any information in the Primary or 

Secondary context columns. These details are bell-specific, and could include specifying 

in which particular room a bell was found within the site, or other general information to 

help the reader situate where exactly the bell was found. Contextual data of some form is 

available for roughly 64% (n=431) of the total bells in the database.  

A significant number of bells lack any contextual data. Of the 672 copper bells 

which were examined, 121 of them, roughly 18% of the total assemblage, lacked any 

temporal or chronological context. The database shows that one hundred sixty-one (161) 

bells (24%) were dated to Period I and 362 bells (54%) were dated to Period II. Bells 

lacking useable contextual data make interpreting these artifacts chronologically 

extremely difficult. In the case of 134 Hohokam Period II bells, for example, almost half 

of them (46%, n=62) are without contextual data. If these were to be included in the 
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analysis, 27% of Period II Hohokam bells would be from mortuary contexts. If they were 

not included and only bells with contextual data were examined, the frequency of 

mortuary bells would jump to 51%. One hundred sixty-nine (169) copper bells were not 

situated chronologically and 45 bells were not linked with any particular culture group. 

Quite clearly, the massive amount of contextual data which is missing is problematic. As 

such, only “provenienced” bells, those with good contextual data, are examined. 

Any associated artifacts that were found with the copper bells were listed to 

further contextual analysis. There is also a column headed “Circulation”. This refers to 

whether the copper bell was in a place where it could have been readily available to a 

multitude of people, or if it was in a more restricted context where only a select few 

would have access to the artifact. As has been mentioned, whether an artifact was 

circulating or not is relevant to evaluating which one of the theoretical models discussed 

in Chapter 3 best suits the data. 

Context Classifications 

 The various Primary and Secondary context options listed in the database have 

been grouped into larger categories to be used for analysis. These categories make it 

easier to see general patterns of the distribution and consumption of copper bells over 

time and space. They will also be the tool used in the analysis of these patterns later in 

this chapter. These categories, listed here and explained in full in Appendix B, are as 

follows: 
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 Cache 

 Disturbed 

 Domestic 

 Mortuary 

 Ritual 

 Surface 

 Trash 

 Unknown/Other 

Though these categories are very general, they facilitate an easier understanding 

of the contextual distribution of copper bells in the Southwest. The specific details of 

each bell can be easily accessed from the database. Examining the frequency of these 

artifacts in each of these categories is not sufficient for a detailed analysis of their 

potential value. Researchers must also take into consideration temporal frequencies and 

any shifts in the contextual frequencies. As such, researchers must have a firm 

understanding of cultural periods in the Southwest, and so the focus here turns to 

establishing a chronology of copper bells in the Southwest. 

DATA ANALYSIS 

 The provenience and context of copper bell finds were examined and organized 

by culture area and the time periods discussed in Chapter 2. Because of the issues 

mentioned earlier regarding bells with no contextual data, only “provenienced” bells 

(n=437) are discussed in detail within this section. The following section discusses the 

cultural and spatial distribution of copper bells, followed by an examination of the 

contextual distribution. These trends are compared temporally and, to an extent, cross-

culturally. 

Cultural and Spatial Distribution 

 Copper bells have been found in a variety of culture areas across the Greater 

Southwest, in Arizona, New Mexico, Colorado, and Utah, as well as the Mexican states 
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of Sonora and Chihuahua (Figure 4.1). The majority of these artifacts were discovered in 

the Hohokam and Casas Grandes areas at approximately 38% (n=256) and 31% (n=210), 

respectively. 

 In Period I, copper bells were distributed throughout the “Big Three” cultures of 

the Southwest – the Ancestral Pueblo, the Hohokam, and the Mogollon. Ten bells were 

also found in the Sinagua region. At this point in time, the site of Paquimé was not yet 

developed into the future regional centre it would become, and as such we see no activity 

in terms of copper bell consumption here and throughout the rest of the Casas Grandes 

region (Cordell and McBrinn 2012:273; Di Peso 1974; Schaafsma and Riley 1999b:7). 

Over half the bells dating to this period were found in the Hohokam region (Table 4.1). 

Culture Area Number % Period I 

Hohokam 

Ancestral Pueblo 

91 

38 

54.8 

22.9 

Mogollon 26 15.7 

Sinagua 10 6.0 

Unknown 1 0.6 

Total: 166 100 

Table 4.1. Cultural distribution of copper bells dateable to Period I, rounded to the nearest 

tenth. 

 Over double the number of bells dated to Period I date to Period II (166 and 356 

bells respectively). Copper bells were distributed throughout a wider range of cultural 

groups in the latter period (Table 4.2). The majority of the artifacts were found in the 

Hohokam and Casas Grandes areas. The bells continue to be dispersed throughout the 

Hohokam region, as will be discussed later. In the Casas Grandes area, 90% (n=113) of 

the provenienced bells are found almost exclusively at the central site of Paquimé or its 

immediate neighbours.  

 



72 

 

 

 

Culture Area Number % Period II 

Hohokam 134 37.6 

Casas Grandes 130 36.5 

Mogollon 44 12.4 

Ancestral Pueblo 28 7.9 

Unknown 10 2.8 

Trincheras 5 1.4 

Salado 4 1.1 

Rio Sonora 1 0.3 

Total: 356 100 

Table 4.2. Cultural distribution of copper bells dateable to Period II, rounded to the 

nearest tenth. 

 This change in cultural distribution over time has been documented by Vargas 

(1995:66-68, 2001), who suggests that the Hohokam served as the primary facilitators of 

the spread of Mesoamerican artifacts throughout the Southwest in Period I and even 

Period II. Vargas (1995) also suggests that the site of Paquimé in the Casas Grandes 

region imported bells for the personal use of the local inhabitants (Vargas 1995), a claim 

supported by the high concentration of bells at this site.  

Contextual Distribution of Copper Bells 

Ancestral Pueblo 

 The trends of Ancestral Pueblo copper bells are discussed in greater detail in 

Chapter 5. A total of 67 copper bells were found in the Ancestral Pueblo region, with 

only one bell lacking any temporal information. The remaining 66 bells are split between 

38 bells in Period I and 28 bells in Period II (n=34 and n=21 respectively in terms of bells 

with contextual data, see Table 4.3). Quite clearly there is a significant drop in Ancestral 

Pueblo bells between Periods I and II. It is also worth noting that major changes in 

cultural activity and population movement in this area occurred with the collapse of the 

Chaco regional system in the 12th century A.D., which also coincided with the transition 
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from Hosler’s Period I to Period II (Cordell and McBrinn 2012:201; Hosler 2009; Plog 

and Heitman 2010). As such, archaeologists have distinct temporal and cultural markers 

which can act as benchmarks to enrich our understanding of changes in copper bell 

distribution in the Ancestral Pueblo region. 

 Period I Period II 

  Number % Number % 

Cache 0 0.0 0 0.0 

Domestic 20 58.8 5 23.8 

Mortuary 0 0.0 13 61.9 

Ritual 9 26.5 1 4.8 

Surface 1 2.9 0 0.0 

Trash 4 11.8 2 9.5 

Total 34 100 21 100 

Table 4.3. A temporal comparison of the contextual distribution of provenienced copper 

bells from the Ancestral Pueblo region, rounded to the nearest tenth. 

Period I – 38 bells were dated to this period, but four lacked any contextual data (see 

Table 4.3).  About 59% (n=20) of the 34 provenienced copper bells from the Ancestral 

Pueblo area were found in domestic context; usually on the floor or in the fill or debris 

within rooms which seemed to have no special function in Chaco Canyon, or nearby 

public plazas.  Bells were also found in high quantities in ritual contexts, such as on the 

floor or fill of kivas (26.5%, n=9). A small portion were found trash contexts such as 

middens (14%, n=4). No bells have been documented in this period as having come from 

mortuary contexts.  

Period II – The overall quantity of bells remained dropped from Period I, with 28 bells 

recovered, of which 21 have useable contextual data (Table 4.3). This drop may be 

attributable to the dramatic changes in population size and density during this time not 

only in the Ancestral Pueblo region, but throughout the whole of the Southwest (Cordell 

and McBrinn 2012; Kohler et al. 2014; Mills et al. 2015). If so, this would imply that, 
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compared to Period I, there was a decrease in bells per capita during Period II despite a 

growing population. It is also interesting to note, as seen in Table 4.3, that the number of 

bells found throughout the Southwest dramatically increased in Period II. The frequency 

of provenienced bells in domestic contexts is reduced almost a third from Period I (23%, 

n=5). Only one bell was found in a public plaza, and it was on the surface of the plaza at 

Pottery Mound. The frequency of provenienced bells from middens and refuse piles is 

decreased to a little under 10% (n=2). 

Of the recorded contexts for bells in the Ancestral Pueblo region, the majority are 

burials (61%, n=13). Many of these mortuary artifacts were found in clusters within a 

single grave at the site, as seen at the Turkey Creek Site in eastern Arizona (n=6 from 

Burial 222) and Copper Bell Ruin in Northern Arizona (n=5). This is, quite clearly, a 

dramatic change from Period I. It could be that the number of burials in the Ancestral 

Pueblo world rose after the A.D. 1200, which would, incidentally, have coincided with 

the period of population growth and migration which occurred in the region (Cordell and 

McBrinn 2012:244). The frequency of provenienced bells in ritual deposits also dropped 

dramatically to less than 5% (n=1), with the single instance coming from a kiva at 

Goodman Point. 

Hohokam 

 The largest number of copper bells attributed to a single cultural group belong to 

the Hohokam, who “owned” roughly 39% (n=256) of all copper bells found in the 

Southwest. Only 31 of these bells could not be definitively linked to one of Hosler’s time 

periods. There is a roughly 47% increase in copper bells between Period I (n=91) and 

Period II (n=134), though, as is discussed below, a significant number of the Period II 
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bells lack the necessary data to analyze them in detail. The large number of bells from 

this region could be related to the Hohokam’s ties to Mesoamerican societies and could 

possibly be because they acted as facilitators of the spread of copper bells in the 

Southwest (Vargas 2001). The increase of the artifacts in Period II could be related to 

increased stratification in Hohokam society, and the subsequent demand for more social 

valuables or items which bestow power on social elites (Bayman 2002; Cordell and 

McBrinn 2012:78). This shift to a more hierarchical society around A.D. 1200 also 

coincided with the transition from Period I to Period II, circa A.D. 1100/1200 (Cordell 

and McBrinn 2012:78; Hosler 2009). 

Period I – 91 bells were recovered from this time period, all of which had contextual 

information (see Table 4.4). The overwhelming majority of provenienced bells were 

found in mortuary contexts (59%, n=54). All but one of these bells were found in 

cremations at the Gatlin Site, with Wasley (1960:245) stating that a single cremation 

could contain up to 20 bells and be found with as many as 300 projectile points. This is a 

substantial amount of copper bells to find in one contextual instance, and to have so many 

copper bells in multiple contexts at a single site is only seen elsewhere in the Southwest 

at Casas Grandes in Period II. The remaining crematory bell was found at the Grewe site. 

The placement of these bells in cremations would imply that the bells were not being 

circulated to other sites in the Hohokam region. Indeed, roughly 64% (n=58) of 

provenienced Period I Hohokam bells were found in contexts which would imply they 

were removed from circulation (Table 4.5). This would run contrary to Vargas’ (1995, 

2001) theory that the Hohokam were acting as the facilitators of the spread of copper 

bells in the Southwest. 
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 Period I Period II 

  Number % Number % 

Cache 0 0.0 25 34.7 

Domestic 33 36.6 5 6.9 

Mortuary 54 59.3 37 51.4 

Ritual 2 2.2 1 1.4 

Surface 0 0.0 3 4.2 

Trash 2 2.2 1 1.4 

Total 91 100 72 100 

Table 4.4. A temporal comparison of the contextual distribution of provenienced copper 

bells from the Hohokam region, rounded to the nearest tenth. 

 Period I Period II 

 Circulation Number % Number % 

Available/In Use 33 36.3 8 11.1 

Unavailable/Not in Use 58 63.7 64 88.9 

Total 91 100 72 100 

Table 4.5. A temporal comparison of circulation frequencies of provenienced copper bells 

from the Hohokam region, rounded to the nearest tenth. 

Thirty-six percent of provenienced bells of Period I provenienced from the 

Hohokam region (N=33) were found in domestic contexts. Twenty-eight of these bells 

were found on the floor in the same room in Snaketown, and it has been suggested by 

Vargas (2012) that these bells were all perhaps once part of a singular necklace. This 

cluster of bells was found in 6 G House 8, which may have been a storage room (Gladwin 

et al. 1937; Vargas 2012). A few provenienced bells appear in ritual and trash deposits 

(2%, n=2, each). The ritual bells were deposited in the architectural foundation of some 

platform mounds at the Gatlin Site in south-central Arizona. Gatlin represents roughly 

62% (n=56) of all Period I Hohokam copper bells (n=134) and 22% of all known 

Hohokam copper bells, with or without contextual information (n=256). Aside from 

Casas Grandes, no other site has such a high proportion of copper bells in its relative 

culture area. It has been suggested that due to the high number of cremations, platform 

mounds, ceremonial ballcourts, and other exotic yields, such as a macaw skeleton and 
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marine shell objects, that this site was a significant ceremonial site in the region (Wasley 

1960; see also Cordell and McBrinn 2012:204). No bells from caches were dated to this 

period. 

