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Style and Design Structure  (continued from Part 1) 
 
The other hallmark Olmec style ceramic type at San Lorenzo is Limón Incised (Coe and Diehl 1980:171-
174). Curiously, this kind of pottery has a very restricted distribution in Mesoamerica compared to 
Calzadas Carved (Coe and Diehl 1980:171), with sporadic examples known for the central highlands of 
México and a few other regions. Limón Incised pottery is very frequent at Cantón Corralito, with 
approximately 3,500 specimens excavated (a frequency roughly three times that of Calzadas Carved). 
The most common depiction at both San Lorenzo and Cantón Corralito is the ilhuitl or opposed volutes 
motif, which is executed with simple incision or impressed lines (Figure 48; cf. Coe and Diehl 1980:Figs. 
144-145), although rare modelled and incised versions also occur (Figure 49) along with other abstract 
designs, motifs, and compositions. The ratio of Limón Incised to Calzadas Carved pottery is roughly the 
same at both sites, a possible indicator of Gulf Olmec presence at Cantón Corralito. This ratio—indeed, 
the very presence of Limón Incised potsherds in large numbers—is not evident at any other 
contemporaneous site in Mesoamerica beyond the Gulf Coast. 
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Of course, other types of non-decorated (aside from slip) pottery occur at Cantón Corralito. Only one such 
sherd has been drawn for this report, a white-slipped spouted tray (Figure 50). These curious vessels also 
occur at San Lorenzo and at several sites in the central highlands of México. 

  



 

 
 
 
 
All Early Olmec horizon fired clay anthropomorphic figurines from Cantón Corralito and San Lorenzo 
(Table 4) have been classified as Olmec style or non-Olmec style (Figure 51) according to the facial 
characteristics (e.g., eyes, mouth) of specimens found at San Lorenzo (see Coe and Diehl 1980:264) and 
imported examples excavated at Cantón Corralito. To get at the technical style of manufacture, a series of 
metric measurements and ratios were recorded for head and body fragments. General and subtle 
indicators of posture (e.g., standing, hand on hips, crouched) and other variables such as clothing were 
also noted. The preliminary results (e.g., Table 5) indicate a high level of correspondence between the 
Olmec style figurines of both collections. Some of these data have been presented in a separate paper 
(Cheetham 2006c), which I include here for those wishing a more detailed look at the results (Early Olmec 
Figurines from Two Regions). 
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Table 4. Enumeration of figurine fragments (1150-1000 bc) 

 
 San Lorenzo Cantón Corralito 
   
head 122 91 
torso 131 153 
arm / hand 55 43 
leg / foot  101 134 
arm or leg 125 412 
unidentified 44 7 
   

TOTAL 578 840 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 5. Early horizon Olmec style heads, dimension ratios 
 

  average 
(mm) 

st. dev. 
(mm) 

range 
(mm) 

 
HEIGHT/WIDTH                  San Lorenzo 

Cantón Corralito

 
1.7 
1.5 

 
0.2 
0.2 

 
1.2-2.6 
0.6-2.0 

 
HEIGHT/DEPTH                 San Lorenzo 

Cantón Corralito

 
2.1 
1.9 

 
0.3 
0.2 

 
1.6-2.9 
1.0-2.5 

 
WIDTH/DEPTH                   San Lorenzo 

Cantón Corralito

 
1.2 
1.3 

 
0.2 
0.1 

 
0.9-1.7 
0.9-1.8 

 
 
 
 
Illustrated figurines excavated at Cantón Corralito include specimens preceding the Initial Olmec era 
(Locona and Ocós phases; see Figures 52, 53a-b, and 54a) and the Cherla phase of the Initial Olmec era 
(Figures 53c, 55, 56b, and 57a, d). The Cherla phase sample includes a large, hollow figure that is 
infantile in appearance (e.g., Figure 55) and a few heads that approach the Olmec style. Most heads, 
however, are not Olmec in appearance. 
 