Period II – A total of 134 bells were recovered from this time period, of which 72 bells 

had good contextual information, meaning that a daunting 46% (n=62) of Period II 

Hohokam copper bells could not sufficiently analyzed (Table 4.4). This number is less 

than the 91 Hohokam bells from Period I. The number of provenienced bells from 

mortuary contexts remained high, sitting at 51% (n=37), but they were no longer 

exclusively at one site and in cremations as they were in Period I. While a high number of 

bells (n=18) were found in cremations at the Marana and La Plaza sites, a similar 

frequency of bells (n=19) were found in inhumations at La Ciudad, the Gillespie Dam 

Site, and Pueblo Grande. There were no bells found in inhumations in Period I, and the 

increase of such depositions would coincide with the documented higher number of 

inhumations which occurred in the Classic Hohokam period, A.D. 1200-1450 (Cordell 

and McBrinn 2012:78). Also, as seen in Table 4.5, there is an increase from Period I to 

Period II in the proportion of provenienced bells which were removed from circulation 

(89%, n=64 in Period II, up from 64%, n=58 in Period I). Again, this would run contrary 

to the notion that the Hohokam were intermediaries in the trade of copper bells in the 

Southwest (Vargas 2001), as they largely seem to have been removing their own bells 

from circulation. 

Domestic bells make up about 7% (n=5) of this period’s total bells with context, a 

drop from the previous period. Ritual and trash deposits made up 1% (n=1) of this 

period’s frequencies each. The single ritual bell was found deposited within the masonry 
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of a platform mound at Pinnacle Peak in Central Arizona. Three bells were surface finds 

from Los Morteros and Casa Grande, but lack good contextual information, as mentioned 

above. Twenty-five bells were found from a single cache, which represents 35% of the 

total bell assemblage dating to this time period. The famous Romo Cache, as this 

deposition has been named in archaeological literature, is discussed in greater detail in 

the Discussion section of this chapter below.  

Mogollon 

 The Mogollon cultural tradition prevailed in Southern New Mexico and 

southeastern Arizona throughout the entirety of the prehispanic occupation of the 

Southwest (Cordell and McBrinn 2012). With a total 74 artifacts from Periods I and II, 

the Mogollon copper bell collection is the third highest of all Southwestern culture 

groups, behind the Hohokam and the Casas Grandes traditions, and represents 11% of the 

672 bells which constitute the entire Southwestern copper bell assemblage. Early cultural 

activity and development in the Mogollon region was spearheaded by the Mimbres 

tradition until roughly A.D. 1100 (Cordell and McBrinn 2012:79). After this, populations 

moved out of the Mimbres Valley and throughout Southern New Mexico and Eastern 

Arizona, where in some cases Mogollon populations came into contact with those from 

other cultural groups (Cordell and McBrinn 2012:220). This led to a unique fusion of 

cultural traits at some sites, which has made them somewhat difficult to identify, such as 

Grasshopper Ruin. This period of cultural change and population movement occurs 

almost exactly at the same time as Hosler’s Period I to Period II shift (Hosler 2009), and 

would suggest that such a temporal distinction is valid in the case of the Mogollon. 
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Period I – A total of 26 copper bells were dated to this time period, 20 of which were 

documented with contextual data (Table 4.6). Provenienced bells were predominately 

found in burials (85%, n=17). Aside from culture areas in which a single copper bell 

makes up their material record, Mogollon Period I mortuary bells represent the highest 

proportion of copper bells in a single context type in the entirety of the Southwest. Ten of 

these bells were found in burials at Osborn Ruin, though it is unclear if they were found 

within the same burial. The burial at Galaz Ruin, which contained a single copper bell, 

was found under the floor of a house. All bells from mortuary contexts were found with 

inhumations. The other three provenienced bells from this time period (15%) were found 

on or under the floors of domestic structures. 

 Period I Period II 

  Number % Number % 

Cache 0 0.0 0 0.0 

Domestic 3 15.0 13 65.0 

Mortuary 17 85.0 7 35.0 

Ritual 0 0.0 0 0.0 

Surface 0 0.0 0 0.0 

Trash 0 0.0 0 0.0 

Total 20 100 20 100 

Table 4.6. A temporal comparison of the contextual distribution of provenienced copper 

bells from the Mogollon region, rounded to the nearest tenth. 

Period II – 44 bells date to this time period, a significant increase from Period I, but only 

20, less than half the total number of artifacts, had good contextual information. So while 

the overall number of bells has almost doubled, the number of provenienced bells is the 

same as Period I (see Table 4.6). Again, provenienced bells were only discovered in 

mortuary or domestic contexts. However, 65% (n=13) of these artifacts were found in 

proveniences that were domestic in nature, such as in rooms at Grasshopper Ruin, Bloom 

Mound, or Delgar Ruin. Mortuary contexts now represent only 35% (n=7) of the 
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provenienced Period II Mogollon assemblage, and again were found only with 

inhumations rather than cremations. Though the sample size is small, this change is a 

dramatic shift from the trends noted in Period I. It could be that this is a result of changed 

mortuary traditions in the area, some of which may have been affected by the massive 

population movements and cultural amalgamation which was taking place in the region 

(Cordell and McBrinn 2012:38, 79; Duff 2005; Mills et al. 2015). Six of these mortuary 

bells came from Q Ranch, which is proportionally high, but it is unclear whether they 

were from a single burial. 

Casas Grandes 

Period I – Though the Casas Grandes valley had been inhabited for hundreds of years 

prior, the epicentre of Paquimé was not established until the mid-12th century CE and did 

not reach its political, economic, and cultural zenith until the Medio Period, ca. 1300-

1450 CE (Cordell and McBrinn 2012:273; Schaafsma and Riley 1999b:7). These dates 

occur after the 1200 CE end date of Period I, and as a result no copper bells from the 

region have been dated to this period. 

Period II – Despite the extensive research conducted within the Casas Grandes area, 

especially at the central site of Paquimé, the data available for copper bells is surprisingly 

limited. Of the 210 bells which were found in the Casas Grandes region, only 62% 

(n=130) were definitively linked to Period II. Because the presence of Casas Grandes in 

Period I seems to have been minimal if existent at all, it would be logical to assume that 

all bells dated to Period II. The data available, however, do not make this readily 

apparent. Of these 130 bells, 126 had contextual data. Thus, only 60% (n=126) of the 

total Casas Grandes assemblage could be provenienced. About 56% (n=117) of all Casas 
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Grandes copper bells, provenienced or not, came from the central site of Paquimé, with 

another 37% (n=77) from the area immediately surrounding this site. With 92% (n=194) 

of all Casas Grandes copper bells coming from one site, this would suggest that 

Vargas’(1995) theory about the residents of Paquimé hoarding these artifacts instead of 

distributing them to be a valid one. 

A breakdown of the distribution of provenienced bells can be seen in Table 4.7. 

Sixty-three percent (63%, n=79) of provenienced bells were found in what has been 

considered by some (Di Peso 1974; Di Peso et al. 1976) to be caches. Almost all the bells 

are from the fill of a trove from a single room at Paquimé, Room 9C-8. It has been 

suggested that these bells were once part of a series of necklaces, bracelets, and anklets 

(Di Peso 1974). About 25% (n=31) of the bells were found in domestic contexts, mainly 

in rooms or public plazas at Paquimé. Considering the high number of bells found in this 

area, few were found in ritual or mortuary contexts (roughly 10%, n=12, and 3%, n=4, 

respectively). The bells from the latter category were found in the platforms of ritual 

ballcourts at the site of Paquimé. The twelve bells from mortuary contexts were found in 

a single burial found under the floor in a house in San Joaquin Canyon. It is quite 

possible that these bells also used to be part of a single necklace. No bells in the area 

were found in trash or trash-like deposits. 
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 Period II 

  Number % 

Cache 79 62.7 

Domestic 31 24.6 

Mortuary 12 9.5 

Ritual 4 3.2 

Surface 0 0.0 

Trash 0 0.0 

Total 126 100 

Table 4.7. Contextual distribution of provenienced copper bells from the Casas Grandes 

region, rounded to the nearest tenth. No bells found were dated to Period I. 

Sinagua 

Period I – The Sinagua cultural group existed in northern Arizona up until roughly A.D. 

1200, right at the latest limit of Hosler’s Period I. The Sinagua people also had a material 

culture which exhibited many traits of the nearby Ancestral Pueblo and Hohokam 

traditions (Cordell and McBrinn 2012:38; Stanislawski 1963:xxiv). Exemplifying this 

tradition is the site of Wupatki, a site in northern Arizona (Figure 4.1) which, despite its 

remoteness, is home to a ballcourt and artifacts which imply that the site had a link with 

the Hohokam culture. It also housed many architectural features, such as Chaco-style 

type ceremonial structures, that indicate a cultural tie with the Ancestral Pueblo region 

(Cordell and McBrinn 2012:38; Stanislawski 1963:xxiv). As such, it can be difficult to 

determine not only what sites can be classified as Salado, but what metallurgical period 

they best fit into.  

Because of the mass migration out of the region circa A.D. 1200 (Cordell and 

McBrinn 2012:38), all Sinagua bells are considered to have been from Period I (see Table 

4.8). Ten (10) copper bells were found to be from this period, with eight of them having 

good contextual information. Fifty percent (50%, n=4) of the provenienced bells came 

from separate burials, all at Wupatki (Stanislawski 1963:60). The other 50% (n=4) of 
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provenienced Sinagua bells were found in domestic contexts, such as the three found on 

room floors also at Wupatki (Stanislawski 1963:204). The single remaining domestic bell 

was found in the fill of a storage pit within a pithouse at Tse Tlani, a site in northern 

Arizona east of Flagstaff. 

Period II – As stated above, the Sinagua region was largely evacuated by A.D. 1200, so 

no copper bells dating to this time period were discovered (Cordell and McBrinn 

2012:38).  

Rio Sonora 

Period I – No bells dating to this period have been recovered from this area. Research 

into the culture history of this area is still on-going, though researchers agree that major 

cultural development in the Rio Sonora area occurred ca. A.D. 1200-1500, during Period 

II of Hosler’s metallurgical chronology (Cordell and McBrinn 2012:38,82; Riley 2005, 

1999).  

Period II – One bell was found at the site of San José Baviácora. The bell was found in a 

burial, which itself was found under the floor in the corner of a house (see Table 4.9). 

Salado 

Period I – Salado Polychrome vessels, the namesake for the enigmatic cultural tradition 

that appeared rather abruptly in the Southwest, do not appear in the archaeological record 

until ca. A.D. 1200 (Cordell and McBrinn 2012:258). This date falls on the edge of the 

absolute latest date for the end of Period I, and would explain why no copper bells dating 

to this period were found. 

Period II – A single bell was found at Schoolhouse Mesa, in a midden, though three other 

bells were found in sites lacking provenience. One bell was found at Togetzoge, a site in 
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Gila County in the central region of Arizona. This bell was found in association with 

some Gila Polychrome sherds (Table 4.9). 
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Trincheras 

Period I – It has been suggested that the trincheras architectural features were not 

constructed until A.D. 1300-1450 (McGuire and Villalpando 2011:17). This would place 

the construction of sites such as Cerro de Trincheras well after the end of Period I. 

Period II – Five bells were found at the site of Cerro de Trincheras (see Table 4.9). Four 

of these bells (80%) were found in cremations, though it remains unclear whether they 

were from the same cremation. The fifth bell was found on the surface within a cemetery, 

was not associated with any particular cremation, and therefore was considered a surface 

rather than mortuary find (Villalpando 2010). 

DISCUSSION 

Despite efforts to make the copper bell database detailed and comprehensive, 

there are still some significant flaws with the terminology used or the way in which the 

data can be interpreted. The following section will address these issues. 

Caches 

Caches proved to be a difficult category to interpret, as previous research (see 

Vargas 2012:1623-1624) has demonstrated. The term seems to be applied by researchers 

(Di Peso 1974; Haury and Gifford 1959; Vargas 1995) simply to refer to a large number 

of artifacts in a single deposit which is restricted in its accessibility or of a nature 

suggestive of having been removed from circulation. It is not clear how exactly these 

deposits differ from instances of multiple bells in a single burial, or why the single 

instance of the 28 bells found on the floor of a “storehouse” (Gladwin et al. 1937:164; see 

also Vargas 1995:52) from Snaketown does not constitute a cache,  as Vargas (1995:52) 

suggests. Furthermore, it is unclear whether these deposits were ritual or economic in 
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nature. Indeed, it has been noted that Southwestern cultures placed copper bells in the 

masonry structures such as kivas in a ritualistic manner (Breternitz personal 

communication, 2014; see also Di Peso et al. 1976; Vargas 2012). However, hoarding 

such a large number of bells could be a sign of an individual’s power or wealth as well 

(Di Peso 1974; Vargas 2012). Because of this confusion, cache deposits have been treated 

as a separate category for the purpose of this analysis.  

Another problem with caches is that they have a dramatic impact on copper bell 

context frequencies in a given time or place. For example, only one cache was found in 

the Hohokam area. The famous Romo Cache, as it has become known, contained at least 

25 copper bells and almost 100,000 stone beads of various colours, placed within two 

ornate polychrome vessels which were placed lip-to-lip to seal the artifacts under a rocky 

outcrop on top of an isolated hill in Arizona (Haury and Gifford 1959). This particular 

case demonstrates an increase in the number of copper bells found within cache contexts 

between Period I and Period II, but one must also remember that these artifacts were 

found in a single deposit. It is unclear what these data say about the display and/or 

consumption of these social valuables in the Hohokam world. One must ask why this 

cache was created in the first place – someone put a great deal of effort into procuring 

such a high quantity of exotic artifacts, only to cache them in such a remote location at 

some point thereafter.  

Removing cache contexts from analysis can shift how the frequency and 

distribution of these artifacts are interpreted (Vargas 2012:1619). Despite there being a 

total of only a few instances of copper bell caches in the Greater Southwest, these 

deposits account for  almost 16% (n=107) of all copper bells in the Southwest. Thus, 
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cache deposits make up a significant part of this artifact assemblage, and an increase in 

caching behaviour over time is a significant pattern to observe. However, it is the 

significance of this pattern which is difficult to interpret. 

Unfortunately, it is difficult to work around this issue in an adequate manner. 

Labelling all artifacts found in cache contexts as ritual, domestic, or other would require a 

substantial amount of inference made on the by the reseracher. Combining this category 

with another could also mask the potential cultural significance of placing such a high 

quantity of artifacts in a single deposit (Vargas 2012:1623–1624). For these reasons, 

caches are treated as their own separate category in this study. 

Bell Concentrations 

 Similarly to cache deposits, certain large sites also have a major impact on the 

frequencies of copper bells in various culture areas. As mentioned before, 92% (n=194) 

of the 210 Casas Grandes copper bells were found at the central site of Paquimé or at 

sites in immediate proximity to that centre. The concentration of bells in a limited area 

further demonstrates that Paquimé was an epicentre for the consumption of these 

artifacts. The next highest concentration of copper bells outside the Paquimé area is at a 

small site in San Joaquin Canyon. This instance constitutes less than 6% (n=12) of the 

Casas Grandes bell assemblage, and all of this site’s bells are thought to have been part of 

a single necklace. Other named sites with copper bells in the Casas Grandes Region, 

Rancho San Miguel, Santana Ranch, and Ojo de Agua, only turned up two, one and one 

bells respectively, suggesting that bell distribution in this cultural region was extremely 

limited. 
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In the Hohokam region, about 62% (n=56) of all Period I bells were found at the 

Gatlin Site (22% of all Hohokam copper bells). Bells from the surrounding area (n=15) 

have not been temporally defined, but could increase the Gatlin proportion of the 

Hohokam assemblage. Though they lack contextual data, copper bells from Gila Pueblo 

represent roughly 30% (n=134) of all Period II Hohokam copper bells, and about 16% of 

the total Hohokam assemblage. Bells from Snaketown in Period I (n=28) and the Romo 

Cache (n=25) also have very high concentrations of copper bells in the Hohokam region. 

These four sites’s finds represent 58% (n=149) of all copper bells in the Hohokam area, 

meaning that the remaining 107 bells, roughly 42% of this assemblage, were dispersed 

across 30 sites throughout the rest of the Hohokam world. Many of these sites had 

multiple bells, as seen for example at Marana, Casa Grande, or the Gillespie Dam Site, 

but rarely did those sites possess more than seven or eight bells (Table 4.10). Such a high 

concentration of bells within a relatively few number of sites would, as in the Casas 

Grandes region, suggest that the Hohokam did not distribute copper bells in either Period 

I or Period II, contrary to Vargas’ (1995, 2001, 2012) claims.  

 Hohokam sites, however, possessed a higher frequency of bells per site compared 

to any other culture area save for the Casas Grandes region (see Table 4.10). Presumably 

not only did Hohokam people obtain these artifacts in greater quantities than their 

contemporaries in other cultures, but also the items were circulated more actively as well. 

It is hard to trace the actual movement of these bells through time, but it is worth noting 

that in Period I, Hohokam sites with copper bells would, on average, turn up a little more 

than 10 bells, while in Period II they turned out a little fewer than nine. The small 

difference would indicate that bells were distributed to a lesser extent throughout the 
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region in Period II, despite an increase in the number of bells found (Table 4.10). It 

should be noted that sometimes what has been considered a single site in Table 4.10 is 

actually a region which encompasses, according to the original Vargas (1995) database, 

numerous small sites. These areas are often satellites of major population centres, such as 

the Gatlin Site or Paquimé, and have unfortunately not been differentiated on a site-by-

site basis. As such, Table 4.10 is intended to provide only a rough idea of the distribution 

of copper bell artifacts in the Southwest. 

Culture Area # Sites with Bells Min#Bells Max#Bells Avg Bells/Site 

Casas Grandes 6 1 117 35 

Hohokam 34 1 56 7.5 

Ancestral Pueblo 22 1 23 3.1 

Mogollon 24 1 12 3.0 

Table 4.10. Average number of bells per site for the four major culture regions in the 

Southwest, rounded to the nearest tenth. Included are the minimum and maximum 

number of bells found at a site in each particular culture region. 

This trend can be contrasted with the situation in the Casas Grandes region. A 

total of 194 (92.3% of the regions’ total bell count) were found in or in the area 

immediately surrounding Paquimé. Very few bells (7.6%) were found elsewhere in what 

could be considered the Casas Grandes region. All bells were found only in Period II, 

when the site of Paquimé was flourishing (Di Peso 1974; Vargas 1995). Vargas (1995, 

2001, 2012) sees this as an indicator that the residents of Casas Grandes were keeping the 

artifacts for themselves, instead of facilitating the movement of these artifacts elsewhere. 

If so, this could indicate a difference in how copper bells were viewed and valued 

between the residents of the Hohokam and Casas Grandes regions. 

Relative to the copper bells of the previous two culture areas, those of Ancestral 

Pueblo were more evenly distributed throughout the area (see Table 4.10). The majority 

of these bells were found in the Chaco Region: 33 bells, 42% of the Ancestral Pueblo bell 
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assemblage, were found in this area, with Pueblo Bonito (34% n=23) being the largest 

contributor to this number. Eight bells were found at the Turkey Creek Site (12%), five at 

Copper Bell Ruin (8%), four at Aztec (6%), and three bells each at Edge of the Cedars 

Ruin and Casa Rinconada (about 5% each). 

An interesting trend to note is how bells from this region became more dispersed 

over time. In Period I, sites averaged 4.8 bells, while in Period II they averaged 2.2 bells. 

This trend may not be so surprising when one considers that all eight sites where Period I 

bells were found located in or around Chaco Canyon. In Period II, the bells were found in 

a higher quantity of sites throughout the region, and none around Chaco. This shift would 

align with the collapse of the Chaco regional system ca. A.D. 1150 (Cordell and McBrinn 

2012:201). The data lends credence to the notion that Chaco was a cultural and perhaps 

socio-political centre of the Ancestral Pueblo world during its peak, and that cultural 

influence in the Ancestral Pueblo world became more evenly distributed during its 

florescence (Cordell and McBrinn 2012; Plog and Heitman 2010; Renfrew 2001). The 

distribution of bells in the Ancestral Pueblo world will be reviewed in in greater detail in 

the subsequent chapter.  

Mogollon copper bells also became more widely dispersed over time. In Period I, 

Mogollon sites averaged about 3.7 bells per site, distributed evenly over seven sites. In 

Period II, the average number of bells per site comes out to about 3.1 bells per site. While 

this change may seem miniscule, it is worth noting that the number of sites with bells 

doubled from Period I to Period II (n=7 and n=14 respectively), and the number of bells 

also almost doubled between these periods (n=26 and n=44 respectively). This more even 

distribution may be related to a shift in cultural practice which kept bells in domestic 



92 

 

 

 

contexts rather than mortuary ones. It may also be reflective of the cultural amalgamation 

of Ancestral Pueblo and Mogollon society which was occurring in east-central Arizona 

around this time (Lowell 1996). As mentioned before, Ancestral Pueblo copper bells 

were also more evenly distributed in this period. 

COPPER BELLS: VARIATION IN TIME, SPACE, AND CONTEXT 

The evidence demonstrates that there is considerable variability in the 

distributional patterning of copper bells in the Greater Southwest. These artifacts were 

found clustered in and around certain sites, as demonstrated in the Casas Grandes and 

Hohokam areas, or dispersed more evenly throughout the rest of the culture area at 

different times, in different places, exemplified by the Ancestral Pueblo copper bells. 

Furthermore, copper bells were found in a variety of different contexts, even within a 

single culture area. The frequency of the artifacts in each of these contexts also changed 

though time and space.  

As seen, the frequency and concentration of the bells can represent the 

contemporary socio-economic status of a culture, and thus archaeologists must be sure to 

examine these trends on a larger scale than an individual site basis. Many of the temporal 

shifts in contextual and spatial distribution in every culture in the Southwest occurred 

roughly around the 12th century A.D., a time noted for massive cultural and demographic 

changes, such as the collapse of the Chaco regional system and the growth of the Casas 

Grandes tradition (Cordell and McBrinn 2012; Kohler et al. 2014; Mills et al. 2015).  

This chapter has presented the data concerning the 672 copper bells recovered 

from the Greater Southwest. In Period I, bells in all culture areas tended to be distributed 

among a small number of sites. Most Ancestral Pueblo copper bells were found in 
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domestic contexts, Hohokam bells found in domestic or mortuary instances, while the 

Mogollon largely deposited copper bells in mortuary contexts (Table 4.8). The 

distribution of these artifacts became more varied in Period II (see Table 4.9). In the 

Ancestral Pueblo region, the bells became more widely dispersed, though many of them 

were found in mortuary contexts. The Hohokam patterns did not change much, as many 

bells were found in mortuary contexts, though the spatial distribution of the artifacts 

became a little more even. The Mogollon bells also became more widely distributed, 

though the greatest pattern change seen was the shift to bells being found in 

predominantly domestic contexts. The Casas Grandes tradition also emerged in Period II, 

and many of the artifacts were found in domestic instances or fell under the enigmatic 

cache category.  

This chapter has given a broad overview of the diversity and patterning changes 

of the spatial and contextual distribution of Southwest copper bells over time. In order to 

gain a more nuanced understanding of these artifacts, however, we must apply the 

theoretical models of social valuables discussed in Chapter 3. To do so, the scale of 

analysis must be narrowed so as not to assume that all Southwest cultures regarded 

copper bells in the same manner, as this chapter demonstrates was clearly not the case. 

The focus of discussion now turns to applying these models to the sample of copper bells 

from the Ancestral Pueblo region. 
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Chapter 5: Interpreting Ancestral Pueblo Copper Bells 

INTRODUCTION 

 Chapter 4 dealt with Southwestern copper bell data on a macro-scale in terms of 

geographic and cultural distribution. This chapter will narrow the geographic scope of 

study in an attempt to analyze copper bell data specific to a particular culture group in 

more detail. In particular, the 67 copper bells found in the Ancestral Pueblo region of the 

Southwest from Periods I and II will be discussed. A smaller-scale analysis of these 

artifacts will allow researchers to avoid the pitfall of generalizing the value attributed to 

social valuables. The data presented will be compared to models of interpretation 

discussed previously in Chapter 3, ideally serving to enrich our understanding of these 

artifacts and revaluate how they are presented in the archaeological literature. 

COPPER BELLS IN THE ANCESTRAL PUEBLO WORLD 

Quite clearly, the distance between the Ancestral Pueblo region and the point of 

copper bell manufacture in West Mexico is considerable, greater than it is with any other 

cultural region in the Southwest. The Ancestral Pueblo assemblage represents roughly 

10% (n=67) of the total 672 copper bells found in the entirety of the Southwest to date. 

Admittedly, this is a small portion compared to the 256 bells found in the Hohokam area 

or the 210 bells found in the Casas Grandes region, which represent about 38.1% and 

31.2% of the total Southwest copper bell assemblage respectively. However, extensive 

research on the Casas Grandes bells has already been conducted (see Vargas 1995, 2001, 

2012), and this massive collection accumulated relatively late in the prehistory of the 

Southwest, during Hosler’s Period II. This deprives researchers of any benchmark to 

evaluate how distribution in the area may have changed over time, if at all.  
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The Hohokam culture area houses the largest portion of copper bells in the 

Southwest, but contextual data is lacking compared the amount researchers have for bells 

found at Casas Grandes or Ancestral Pueblo sites.  Despite the data available for 

Ancestral Pueblo bells, relatively little research has been conducted on them. A good 

proportion of these artifacts are found across a large geographic area rather than being 

focused around a singular site, as seen in the case of Casas Grandes, and as a result this 

difference in patterning suggests that the bells’ significance or value in the Ancestral 

Pueblo world differed from Casas Grandes. As such, the Ancestral Pueblo bells are ideal 

for the analysis of the social significance of copper bells relative to a particular culture 

area.  

THE ANCESTRAL PUEBLO WORLD 

 The pueblo peoples of the Southwest have lived there for centuries, with the first 

markers of their cultural traditions appearing in the region sometime between ca. A.D. 

700-1000 (Cordell and McBrinn 2012:175). Descendants of these Ancestral Pueblos 

persist to the area to this day in modern tribes such as Hopi, Zuni, and the Rio Grande 

Pueblos - a testament to the resilience of the people and their culture to the environmental 

hardships and violence that they had to endure over the centuries (Cordell and McBrinn 

2012). The time period of interest can be broken down into four broad phases, whose 

characteristics are discussed below. 

Pueblo I (ca. A.D. 700-900) 

 Many villages during this time period were established in fields or along drainage 

systems which allowed farmers to intensify the agricultural practices that had been 

established by their forebears over the preceding centuries (Plog 2008:80). Villages were 
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small, usually composed of a few above-ground rectangular structures which housed 

small groups of 25 or fewer people, often for fewer than a couple of decades (Cordell and 

McBrinn 2012:74; Plog 2008:80). Note that the tail end of the Pueblo I period overlaps 

with the beginning of Hosler’s (1994, 2009) Period I in the copper bell chronology. 

Pueblo II (ca. A.D. 900-1100) 

 Throughout this period, these small villages become dispersed across a wider 

geographic area, but the most intense activity occurs in the San Juan Basin and especially 

in Chaco Canyon. Within Chaco, intense construction lead to the creation of “Great 

Houses”, which held dozens of rectangular rooms, some multi-storied, and were 

centralized around Great Kivas, large semi-subterranean structures which served a variety 

of ceremonial purposes (Cordell and McBrinn 2012:74; Plog 2008:85). While the amount 

of construction at Chacoan sites suggests that they may have housed large populations, it 

is still debated whether these sites served residential, ceremonial, political, or socio-

economic purposes and what the degree of their importance to the rest of the Ancestral 

Pueblo world was (Cordell and McBrinn 2012; Nelson 2006; Plog 2008:110; Plog and 

Heitman 2010; Renfrew 2001). 

During this period, and especially at Chaco, there is evidence of heavy trade with 

distant regions such as the Pacific coast and Mesoamerica. Artifacts such as copper bells, 

cylindrical ceramic vessels, macaw feathers, and marine shell objects were found in high 

quantities in sites throughout the canyon (Bradley 2000; McGuire 1980; Nelson 2006). 

Road systems running through Chaco Canyon may also provide evidence of external 

influence (Nelson 2006), and it has been noted that the timber required to undertake these 

large masonry projects would needed to have come from dozens of kilometers away from 
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the arid San Juan Basin  (Cordell and McBrinn 2012). Copious amounts of turquoise 

have also been found in rooms within Chaco, and Mathian (2001) has suggested that 

Chacoan sites exploited the Los Cerillos turquoise mine for future exportation. The end 

of the Pueblo II phase roughly coincided with the end of Period I of the copper bell 

chronology that is utilized in this thesis. 

Pueblo III (ca. A.D. 1100-1300) 

The Pueblo III phase is marked by a massive population dispersion out of the 

Chaco Canyon and San Juan Basin region (Cordell and McBrinn 2012:74; Plog 

2008:111). On the northern fringes of the San Juan Basin and into the Mesa Verde region 

of Colorado, large communities begin to aggregate (Plog 2008:118), while in other areas 

of the Southwest, such as the Rio Grande, Ancestral Pueblo communities remained 

relatively small (Plog 2008:122). Cliff dwellings in the Mesa Verde region, the name 

given to settlements composed of multi-storied buildings built into or abutting cliff-faces, 

become a hallmark architectural style during this period (Plog 2008:119). Plog has 

suggested that these were built for a defensive purpose, and are indicative of increasing 

violence and hostilities between communities (Plog 2008:122). 

The presence of great kivas and similar masonry-styles suggest that sites on the 

northern edge of the San Juan Basin and in the Mesa Verde region were at the very least 

influenced by the Chacoan system which flourished in the Pueblo II period. Indeed, some 

sites house dozens of kivas of various sizes, though Great Kivas were utilized and 

remained uniform in their style throughout the region (Plog 2008:123). Communities 

during this time period were large and were distributed in a “patchy” manner across the 

inhabited area, perhaps further indicating a defensive “strength in numbers” mentality 
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against a backdrop of increased violence (Cordell and McBrinn 2012:74; Plog 2008:122). 

The period ended with the abandonment of the Mesa Verde and northern San Juan Basin 

regions. It also slightly overlapped with the end of Period I and the start of Period II in 

Hosler’s (1994; 2009) metallurgical sequence, a difference that can be problematic when 

trying to situate particular sites from the Pueblo III period within this chronology. 

Pueblo IV (A.D. 1300-1600) 

 In this period, areas that had once been intensely inhabited were no longer so, and 

populations aggregate in centres such as the Zuni region in West New Mexico, the Hopi 

region of northeast Arizona, and within the Rio Grande Valley (Cordell and McBrinn 

2012:74; Plog 2008:154). Communities in the Rio Grande area seemed to rotate on a 

“boom-bust’ cycle, where communities which once were composed of 10-50 rooms grew 

dramatically to having 200 rooms or more, and then were subsequently abandoned after a 

few decades of occupancy (Plog 2008:155). Communities became focused around large 

ceremonial plazas rather than kivas, and a religious movement known as the kachina 

phenomenon flourished throughout the region (Cordell and McBrinn 2012:74; McGuire 

2011; Plog 2008; Schaafsma and Schaafsma 1974). This period, which falls completely 

within Hosler’s Period II of her metallurgical sequence, still sees Ancestral Pueblo sites 

demonstrating evidence of trade, such as macaw feathers, turquoise, and copper bells 

(McKusick 2001; Mathien 2001; Vargas 1995). 

COMPARING MODELS 

 The purpose of this analysis is to evaluate whether the prestige goods model is an 

appropriate model to use when discussing the social significance of copper bells in the 

Southwest, specifically within the Ancestral Pueblo cultural tradition. If, upon analysis, 
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the prestige goods model proves to be an ill-fit for these artifacts, then other models must 

be evaluated or proposed and tested. Specifically, the idea of bells being inalienable 

possessions, a framework discussed in Chapter 3, will be posited as an alternative to the 

prestige goods model. This not meant to imply that any particular model can absolutely 

define the varied and complex meanings that copper bells or other social valuables have 

for their owners. Such nuances may indeed fall outside the realm of possibility for 

archaeologists to ever achieve in a completely satisfactory manner (Hodder 1986; 

McGuire 2011). However, it will shed light on the issues that face researchers when 

attempting to understand or write about these complex objects. 

Copper Bells as Commodities 

 Before the validity of the prestige goods model is tested, it seems pertinent to 

evaluate why archaeologists have treated copper bells as anything more than a common 

household item – that is, in the same vein as the pottery or basic stone tools that are 

common throughout the Southwest. Copper bells have never been treated as basic 

commodities or bulk goods in the archaeological record, largely due to their exotic origin 

of manufacture and relative scarcity in the Southwest (Vargas 1995). These may be valid 

reasons for dismissing copper bells as commodities, but we must first compare the data to 

the criteria of this model in order to sufficiently rule it out. Table 5.1 repeats those criteria 

as they were presented in Chapter 3.  

1. Ordinary goods are relatively easy to replicate by those 

without sacred knowledge. 

2. Ordinary goods appear ubiquitously in the archaeological 

record in higher frequencies and in multiple contexts. 

3. Ordinary goods usually serve utilitarian rather than symbolic 

purposes. 

Table 5.1. Attributes of commodities and ordinary goods. 
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All the points presented in Table 5.1 are easily refutable without needing to turn to the 

copper bell database for evidence. 

1. Commodities are relatively easy to replicate/manufacture 

 As discussed before, copper bells do not fit this criterion in any form. There are 

no sources of copper in the Southwest that were worked before the arrival of the Spanish 

in the 16th century A.D. (Hosler and Macfarlane 1996; Vargas 1995), meaning that none 

of the locals would have readily possessed the raw materials to manufacture copper bells. 

Furthermore, there is no evidence for the manufacture of copper bells in the Southwest, 

meaning that it is extremely unlikely that the people of the Southwest had the knowledge 

to create the objects (Vargas 1995). The origin of these artifacts can be traced with some 

degree of certainty to West Mexico, meaning that a great deal of effort had to go into 

procuring the bells in the first place (Hosler and Macfarlane 1996). Furthermore, as 

Hosler (1994, 2009) discusses, metalworking in West Mexico was not a skill available to 

everyone. The lack of raw materials and manufacturing knowledge possessed by the 

people of the Southwest and the fact that significant effort had to go into obtaining 

artifacts that were highly valued and sacred to their creators (Hosler 1994, 1995), all 

strongly indicate that copper bells were anything but relatively easy to produce and 

replicate. 

2. Commodities appear ubiquitously and in higher frequencies 

 Certainly it cannot be said that copper bells in the Ancestral Pueblo world were 

found in high quantities, with only 67 attested from a period of almost 900 years of 

cultural development in the region (see Table 5.2) (Cordell and McBrinn 2012:185). As 

seen in Table 5.3, no bells were found in contexts dating to the Pueblo I period. The 
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majority of these bells belong to the Pueblo II and Pueblo III periods, which make up 

roughly 56.7% (n=38) and 35.8% (n=24) of the total Ancestral Pueblo bell assemblage. 

Four bells were found in Pueblo IV period contexts, and only one bell could not be linked 

to a particular time period. While the number of known bells decreased between the 

Pueblo II and Pueblo III periods, the number of sites at which bells were found actually 

increased from eight to nine (see Table 5.3). Bells found in the Pueblo II period were 

largely found in Chacoan sites, so it would make sense that there would have been a less 

centralized geographic distribution of these artifacts after the collapse of this system. 

Site Number of Bells Time Period 

Pueblo Bonito 23 Pueblo II 

Turkey Creek Site 8 Pueblo III 

Pueblo del Arroyo 5 Pueblo II 

Copper Bell Ruin 5 Pueblo III 

Aztec West Ruins 3 Pueblo III 

Casa Rinconada 3 Pueblo II 

Edge of the Cedars Ruin 3 Pueblo II 

Canyon de Flag 2 Pueblo III 

Goodman Point 2 Pueblo III 

Four Mile Ruin 1 Pueblo IV 

Bis sa'ani Ruin 1 Pueblo II 

Chavez Pass 1 Pueblo IV 

Eleventh Hour Site 1 Pueblo II 

Aztec Ruin Area 1 Pueblo III 

Foote Canyon Pueblo 1 Pueblo III 

Upper San Fran. River 1 Unknown 

Homolovi II 1 Pueblo IV 

Pottery Mound 1 Pueblo IV 

Pueblo Alto 1 Pueblo II 

Talus Unit #1 1 Pueblo II 

Uncle Albert Porter Site 1 Pueblo III 

Flagstaff Area 1 Pueblo III 

Table 5.2. Quantities of copper bells found at Ancestral Pueblo sites. 
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Time Period Number of Bells Number of Sites 

Pueblo I 0 0 

Pueblo II 38 8 

Pueblo III 24 9 

Pueblo IV 4 4 

Unknown 1 1 

Total 67  

Table 5.3. Quantities of Ancestral Pueblo copper bells and sites by time period. 

As mentioned in Chapter 4, Ancestral Pueblo copper bells were found in a variety 

of contexts, although a large portion of all bells (37.3%, n=25) were from domestic 

contexts. However, more often than not, the frequency of these artifacts is low. Sixty-

seven bells, if distributed evenly across the 22 sites from which copper bells are known, 

equate to only 3.4 bells per site. The spread of Period I bells is skewed by sites in Chaco 

Canyon, particularly Pueblo Bonito, where 23 of 34 (67.6%) known Period I bells in the 

Ancestral Pueblo region were found. The number of Ancestral Pueblo sites is so high and 

the number of copper bells attested at these sites is so low that it would be more than a 

stretch to claim that the artifacts appear ubiquitously and in high frequencies. 

3. Commodities usually serve utilitarian, rather than functional purposes 

 This criterion is more problematic to evaluate. There is no evidence that gives 

insight into what exactly copper bells were used for. Hosler (1995) has suggested that the 

bells were used as simple jewellery or perhaps as musical instruments in the form of 

anklets and bracelets. Indeed, Hosler (1994) discusses how the artifacts were used as 

ceremonial instruments by the peoples of West Mexico. However, copper bells in that 

region appear in far higher frequencies than they do in the Southwest, and there is 

ethnohistoric data to back up Hosler’s claims. Heavy use-wear of the artifacts may imply 

a utilitarian function, but bells either do not demonstrate such damage or are too poorly 
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preserved for it to be observed. The variety of contexts in which copper bells have been 

found throughout the Southwest and cross-culturally further obfuscates which function 

the artifacts may have had. While it is difficult to say for certain that copper bells served 

no utilitarian purpose, the evidence – or lack thereof - does little to suggest that they did. 

Copper Bells as Prestige Goods 

 The term “prestige goods” has been applied almost universally to the majority of 

artifacts that appear to be rare or exotic or of high economic value by archaeologists 

(Saitta 2000; Whalen 2013:627), and most certainly the same has been done to copper 

bells (Vargas 1995). Critiques of these models have been published for years now; yet 

archaeologists still use the term without considering its implications, not the least of 

which is that it implies that prestige and social standing in prehistoric societies were 

based on wealth, much in the same way as it is in modern societies, and that wealth was 

the only means to obtain power (Bayman 2002; Hendon 1999; McGuire and Saitta 1996; 

Mills 2000:5; Plourde 2009; Saitta 1999; Whalen 2013:627). This was not so much the 

case in the Pueblo world where, historically, authority resided in access to secret 

knowledge and links to the spiritual world and the moment of creation (Brandt 1994; 

Ortiz 1974; Saitta 2000).  

Even more problematic is that archaeologists rarely make the effort to define what 

constitutes a prestige good, and often let the name speak for itself in its application; that 

is, prestige goods are goods that confer prestige (Plourde 2009). Table 5.4 revisits the 

discussion in Chapter 3 which attempts to clarify what criteria researchers use, at least 

implicitly, to describe a prestige good (taken from Bradley 2000 and Peregrine 1992). 
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1. Prestige goods are made of exotic material and/or are of high labour investment 

to manufacture. 

2. Access to prestige goods is restricted by elites or individuals with high social 

standing. 

3. Prestige goods have social or ideological meaning or value, and therefore can be 

found in non-elite contexts, but in much lower frequencies. 

4. Prestige goods can be found in association with other luxury and prestige goods. 

Table 5.4. Key Attributes of prestige goods. 

1. Prestige goods are made of exotic material or require high labour investment 

 As discussed, copper bells were made from a material that was not native to the 

Southwest, and did indeed require a significant amount of skill and knowledge to 

manufacture (Hosler and Macfarlane 1996; Vargas 1995). Furthermore, they came from a 

great distance away before their final deposition in the Ancestral Pueblo region. While 

this does not mean more labour went into the manufacture of the object, a significant 

amount of effort went into the procurement of the bells. This is perhaps the only criterion 

of prestige goods into which the Ancestral Pueblo bells fall neatly. 

2. Access to prestige goods is restricted by elites or individuals with high social standing 

 Roughly 29.8% (n=20) of all copper bells found in the Ancestral Pueblo region 

could be considered “restricted” in their accessibility, meaning that these artifacts were 

“retired” or no longer being utilized by their owners. (Hays-Gilpin and Hill 1999:7). Only 

13.2% (n=5) of all Period I bells were found in what would be considered “restricted” or 

“unavailable” contexts, all of them being trash deposits. The high percentage of restricted 

bells in the overall Ancestral Pueblo bell assemblage is almost entirely driven by the high 

frequency of restricted bells found from Period II, as discussed in thhe next paragrap. It 

should be noted that the placement of artifacts in such a context does not necessarily 
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mean that the artifact was discarded because it was no longer valuable or useful. Instead 

the bell could have been carefully removed from circulation with a certain degree of 

reverence similar to that of a burial deposition. Indeed, middens often took on a sacred 

role in the lives of Ancestral Pueblo people, a detail emphasized by the fact that burials 

were often placed within middens as well (Plog and Heitman 2010:19620).   Bells that 

were deposited this way, or were discarded as garbage for whatever reason, were 

therefore made unavailable to everyone, not just the “common” people. In other words, 

these objects were not made unavailable in order to enhance one’s own prestige through 

exclusive access to the artifact. 

 The number of “unavailable” Ancestral Pueblo bells in Period II rose to 53.6% 

(n=15) of the period’s assemblage, a dramatic increase from the previous period. These 

bells were found either in trash deposits (9.5%, n=2, of provenienced Period II Ancestral 

Pueblo bells) or placed in burials (61.9%, n=13, of provenienced Period II Ancestral 

Pueblo bells). This could suggest that those who were buried with copper bells were of 

high social status, but even this scenario does little to support the theory that social elites 

restricted the bells to themselves as a sign of status and wealth.  Despite the potential for 

access to artifact to be restricted to an elite few, prestige is bestowed upon the owners of 

restricted artifacts by displaying them in public, to make it known that they are the ones 

with exclusive rights to those objects (Plourde 2009). This conspicuous display, quite 

obviously, cannot happen if the copper bells are buried. 

 A further problem with this model is that there is limited evidence that the 

Ancestral Pueblo people lived in a society that was socially stratified according to 

individual wealth (Brandt 1994; McGuire and Saitta 1996; Ortiz 1974). If authority in 
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society rested with those who possessed sacred knowledge, as Brandt (1994) suggests, 

then this premise undermines the notion that the Ancestral Pueblo people obtained copper 

bells as a sign of wealth to bolster their prestige, though the idea that these artifacts 

symbolized access to secret knowledge remains a possibility. 

3. Prestige goods have ideological meaning and therefore are found in lower frequencies 

The first part of this criterion is as problematic as the third criterion of the 

commodity model. Although it has been established that copper bells appear in relatively 

low frequencies in the Ancestral Pueblo region, elucidating the social meaning of these 

artifacts is far more difficult with the data available. Compared to what is known about 

the bells in West Mexico (Hosler 1994), archaeologists know little if anything about how 

copper bells were valued by the Ancestral Pueblo. The multitude of contexts in which 

archaeologists find these artifacts makes it difficult to narrow down their meaning. It 

would be easy to claim that they held ideological meaning if the bells were found 

exclusively in kivas, but instead they are found in domestic contexts, midden deposits, 

and mortuary contexts, as well as kivas. It is understood that the use of kivas and other pit 

structures varied over time, but for practical reasons related to the scope of this thesis 

research, they will be considered ceremonial in nature here. 

Helms (1988, 1993) argues that the distance that objects travel can add to their 

ideological or spiritual significance. It is possible that copper bells, which travelled 

thousands of miles to reach the Ancestral Pueblo world, were deemed to have been 

infused with a spiritual force which could only be found in an object which came from 

the edge of the Earth. The rare and exotic material from which the bells were shaped 

could also have added to their ideological importance, especially if the lustrous red  
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colouring of the object was seen as significant by its possessors (Hosler 1994; Plog 

2008). Some bells, although none found within the Ancestral Pueblo region, are 

decorated with images that are thought to represent Mexican mythological creatures 

(Figure 5.1) (McGuire 2011; Vargas 1995); such bells could also bear  potential 

ideological significance in that respect. However, while it is not necessarily a stretch to 

propose that copper bells had spiritual or ideological significance for the Ancestral 

Pueblo people, how one would see this valued esoteric knowledge archaeologically is 

problematic (Friedman and Rowlands 1977:205; McGuire 1986, 2011; Meillassoux 

1978:143; Plourde 2009:266). 
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Figure 5.1. Copper bells with decorated or shaped to represent animals or mythological 

creatures. IA5a: possible representation of Mesoamerican god Tlaloc; IA6a: zoomorphic 

design. IE2: turtle effigy bell; IE3a: rodent effigy bell (taken from Vargas 1995). 

 

 

4. Prestige goods can be found in association with other luxury and prestige goods 

 This is an extremely problematic criterion, and epitomizes circular logic to the 

fullest extent. If a prestige good is in part defined by being found in association with 

other prestige goods, how does one identify the other prestige goods (Plourde 2009:266)? 

When the object was being utilized by its owner, was that individual’s prestige enhanced 

only by possessing a copper bell, or did they need to possess other objects as well for any 

of them to impart value? This aspect of the prestige goods model also enforces the idea 
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that the economy is the basis of power and prestige in society, and that economic power 

translates into political power (Hendon 1999; McGuire and Saitta 1996; Mills 2000:5; 

Saitta 1999; Whalen 2013:627) - the more wealth one has, the more powerful that 

individual appears, and the more influential politically they become. In addition to being 

a poor example of logical reasoning, this criterion enforces ideas which run contrary to 

what we know about modern and historic Pueblo social organization (Brandt 1994). 

While archaeologists cannot know for sure if the same could be said about the structure 

of Ancestral Pueblo society, these analogies can help shed light on the suitability of this 

model in regard to Ancestral Pueblo copper bells. 

Copper Bells as Inalienable Possessions 

 It is obviously not enough to simply state that prestige goods models are an 

insufficient tool to interpret social valuables archaeologically.  To this end, I propose the 

concept of inalienable possessions, developed by Annette Weiner (1985, 1992) and 

applied in the Southwest by Barbara Mills (Mills 2004; see also Mills and Ferguson 

2008; Whalen 2013), as an alternative to the prestige goods model in an effort to atone 

for the latter’s shortcomings.  

As discussed, inalienable possessions are a unique class of goods, whether they 

are objects, land or land rights, secret or specialized knowledge, or even people, who 

circulate but are not exchanged (Mills 2004:239; Weiner 1992:6). Social validation is 

derived from being connected to the power or authority that these possessions embody. 

As Weiner (1992) describes it, inalienable possessions are used in the establishment and 

defeat of hierarchy by legitimizing the identity of both the individual and the group. 

Power, such as it is, is therefore recognized, but not necessarily institutionalized, and it 
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requires manipulation of the economic environment. If authority and social organization 

in Southwest societies was based on access to secret and sacred knowledge, then the 

inalienable possessions framework is a more suitable analytical tool in this case (Brandt 

1994; Renfrew 2001; Saitta 2000). 

 Inalienable possessions are perhaps easier to document ethnographically than 

archaeologically. Scholars conducting case studies benefit from witnessing the circulation 

and manufacture of these objects in real time, which is significant in interpreting the 

item’s value (Weiner 1992). However, researchers have demonstrated that not only can 

the inalienable possessions model be applied archaeologically with success in the 

Southwest (Mills 2004; Whalen 2013; see also Mills and Ferguson 2008). Table 5.5 

provides a set of criteria that were created by Barbara Mills (2004), based on the work of 

Weiner (1992), to help identify these objects archaeologically. 

 

 

 

 Inalienable possessions are not subject to mundane exchange transactions. 

 They rarely circulate or do not circulate widely. 

 Inalienable possessions are considered to be repositories of knowledge. 

 Inalienable objects require special knowledge to produce. 

 The production of inalienable objects is usually highly gendered. 

 These objects often appear as singularities. 

 Inalienable objects are used in ceremonies of authentication and 

commemoration. 

 The identity of both individuals and collective groups can be authenticated 

by these objects. 

 They are important for both the establishment and defeat of hierarchy. 

Table 5.5. Key attributes of inalienable possessions (taken from Mills 2004:240). 

Inalienable possessions are not subject to mundane exchange transactions. They are used 

in ceremonies of authentication and commemoration. 
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 These traits are the most difficult to identify archaeologically. We cannot see how 

copper bells were exchanged in the Ancestral Pueblo world archaeologically, and can 

examine only the point of final deposition.  It can be argued that the thousands of miles 

between West Mexico and the Ancestral Pueblo region imbued copper bells with spiritual 

and otherworldly meaning (Helms 1993). This is not quite what the inalienable 

possessions framework proposes, however. We cannot see how copper bells passed 

hands, if they did so at all. The distance between the place of manufacture and deposition, 

combined with the low frequencies in which copper bells appear in the Ancestral Pueblo 

world could lend credence to the idea that these artifacts were not as “easily exchanged” 

as we see with commodities (Weiner 1992:6). Similarly, the variety of contexts in which 

copper bells appear does not tell us if they were used in ceremonies of authentication, 

though certainly bells have been found in ritually-charged locales such as kivas. It is 

difficult to evaluate whether copper bells were indeed subject to these transactions or 

were used in such ceremonies without documenting the how they were used and the 

exchange process first-hand.  

Inalienable possessions rarely circulate or do not circulate widely. 

 This point is linked to both the previous point and the next criterion. 

Unfortunately, the nature of the evidence does not indicate the means by which copper 

bells circulated in the Ancestral Pueblo region. The idea behind this criterion is that only 

certain individuals in society have the knowledge to produce or right to possess such 

important objects (Mills 2004). On a site-by-site scale, it is impossible to determine 

whether a bell passed between these individuals or groups. Because these artifacts can 

validate the identity of almost any individual or group (Mills 2004:240-241), 
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archaeologists can expect to find inalienable possessions in a variety of contexts. As 

mentioned, this is certainly the case with copper bells in the Ancestral Pueblo world, as 

bells appear in burials, refuse and midden deposits, plazas, kivas, and habitation rooms. 

As such, it is difficult to see any patterns in the circulation of these objects.  For example, 

one does not see the bells appear only in burials; therefore it would be imprudent to 

assume that copper bells were only regarded as funerary items or artifacts with links to 

the spirit world.  

The problem of difficult-to-see patterns can be addressed by broadening the 

geographic scale of analysis (McGuire et al. 1994). It has been noted in this chapter that 

copper bells appear in low frequencies in the Ancestral Pueblo. As mentioned, Table 5.3 

demonstrates that there was a slight increase in the spread of these artifacts 

geographically between the Pueblo II and Pueblo III periods. The frequency of copper 

bells at these sites remained low; however, this wider distribution was a result of a lack of 

a centralized socio-political body. While Weiner (1992) was referring to “circulation” in 

the sense of how artifacts were displayed and exchanged, these low numbers certainly 

suggest that any movement of copper bells which was occurring was not likely common 

practice. If they were circulating widely, one could expect to find these artifacts in higher 

quantities. 

Inalienable possessions often appear as singularities. 

 This criterion is also related to the low frequencies in which copper bells appear 

in the Ancestral Pueblo world. To say that copper bells were rare is not the same as 

saying they were singularities. Indeed, in many cases, multiple bells appear in a single 

context, such as the burial at the Turkey Creek Site in Eastern Arizona, which contained 
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six bells, or the burial at Copper Bell Ruin in Northern Arizona, which contained five 

bells. Another three bells which were found in the one refuse pile at Pueblo Bonito, south 

of rooms 55-57.  

 As Mills (2004:240) points out, the term “singularity” may be slightly misleading. 

Weiner (1992:37) explains that this term means that inalienable possessions were not 

produced in large quantities. However, Mills (2004:240) notes that larger quantities of an 

object may be required if multiple members of a group are required to possess the items. 

In some cases, possessing just one artifact may make an individual be seen as more 

powerful due to the uniqueness of the object in his or her possession, while some contexts 

may represent the inventory of a group which needed and accumulated multiple artifacts 

for their own legitimization (Mills 2004:240; see also Weiner 1992:138). As a result, it is 

fair to examine the frequency in which copper bells appear in the entirety of the Ancestral 

Pueblo region to determine whether they count as a “singularity”. If they appear in low 

quantities throughout the region, which, as discussed earlier, copper bells most certainly 

do, then they are more likely to fit the mould of inalienable possessions than those 

artifacts which appear in ubiquitously in high quantities.   

 An anomaly in the distribution of copper bells in the Ancestral Pueblo world is of 

course Pueblo Bonito, which had 23 copper bells, though many of these bells appeared in 

low quantities or as singularities in their deposits. This could be a sign that there were 

more individuals or groups of social significance who required these legitimizing artifacts 

than was typical at most other Ancestral Pueblo and Chacoan sites. Such social 

organization within Chaco Canyon has been noted by numerous researchers  (Plog and 

Heitman 2010; Renfrew 2001). So while the higher frequency of bells at Pueblo Bonito 
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may seem an exception to the rule, these artifacts still indeed fit this criterion of 

inalienable possessions model. 

Inalienable possessions are considered to be repositories of knowledge and require 

special knowledge to produce. 

There is the same problem with this aspect of the inalienable possessions model as 

there is with the prestige goods model, which attempted to discern how the artifact was 

valued. As has already been established, metalworking was a completely alien activity to 

the Prehispanic Southwest (Vargas 1995), while the manufacturing of copper artifacts 

was a widespread but highly specialized activity in West Mexico (Hosler 1994, 1995; 

Hosler and Macfarlane 1996). As such, copper bells most certainly required special 

knowledge to produce. I propose that some of the knowledge which copper bells serves 

as a repository for is the very knowledge that leads to the artifacts manufacture. Being a 

repository of knowledge does not mean in this case that copper bell needed to impart 

upon its owner the skill-set of how to create other copper bells. As Weiner (1992:100) 

notes, inalienable possessions are “objects of memory”, a sentiment echoed by Mills 

(2004:240). 

In this sense, it is possible for copper bells to be regarded as a link to a foreign 

place at the edge of the world (Helms 1993), where these artifacts represent the sacred 

(Hosler 1994), and whose manufacturing process is beyond the capabilities of those in the 

Southwest. As such, copper bells become an embodiment of many things sacred or 

fantastic, a symbol of the process that brought it into existence. This is not a topic foreign 

to Southwestern archaeologists. Indeed, Hays-Gilpin and Hill (1999) note that 

Southwesterners invoked “Flower World” imagery due to its association with the 



115 

 

 

 

colourful and fertile lands of Mesoamerica,  where the concept of this spiritual realm 

originated. Similarly, Teague (1998:182-183) argues that the Hohokam adopted 

Mesomaerican-style textiles as their daily clothing in order to associate themselves with 

the leaders of Mesoamerica and thereby legitimize their own place in society. In West 

Mexico, copper bells mimicked parts of the spiritual and natural worlds through their 

sound and colour, and were therefore imbued with ideological meaning and power 

(Hosler 1994). 

Furthermore, the point of origin of the copper bells could also have had value and 

meaning for the Ancestral Pueblo people. Mesoamerica was a very fertile land compared 

to the Southwest, was home to exotic, colourful animals such as macaws (McKusick 

2001) and its inhabitants wore equally flamboyant clothing (Teague 1998). Imagery 

associated with the spiritual Flower World was also colourful and arguably had an impact 

on religious transformations in the Southwest after the 12th century A.D. (Hays-Gilpin 

and Hill 1999). These images and artifacts all migrated into the Southwest and became 

highly-valued symbols of association with the colourful, fertile world of Mesoamerica. 

Southwesterners, as Teague (1998:183) illustrates, manipulated social identity through 

their ownership of these images. Copper bells are similarly colourful and were viewed by 

their creators as representations of the spiritual world and heavenly bodies (Hosler 1994). 

Ancestral Pueblos in possession of one would have been regarded as having a link to the 

special knowledge required to create the object and to a completely alien world which 

bordered on the supernatural. 

The production of inalienable possessions is usually highly gendered. 
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 Unfortunately, there is not enough evidence about the production of copper bells 

in West Mexico to readily assess the applicability of this criterion. One must also 

consider, however, whether the Ancestral Pueblo people knew, or even cared, about the 

individuals who manufactured the artifacts. The gendered procurement of copper bells in 

the Ancestral Pueblo world could possible serve as fulfillment of this requirement. 

However, archaeologists do not know of possession of copper bells as gendered, either. 

The low number of bells found in mortuary contexts (n=13, 19.4% of the Total Ancestral 

Pueblo assemblage) and the lack of data from these instances makes it impossible at this 

point to evaluate the validity of any claims about gendered procurement. Ideally, such 

information will come to light in the future, but presently, this criterion cannot be 

evaluated. 

Inalienable possessions are used to authenticate individual as well as collective 

identities. 

 Weiner (1992) explains how some objects can validate the identity of the 

collective and others validate the identity of an individual, while both still being 

inalienable possessions. I would like to take this a step further and state that a single type 

of object, in this case copper bells, can validate both collective and individual identities. 

Mills (2004:241) notes how a single artifact type, such as Kachina masks, could be 

owned by individuals as well as groups. In other words, this “class” of artifact was not 

restricted to one type of owner. Some masks were owned individually, others 

collectively, and yet both types of ownership authenticated the identity of their owners in 

a similar fashion (Mills 2004:242). If this potential is applied to copper bells, it could 

explain why they appear in some cases in contexts which would usually be considered 
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related to an individual, as in an individual burial, and in others to those of a group, such 

as a community plaza. This idea is supported by the various contexts in which copper 

bells are found in the Ancestral Pueblo region.  

The copper bells that were found in kivas would not be accessible to the public, 

but could have been utilized by those with the authority to enter the kiva for ceremonies. 

This also correlates to the aforementioned idea that higher quantities of copper bells may 

be found in contexts in which multiple individuals may need more of the objects to 

authenticate their identity (Mills 2004:240).  Bells found in rooms may be an instrument 

of validity to the individual, clan, or other social grouping who occupied that room; those 

found in burials authenticate the identity of the individual buried there or the person(s) 

doing the burying; while the four bells found at plazas at Pueblo Bonito, Pottery Mound, 

and Foote Canyon Pueblo may have belonged to the collective group of people who lived 

around those plazas. A total of nine bells, five from Period I and four from Period II, 

were found in kivas and were “Available/In Use” in terms of their circulation. These bells 

could have been used by those with access to the kiva in order to legitimize both the 

identity of the group of individuals who had access to the kiva within Ancestral Pueblo 

society, as well as the individual’s identity within this group. 

The 13 bells which were found in burials in the Ancestral Pueblo region, all of 

which date to Period II, are indicators of ownership by an individual. The “rooms” 

classification is somewhat problematic regarding the individual versus collective 

ownership debate. Some rooms may be simple domestic units inhabited by a single 

person or family, while some are thought to have been used by clans or ritual groups for 

activities or storage, exemplified by the 111 cylinder vessels found in a single deposit at 
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Pueblo Bonito in room 28 (Crown and Hurst 2009; Washburn 1980). As such, bells found 

in these contexts could have been owned by an individual or a collective. The variability 

in this particular contextual classification, I would argue, lends credence to the possibility 

of copper bells being owned by the both the collective and the individual. Based on the 

information that is available, it seems that a significant number of bells were attributed to 

collective and individual identities, as demonstrated by the number of kiva and burial 

depositions. It may be worth noting, that the number of copper bells found in mortuary 

contexts increased dramatically in period II, suggesting perhaps a change in how the 

Ancestral Pueblo viewed ownership of these artifacts. 

Inalienable possessions are important for both the establishment and defeat of hierarchy. 

 This criterion is difficult to detect archaeologically, but it is a crucial aspect of the 

inalienable possessions framework, and it makes up for the major shortcoming of the 

prestige goods model. Whereas the prestige goods model assumes that the economy is the 

basis of power, the inalienable possessions model makes no such claim. Inalienable 

possessions validate the identity and claims of groups and individuals because they have 

access to these repositories of knowledge which others do not (Mills 2004:240; Weiner 

1985, 1992). However, these artifacts also promote communal identities as well, and 

access to these artifacts is not restricted to the supposed elite of society (Mills 2004:240; 

Weiner 1985, 1992). Authority, rather than power, is linked to the possession of artifacts 

which authenticate one’s identity and validate their claim in the world. The destruction of 

one of these objects removes the individual’s or group’s access to this knowledge, and  

undermines their authority (Weiner 1992:103). The fluidity of this model coincides with 

what we know about the social structuring of the Ancestral Pueblo world more than the 
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notion of aggrandizers and institutionalized social hierarchy, as the prestige goods model 

suggests (Bayman 2002 McGuire and Saitta 1996; Mills 2000:5; Plourde 2009; Saitta 

1999). 

Inalienable possessions – final thoughts 

 Many of the traits of the inalienable possesions model are difficult to see 

archaeologically, and perhaps a degree of skepticism is warranted. The raw data do not 

tell the full story, however. Much of what we know about how societies in general 

function, and especially the Ancestral Pueblo, does not correlate with the claims that the 

archaeological literature makes when the prestige goods model is utilized (McGuire 

1992; McGuire and Saitta 1996). This is not to say the numbers are useless. Indeed, many 

of the traits of inalienable possessions can be reaffirmed through basic descriptive 

statistics of the Ancestral Pueblo copper bell assemblage. When statistical evidence from 

the copper bell database is combined with what we know about Ancestral Pueblo society, 

the inalienable possessions model not only accounts for the shortcomings of the prestige 

goods model, but it situates and gives better insight into the potential signficance of 

copper bells as well. 

UNDERSTANDING COPPER BELLS IN THE SOUTHWEST 

This chapter evaluated the usefulness and the validity of the claims of three 

different models which attempt to discern meaning of social valuables and their 

application to copper bells in the Ancestral Pueblo region. Commodities, prestige goods, 

and inalienable possessions were all discussed as potential fits for copper bells, and data 

regarding copper bells from the Ancestral pueblo region were compared to see which 

models worked best. There was no “perfect fit,” but the available data suggests that the 
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inalienable possessions framework was more suitable in this particular case.  The 

concluding chapter will discuss the comparison in greater detail and why inalienable 

possessions framework should be utilized as an interpretive tool when evaluating the 

presence of copper bells in the Ancestral Pueblo archaeological record rather than the 

prestige goods model. 
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Chapter 6: Discussion and Conclusions 

One of the primary objectives of this thesis was to evaluate the way in which 

copper bells have been treated in the archaeological literature, and to encourage careful 

contemplation on the part of researchers when deciding upon their models of 

interpretation. One must be aware of the implications that terms such as “prestige goods” 

carry, and realize that to use them requires an adequate explanation of how the term fits 

instead of simply letting the name speak for itself.  

“Prestige goods” has been a term used to identify many types of exotic or 

specialized items found in the Southwest and the way in which the people of the 

Southwest exchanged these items (Bayman 2002; Saitta 2000). Artifacts made from 

marine shell in particular have been subjected to this classification, though there has been 

some shift away from this in more recent years (Bayman 2002; Bradley 2000; Trubitt 

2003; Whalen 2013). Copper bells are another one of these artifact types which have in 

the past been referred to as prestige goods (see Di Peso 1974; Nelson 1986), but there 

seems to have been little explanation as to why. More recent work (Vargas 1995) brought 

to light the potential patterns one may expect to see of copper bell distribution in the 

Southwest, if indeed they were exchanged as part of a prestige-economy. Vargas 

(1995:71) states only that there is a “possibility” that the prestige goods model is an 

adequate tool to uncover the potential meaning of copper bells, and calls for more 

research to be conducted on ancient Mesoamerican-Southwestern relationships. 

Vargas’ research (1995) was conducted with a focus on copper bells found in the 

Casas Grandes region. Whether or not the prestige goods model is suitable for this area, it 

would be risky to apply the same model to copper bells owned by the other, very distinct 
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cultures that span across the Southwest (McGuire et al. 1994)). In those cases, the 

prestige goods and other frameworks must be considered and evaluated. Chapters 3 and 5 

discussed the assertions and the applicability of the claims of three different models 

which attempt to discern the meaning of social valuables such as copper bells in the 

Southwest, specifically in the Ancestral Pueblo region. 

Copper bells are not commodities. 

The concepts of commodities or ordinary goods are rarely, if ever, used to explain 

the presence of copper bells in the Southwest, and it is pertinent to note why this is the 

case. The very notion of artifacts that are found in abundance and that are traded and 

exchanged easily (Smith 1999; Spence 1996:32; Weiner 1992:6) runs contrary to the 

observed distribution of copper bells in the Ancestral Pueblo region. As discussed in 

Chapter 5, 78 copper bells deposited over the 600 years of occupation of a geographic 

area that covers portions of four U.S. states (Cordell and McBrinn 2012:185) is a very 

low frequency of artifacts of any  classification, let alone commodities or ordinary goods. 

While copper bells do appear in a variety of contexts in the Ancestral Pueblo area, to say 

that they appear ubiquitously and in abundance as commodities do is simply wrong. 

Copper bells are also far too hard to replicate and produce en masse, certainly in 

the Southwest which lacked the technology, knowledge, and raw material to create the 

items in the first place (Nelson 2006; Hosler and Macfarlane 1996). These factors no 

doubt contribute to the low artifact-to-site ratio in which copper bells are found discussed 

above. Commodities, in contrast, are easy to replicate and produce (Spence 1996). 

 Another problem with the commodity/bulk-goods model is that it implies that an 

economy similar to our own modern capitalist economy dictated how objects were 
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distributed (Bayman 2002; Hendon 1999; McGuire and Saitta 1996; Mills 2000:5; 

Plourde 2009; Saitta 1999; Whalen 2013:627). There is no evidence to suggest that any 

such economy existed in the Ancestral Pueblo world (McGuire and Saitta 1996; Saitta 

2000). What is clear is that copper bells fail to adequately meet the any of the 

requirements for what constitutes a bulk good or commodity in the Ancestral Pueblo 

archaeological record. While there has never really been any debate as to whether this 

was the case in the literature, it behooves us to rule out all major possibilities to facilitate 

further research. 

Finally, one expects commodities to serve some form of utilitarian function and to 

largely be devoid of symbolic value (Smith 1999:109; Spence 1996:32). Indeed, the 

function of an artifact could largely be aesthetic, and some artifacts do have non-

utilitarian, symbolic, variants of the base item (Plourde 2009:266; Smith 1999:109; 

Trubitt 2003). The rarity of these items and their potential use in ceremonies as symbols 

of authentication removes them from the mundane world and imbues them with symbolic 

significance (Marx 2004:178; Mauss 2011:44; Spence 1996:32). As such, copper bells do 

not fit this criterion of commodities either. Because of its inability to account for any of 

the data regarding the context and distribution of copper bells found in the Ancestral 

Pueblo area (seen in Appendix A), one must rule out the commodities model as a suitable 

one to interpret the artifacts. 

The prestige goods model is inadequate. 

Despite the criticism lobbied against it throughout this paper, the prestige goods 

model does work better as an interpretive tool of copper bells than models such as 

commodities and ordinary goods.  Indeed, the prestige goods model does a decent job of 
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explaining how the rarity of certain materials or artifacts, such as copper bells, and the 

amount of labour required to create these objects, become symbols of prestige and 

contributes to the development of social hierarchy and individual power (Plourde 2009). 

However, when applied to copper bells and Ancestral Pueblo society, the model makes 

some erroneous assumptions about the basis of power and authority in that particular 

culture.  

Authority is not simply based on economic strength and the ability to manipulate 

an institutionalized hierarchy, certainly not in “middle-ranged” societies like the 

Ancestral Pueblo where such a hierarchy did not exist (Brandt 1994; Saitta 1999, 2000). 

Hierarchy can be created through the linking of an individual to the primordial world and 

the sacred knowledge and social responsibilities that come with that link, as seen in the 

case of the Tewa people and the transformation of a Dry Food person into a Made person 

through transition rituals and ceremonies (Ortiz 1974). Without the offices of the Made 

People occupied, there would be no one to curate the activities which keep the Tewa 

linked to the Lake of Emergence and the rest of the spiritual world. 

Based on this model’s assumption about where power lies in a society, one would 

expect to find that the majority of copper bells would have been restricted to all but those 

in the upper echelons of society (Bradley 2000; Peregrine 1992). The data from the 

Ancestral Pueblo copper bells, however, does not meet this criterion, either. Almost two-

thirds of the bells from Period I were found in contexts which would have been accessible 

to everyone and not a part of more exceptional social groupings. In Period II, more than 

half of these bells were found in inaccessible contexts, but even those instances were not 

necessarily exceptional. Often, these bells were found in refuse piles or middens, or in 
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inhumations. In these contexts, conspicuous display of the bells would have been 

impossible, and it is this conspicuous display, the ability of elites or social elders to show 

the access that they have to items which the rest of the world does not, which is the crux 

of power in a prestige-economy (Plourde 2009). 

How one defines a prestige good is also problematic, though this is more an issue 

of the way in which the model is defined in the literature than necessarily its application 

to copper bells in the Southwest. Despite my best efforts to clarify the tenets of prestige 

goods, it was impossible to avoid such logistical issues as prestige goods being defined 

by being in the presence of other prestige goods (Peregrine 1992). The issue of 

identifying the value of an artifact archaeologically is already problematic enough 

without utilizing circular logic to define them. In addition to the data regarding Ancestral 

Pueblo bells not coinciding with these traits of prestige goods, the model itself is 

inherently flawed in some aspects.  

 The problem with the prestige goods model lies not so much in as how to identify 

them archaeologically, although there is some ambiguity in a couple of the “traits” of the 

model, but rather in the assumptions that the model makes about social organization 

(Saitta 2000). This is not to say that the model cannot work for archaeologists at all, or 

that its application will never be successful in the Southwest. If this were the case, it is 

unlikely that prestige goods would ever have been developed as a concept. Extensive 

research has been done in the Hohokam area to suggest that prestige goods, especially 

marine shell artifacts, were particularly important in societal organization (Bayman 2002; 

Trubitt 2003). As mentioned, there has been a push away from using these models 

(Bayman 2002; Bradley 2000; Saitta 2000), but the notion that it has remained such a 
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dominant concept in this scenario suggests that the prestige goods model does indeed 

possess credibility. 

When compared to the information gathered from the database, it becomes clear 

that the prestige goods model criteria are only partially fulfilled.  The data fail to fulfill 

the criteria of arguably the most important aspect of the prestige goods model, that access 

to these objects is restricted by elites or social elders in order to enhance their own social 

standing. Though there was a shift in time to seeing these artifacts become more 

unavailable, none of the copper bells were made unavailable so as to increase their value 

because of their rarity. By placing the objects in burials or trash deposits implies that the 

Ancestral Pueblo people in these cases either found they had no use for the objects or that 

they would be of more value to those moving on from the material world and into the 

afterlife. So while the prestige goods model may work in part to identify the value and 

meaning of copper bells, it does not do so sufficiently. 

Inalienable possessions work best for Ancestral Pueblo copper bells. 

“Inalienable possessions” is perhaps the concept that best explains the data from 

the copper bell database compiled for this paper and makes those findings work with 

what archaeologists know about Ancestral Pueblo social organization. At the same time it 

avoids for the pitfalls of the prestige goods model. Researchers have applied the 

inalienable possessions framework to other artifacts found in the Southwest convincingly 

(Mills 2004; Whalen 2013), so there is no reason why it cannot be applied to the case of 

copper bells in the Ancestral Pueblo world. It may be difficult to see how some of these 

traits translate archaeologically. By examining the distribution of these artifacts at 
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different scales, on a site-by-site and a regional basis, it becomes possible to see the 

patterns which support the assertions of this framework. 

Copper bells were uncommon artifacts in the Ancestral Pueblo world, 

singularities as Weiner (1992) describes them, though this is a slightly misleading term as 

one could find multiple bells in a single deposition (Mills 2004:240). As mentioned 

before, only 78 bells were found at 24 Ancestral Pueblo sites. In most cases, only one bell 

was found at a given site, though at larger sites such as Pueblo Bonito or the Turkey 

Creek Site, multiple bells were found in a single context. On this small scale of analysis, 

the bells are not appearing as singularities in the strictest sense of the word, but when 

examined with respect to the vast expanse of the Ancestral Pueblo region in its entirety, 

less than a third of one copper bell on average is found at an Ancestral Pueblo site. These 

items were indeed, a rarity. 

In part, it is the rarity of these items that authenticates the individual’s identity in 

society and the world (Mills 2004:240; Weiner 1992). The criteria of inalienable 

possessions being difficult or requiring specialized knowledge to create are indeed 

embodied by copper bells, a type of artifact which is uncommon in the Southwest and 

made from foreign materials (Nelson 2006:349). The fact that the copper bell came from 

such a distant location may have further bestowed upon its owner an air of having access 

to or knowledge of a world so far away that it borders upon the spiritual or supernatural 

(Helms 1993).  

 Copper bells are also found in a variety of contexts, as discussed in Chapter 5, 

contexts that would imply that the artifacts could have been utilized or consumed by both 

individuals and groups. This is a crucial aspect of what Weiner (1992; also Mills 2004) 
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describes as “the establishment and defeat of hierarchy”. An individual who owns an 

inalienable possession has his or her identity and place in society authenticated and 

validated, and yet at the same time groups of people can also collectively own an 

inalienable possession, thereby validating the identity of a community (Mills 2004:241). 

As such, both the individual and the collective are infused with a sense of place and 

authority, with neither undermining each other and as a result neither contributing to the 

perpetuation of a social hierarchy.  

It is this aspect of the inalienable possessions framework which makes it so apt 

for utilization with the Ancestral Pueblo culture. The flexibility of the model’s 

interpretation of authority in society makes it far more suited to this group of people. It 

does not make any erroneous assumptions about wealth and prestige being the basis of 

power, as so many of our interpretations of prehistoric societies seem to assume, 

especially in the case of the Southwest (McGuire 1992; McGuire and Saitta 1996). Ortiz 

(1974) demonstrates that authority could be gained through ritual means rather than 

economic. As the name of these “Made People” suggests, their place in Tewa society was 

made for them through ritual initiation which solidified their link to the spiritual world 

and the moment and place of creation (Ortiz 1974). This model therefore atones for the 

shortcomings of the prestige goods model in case of the Ancestral Pueblo culture. When 

the copper bell data from this region is compared to the foundations of this framework, it 

becomes apparent that inalienable possessions are the superior tool when looking to 

understand the copper bells of the Ancestral Pueblo world.  
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Final thoughts on models regarding social valuables 

Models that are used to examine or interpret social valuables share some inherent 

problems. Specifically, it can be hard for researchers to know with certainty how the 

goods were used or exchanged, or how they were valued. Unless archaeologists have 

specific written or ethnohistoric records providi tng such information, any conclusions 

will and should be regarded with a degree of scepticism. Much of what archaeologists 

know about copper bells is based on ethnohistoric writings from West Mexico (Hosler 

1994). It is unclear if copper bells were exchanged in the Southwest as part of a system 

that existed “outside the realm of mundane transactions” (Weiner 1992). While 

ethnographic and ethnohistoric analogies could be utilized to gain insight into the 

possible nature of these transactions, it is difficult to establish how accurate these 

analogies are (Ascher 1961). In lieu of any ethnographic analogies, one must rely on 

proving the other tenets of the model in use for an honest attempt to be made to determine 

whether it is a suitable fit. 

The fact that it is difficult to determine which model functions the best perhaps 

emphasizes the varied and complex meanings which social valuables possess (Helms 

1993; Mills 2004; Mills and Ferguson 2008; Weiner 1992). The “truth” of these objects, 

such as it is, may never be accessible to researchers, though this does not mean that no 

attempt should be made. We need to develop, evaluate, critique, and re-develop our 

models as necessary in order to lay claim to ever making an honest attempt at 

understanding these items. Some models will work better than others in different 

circumstances. In the case of the Ancestral Pueblo peoples of the Southwest, inalienable 

possessions is a far more suitable model than prestige goods when discussing copper 
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bells. It is important that we continue to consistently evaluate whether the concept of 

prestige goods is an acceptable one for artifacts found in the Southwest, as the 

archaeological literature has suggested through its relentless use of the model. 

AVENUES FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

The prestige goods terminology has been applied to many types of imported 

artifacts found throughout the Southwest, not just copper bells or only in the Ancestral 

Pueblo region. While it may be that the inalienable possessions framework is not always 

a suitable tool, it would be interesting to see if there were comparable issues with the use 

of the terminology that is used in archaeological literature in their application to artifacts 

in different culture regions in the Southwest. A similar approach has been applied to 

marine shell artifacts in the Casas Grandes area and has demonstrated that terminology 

used to discuss those objects was inappropriate or out-dated (Whalen 2013). There have 

also been critiques of the prestige goods model in its application to marine shell objects in 

the Hohokam region (Bayman 2002; Bradley 2000; Saitta 2000). Copper bells, turquoise 

objects, faunal remains and imported ceramics from the Southwest would all benefit from 

the same type of scrutiny. 

Obviously, the collection of copper bells that are documented in this thesis is 

simply benchmark from which future analysis can be conducted. At the time of Vargas’ 

1995 publication, information on many of copper bells was lacking, contacts did not 

respond with any details about copper bells they had found, or some bells were 

discovered after the point when she had compiled and published her database. While this 

thesis adds 50 new copper bells to the database, I encountered similar problems myself. 

While this thesis serves as an up-to-date record of copper bells discovered in the 
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Southwest as of 2015, it is very likely that more will be discovered and can add valuable 

insight into our understanding of the objects. It is my hope that this thesis serves as a 

useful tool for researchers in the future, as much as Victoria Vargas’ 1995 publication 

was for the creation of this thesis. Ideally this new information will bring the points 

raised in this thesis into further discussion and serve as the basis of a similar publication 

in the future. 
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APPENDIX A – The Copper Bell Database 

 The copper bell database was created on Microsoft Access 2013 and has been 

attached to this document on a CD. Bells that are marked with * are bells that have been 

added to the database since Vargas’ 1995 publication, or have had a significant amount of 

contextual data added to their entry since then. Unless otherwise noted here, information 

regarding these bells can be found in Copper Bell Trade Patterns in the Prehispanic U,S, 

Southwest and Northwest Mexico (Vargas 1995). Detailed information about the “new” 

bells can be found in the following sources: 

 

AZ FF:2:6 – (Karl Laumbach and Nugent Brasher, personal communication 2014) 

Bis sa’ani Ruin - (Breternitz and Marshall 1982) 

Cerro de Trincheras - (McGuire and Villalpando 2011) 

Eleventh Hour Site  - (Mathien 1991) 

Honey Bee Village - (Craig 1989) 

Julian Wash - (Wallace 2011) 

Kuykendall Site – (Karl Laumbach and Nugent Brasher, personal communication 2014) 

La Plaza (Vargas 2012) 

Las Acequias - (Hackbarth 1997) 

Pueblo Grande - (Vargas 2012) 

Uncle Albert Porter Site – (Grant Coffee, personal communication 2013) 

Talus Unit #1 – Chaco Research Archive (http://www.chacoarchive.org/cra/) 

Vail Valley Site - (Boggess and Seymour 2004) 
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APPENDIX A – The Copper Bell Database 

 

 

 

A database compiled in Microsoft Access 2013 has been included on a CD attached to 

this thesis. 
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APPENDIX B – Database Context Classifications and Definitions 

Cache – A single deposit containing a large quantity of copper bells. Issues associated 

with this category are addressed in Chapter 4. 

Disturbed – The provenience of the artifact has been damaged or disturbed in some way, 

erasing all or most contextual information. 

Domestic – A sort of catch-all category. It refers to contexts that would be easily 

accessible to the majority of the population. Debris and fill are considered domestic due 

to their prevalence in “common” areas of sites. 

Mortuary – Mortuary contexts include inhumations and cremations. 

Ritual – The context in which the bell is found is regarded as being ceremonial or 

ritualistic in nature. Ceremonial structures such as ballcourts, platform mounds, or Kivas, 

fall into this classification. 

Surface – The bell was found on the surface of the site and lacked any provenience which 

could be utilized in analysis. 

Trash – The bell is found in a deposit with what would be considered as refuse. Middens 

or trash pits are prime examples of this category. 

Unknown/Other – The contextual information of the copper bell is either not known by 

the author or is lacking in enough detail to adequately use it for the purpose of analysis. 
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APPENDIX C – Find Sites of Copper Bells 

See Table 5.2 for a list of quantities of copper bells found at Ancestral Pueblo sites. 

 

Site Name 

Associated 

Culture 

Approximate 

Date (A.D.) General Location 

76 Ranch Hohokam 1300-1400 Southeast Arizona 

Alamogordo Mogollon 1000-1130 South New Mexico 

Alder Wash Hohokam 1050-1200 Southeast Arizona 

Apache Creek Mogollon  West New Mexico 

Armour's Ranch Hohokam  Central Arizona 

AZ FF:2:6   Southeast Arizona 

Aztec Ruin Area Ancestral Pueblo 1100-1300 Southwest Colorado 

Aztec West Ruins Ancestral Pueblo 1110-1121 Southwest Colorado 

Babbitt Ranch   East Arizona 

Bis sa'ani Ruin Ancestral Pueblo 1080-1140 San Juan Basin 

Bloom Mound Mogollon 1300-1400 Central New Mexico 

Cameron Creek Mogollon 1000-1150 Southwest New Mexico 

Canyon de Flag Ancestral Pueblo 1100-1300 North-Central Arizona 

Casa Grande Hohokam 1200-1450 Central Arizona 

Casa Grande Area Hohokam  Central Arizona 

Casa Rinconada Ancestral Pueblo 900-1100 Chaco Canyon 

Casas Grandes Casas Grandes 1150-1425 Northwest Chihuahua 

Casas Grandes Area Casas Grandes  Northwest Chihuahua 

Cerro de Trincheras Trincheras 1300-1450 North Sonora 

Chavez Pass Ancestral Pueblo 1381 North-Central Arizona 

Cherry Creek Mogollon 1300-1400 Central Arizona 

Chiracahua Mt. Area Mogollon  Central Arizona 

Copper Bell House   North-Central Arizona 

Copper Bell Ruin Ancestral Pueblo 1120-1200 North-Central Arizona 

Cox Ranch Mogollon  South New Mexico 

Delgar Ruin Mogollon 1150-1350 West New Mexico 

Dona Ana Target Range Mogollon  South New Mexico 

Edge of the Cedars Ruin Ancestral Pueblo 900-1150 Southeast Utah 

Eleventh Hour Site Ancestral Pueblo 1100-1200 Chaco Canyon 

Flagstaff Area Ancestral Pueblo 1120-1200 North-Central Arizona 

Foote Canyon Pueblo Ancestral Pueblo  East Arizona 

Four Mile Ruin Ancestral Pueblo 1300-1400 East Arizona 

Galaz Ruin Mogollon 1100-1200 Southwest New Mexico 

Gatlin Area Hohokam  Central Arizona 

Gatlin Site Hohokam 1050-1200 Central Arizona 

Gila Pueblo Hohokam 1345-1385 Central Arizona 

Gila River Area Hohokam  Central Arizona 
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Gillespie Dam Site Hohokam 1100-1130 Central Arizona 

Globe Area Hohokam  Central Arizona 

Goodman Point Ancestral Pueblo 900-1300 Southwest Colorado 

Grasshopper Mogollon 1300-1400 Central Arizona 

Grewe Hohokam  Central Arizona 

Hilltop House  1250-1300 Central Arizona 

Hodges Site Hohokam  Southeast Arizona 

Homestead Site Hohokam  Central Arizona 

Homolovi II Ancestral Pueblo 1300-1400 North-Central Arizona 

Honey Bee Village Hohokam 850-1150 South-Central Arizona 

Julian Wash Hohokam 1050-1150 South-Central Arizona 

Kinishba Mogollon 1300 Central Arizona 

Kuykendall Site   Southeast Arizona 

La Ciudad Hohokam 1200-1450 Central Arizona 

La Plaza Hohokam 1150-1450 Central Arizona 

Las Acequias Hohokam 1200-1450 Central Arizona 

Las Colinas Hohokam 1200-1450 Central Arizona 

Las Cruces Mogollon 1200-1450 South New Mexico 

Livingston Ruin Salado 1320-1450 Central Arizona 

Los Hornos Hohokam 1200-1450 Central Arizona 

Los Morteros Hohokam 1100-1300 Central Arizona 

Mammoth (Big Bell)  1200-1400 Southeast Arizona 

Marana Hohokam 1200-1450 South Central Arizona 

Maricopa Road Site Hohokam 1000-1100 Central Arizona 

Mattocks Ruin Mogollon 1100-1200 Southwest New Mexico 

McSherry Ruin Mogollon  Southwest New Mexico 

Miami Area   Central Arizona 

Mogollon Rim Mogollon  East Arizona 

Mt. Riley Area  1000-1130 Southwest New Mexico 

NA 10779   Arizona 

NA 627   North-Central Arizona 

NA 8762   New Mexico 

NAN Ranch Mogollon 1000-1130 Southwest New Mexico 

Ojo de Agua Casas Grandes 1150-1425 Northeast Sonora 

Old Town Mogollon 1050-1200 Southwest New Mexico 

Osborn Ruin Mogollon 1000-1130 Southwest New Mexico 

Pinnacle Peak Hohokam 1050-1200 Central Arizona 

Point of Pines Ruin Mogollon  East Arizona 

Pollock Site  1243-1303 North-Central Arizona 

Pottery Mound Ancestral Pueblo 1300-1600 Central New Mexico 

Prescott Area   Central Arizona 

Pueblo Alto Ancestral Pueblo 1040-1100 Chaco Canyon 

Pueblo Bonito Ancestral Pueblo 828-1130 Chaco Canyon 
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Pueblo del Arroyo Ancestral Pueblo 1052-1101 Chaco Canyon 

Pueblo del Monte Hohokam 1350-1450 Central Arizona 

Pueblo Grande Hohokam 900-1350 Central Arizona 

Q Ranch Mogollon 1300-1400 Central Arizona 

Rancho San Miguel Casas Grandes  Northwest Chihuahua 

Red Rock Area   Northeast Arizona 

Robinson Site Mogollon 1150-1500 New Mexico 

Romo Site Hohokam 1150-1250 Southeast Arizona 

Rooney Ranch Site Hohokam 1000-1150 Southeast Arizona 

Roosevelt Lake 5:10 Hohokam  Central Arizona 

Roosevelt Lake Area Hohokam  Central Arizona 

Russell Grove Mogollon  Southwest New Mexico 

Salt River Valley Hohokam  Southwest New Mexico 

San Joaquin Canyon Casas Grandes 1150-1425 Northwest Chihuahua 

San Jose Baviacora Rio Sonora 1150-1425 Northwest Sonora 

Santana Ranch, Babicora Casas Grandes  Northwest Chihuahua 

Schoolhouse Mesa Salado 1060-1240 Central Arizona 

Snaketown Hohokam 1050-1200 Central Arizona 

Sundown Site   North-Central Arizona 

Talus Unit #1 Ancestral Pueblo 1030-1070 Chaco Canyon 

Three Rivers Mogollon 1310-1330 Central New Mexico 

Togetzoge Salado  Central Arizona 

Tse Tlani Sinagua 1100-1200 North-Central Arizona 

Tubac State Park Area   South-Central Arizona 

Turkey Creek Site Ancestral Pueblo  East Arizona 

Uncle Albert Porter Site Ancestral Pueblo 1100-1225 Southwest Colorado 

Upper San Fran. River Ancestral Pueblo  West New Mexico 

Vail Valley Site Hohokam 950-1100 Southeast Arizona 

Webb Site   Southeast Arizona 

White Sands Mogollon 1200-1450 South New Mexico 

Winona Village Ruin   North-Central Arizona 

Wupatki Sinagua 1120-1200 North-Central Arizona 

Young, AZ. Area   Central Arizona 

Total Sites: 113    
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APPENDIX D – Chemical Testing and Sourcing of Copper Bells 

Unfortunately, there has been little in the way of chemical analysis conducted on 

copper bells found in the Southwest. The lack of knowledge about the chemical 

composition of these artifacts poses a couple of problems for archaeologists. First, not 

knowing the chemical makeup of these artifacts deprives archaeologists of a potential 

temporal marker. While pure copper bells were made in both Periods I and II according 

to Hosler’s (1994, 2009) metallurgical chronology, bells made of copper alloys were only 

made in Period II. Thus, identifying whether a bell is made of pure copper or a copper 

alloy can at least potentially tell researchers whether the bell was made in Period II. 

Unfortunately, that is the extent of the conclusions that researchers can make in this 

regard. 

The second problem involves uncovering the source of the raw materials that was 

used to create copper bells. Previous studies (Hosler and Macfarlane 1996) have been 

able to source copper bells found throughout Mesoamerica by matching lead isotope 

ratios taken from the artifacts to particular copper deposits found in west, south, and even 

east Mexico. No such tests have been done on copper bells found in the Greater 

Southwest. In addition to being destructive, these tests require specific knowledge about 

lead isotope ratios in Mesoamerica and the Southwest in order for the analysis to be 

accurate (Hosler, personal communication 2014). As such, it is understandable why such 

information has not been actively sought out by Southwestern archaeologists. 

Conducting pXRF Tests 

 In July 2013, I had access to the Smithsonian National Museum of Natural 

History’s collection of copper bells from the Southwest and Mexico. Thanks to the work 
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of James Krakker and Jennifer Giacci, we were able to have a small sample of copper 

bells from the Southwest tested using Portable X-ray Fluorescence Instrumentation 

(pXRF). X-ray Fluorescence is a non-destructive testing method which illuminates what 

elements can be found within the artifact, though not the exact proportions.  

Three bells were tested from different parts of the Southwest, including Four Mile 

Ruin in Arizona, Pueblo Bonito in New Mexico, and the Santa Maria Valley in the 

Mexican state of Chihuahua. pXRF testing was chosen for a variety of reasons: to see 

what, if any of the bells showed obvious signs of being made of copper alloys and as a 

result definitively link them to Period II; we wanted to see what sort of trace elements 

showed up in the analysis and if they were similar cross-regionally; and we wanted to see 

if any corrosion or contaminates could possibly skew the results. The tests showed that 

the sampled bells from this collection were made of pure copper and not copper alloys. 

As such, it was not possible via this testing method to definitively situate these bells 

within either Period I or Period II of Hosler’s chronology, as pure copper bells were made 

during both phases. Trace elements of strontium, calcium, and potassium, were also 

found through the pXRF analysis, but these probably resulted from contamination from 

dirt on the artifacts. Unfortunately, it is not possible to tell much more about these 

artifacts without running other tests such as lead isotope ratio testing. The results of these 

pXRF tests are summarized below.  
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 XRF Analysis Report  

 

Object: Copper bells  

   

Catalog #  A177804  A299647  A335581.1346  

Geographic Region  Four Mile Ruin,  

Navajo County, AZ  

Santa Maria Valley, 

Chihuahua, Mexico  

Pueblo Bonito,  

Chaco Canyon, San  

Juan County, NM  

Collector  Jesse Walter Fewkes  JW Wright, AT  

Cooper, JW  

Weissheimer  

  

Collection Date    1916-7    

Notes      Previous analysis at 

Harvard (1929) 

indicates mostly Cu 

with 2% Ag? 2ppm Ag?  

  

Requested by: Marit Munson (Trent), Ian Boyce (Trent), James Krakker (NMNH)  

  Telephone:   

  E-mail: maritmunson@trentu.ca, ianboyce@trentu.ca, KrakerJ@si.edu  

Unit:  NMNH  

Analyst: Jennifer Giaccai  

Analysis date: 12 July 2013  

Portable X-ray Fluorescence Instrumentation 

Instrument: Bruker Tracer III-V+ handheld XRF   

Tube: Rhodium tube   

Filter: Ti/Al filter  

Vacuum/Helium flush: none  

Excitation voltage: 40 kV  

Current: 2 µA  

Acquisition time:  60s  

  

One spot was examined on each bell.  All bells showed a majority of copper with 

small amounts of iron; the iron peak will also be enhanced by the Si-escape peak of 

copper, an artifact of XRF analysis.    
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A177804 (red) and A299647 (green) showed the presence of K, Ca and Sr, likely 

from encrusted dirt.  Trace amounts of Ti, V, and As may be present.    
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No Ag was present in the spectrum from A335581.1346.  It is unclear whether 

this could be overcome with different analytical parameters.  Note the high level of 

copper detected led to copper sum peaks at 16 and 17 keV in all spectra.  
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