Cuadros figurine heads (Figures 53d, 54b-c, 56a, c-d, 57b-c, 58-66, 71c, 72b-c) were made in both Olmec 
and non-Olmec style at Cantón Corralito and in the same proportion as at San Lorenzo (see Figure 51). 
The collection includes solid and hollow specimens of both styles, along with Olmec style torsos (Figure 
67, 68a) positioned in a manner that recalls the figures seated in the front niche of colossal tabletop stone 
altars at San Lorenzo (cf. Coe and Diehl 1980:Figs. 439, 449, 451). Other kinds of fragments with 
counterparts at San Lorenzo include ballplayers (Figure 68b-c) performing athletic manoeuvres and with a 
rear prong support, dwarfs (Figure 65a-b), sleeping or dead figures with eyes closed (Figures 58a, 60b), 
and heads with one or more symbols deeply carved into the back (e.g., Figure 64). Zoomorphic figurines 
(Figure 69) were made during both Cherla and Cuadros times and a few Jocotal phase (ca. 1000-900 bc) 
anthropomorphic figurine heads (Figures 70, 71a-b, 72a) were found near the surface above the thick 
floodwater sand deposit that destroyed the site about 1000 bc. 
 
 
 
 
 

  



 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  



 
 
 
 

 

  



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  



 
 
 
 
 

 

  



 

 
 
 
 
 

 

  



 
 
 
 

 

  



 
 
 
 
 

 

  



 
 
 
 

 

  



 
 
 
 
 

 

  



 
 
 
 

 

  



 
 
Other Items 
 
Several small ceramic masks (or masquettes) were found at Cantón Corralito (Figures 73-74). All appear 
to have been perforated along the edges in order to be strapped to a head, perhaps that of a large 
ceramic or wooden figurine or a living child or baby. Two themes are identifiable: aged individuals (Figure 
73) and macabre defleshed skulls (Figure 74), one of which has a clamp holding the mandible to the 
maxilla by way of the nasal cavity.  

 

 

  



 
 

 
 

 
 
 
The Cantón Corralito assortment of Olmec style items also includes numerous hematite encrusted 
ceramic stamps. All are cylindrical in shape (Figures 75-79) except one, which is flat and shaped like a 
human hand (Figure 80). These items may have been used to mark human skin or textiles. They are rare 
at San Lorenzo, with only one found during the Yale Project (Coe and Diehl 1980:Fig. 412), a few during 
the more recent UNAM project (Ann Cyphers, personal communication 2006), and a few from sites in the 
periphery of San Lorenzo near El Manatí (Ponciano Ortiz, personal communication 2005). It is possible 
that most stamps in the Gulf Coast region were made of wood (John Clark, personal communication 2005) 
thus accounting for their rarity. 
 

 

  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

  



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

  



 
 
 
 

 

 

  



Summary 
 
The nature of Gulf Olmec interaction with distant societies during the Early Olmec horizon has polarized 
scholars and will continue to do so until rigorous comparative methodologies are devised and tested in 
individual cases. The ongoing comparative analysis of material culture from Cantón Corralito and San 
Lorenzo provides a small but important step in this direction. It will provide detailed databases for future 
scholars interested in investigating early Gulf Olmec interaction with Chiapas or other regions of 
Mesoamerica and will add to a growing body of “colonial archaeology” case studies (e.g., Stein [ed.] 2005) 
that highlight the incredibly diverse nature of colonies, colonization, and related social identity issues. The 
illustrations and associated data in this report are but a tiny fraction of the data bearing on the question of 
possible Gulf Olmec occupation at Cantón Corralito. This project is in its infancy and it is my hope that as 
more visual data are generated and additional excavations are conducted more reports will be made 
available on the FAMSI website. 
 
 
 
References Cited 
 
Bernal, Ignacio 
1969 The Olmec World. University of California Press, Berkeley. 
 
Blomster, Jeffrey, Hector Neff, and Michael D. Glascock 
2005 Olmec Pottery Production and Export in Ancient Mesoamerica as Determined through Elemental 

Analysis. Science 307:1068-1072. 
 
Caso, Alfonso 
1965 ¿Existió un Imperio Olmeca? Memoria del Colegio Nacional 5(3):3-56. 
 
Cheetham, David 
2006a The Americas’ First Colony? Archaeology 59(1): 42-46. 
 
2006b Style as Cultural Imperative (II): Early Olmec Pottery from Cantón Corralito and San Lorenzo. 

Paper presented at the 71st Annual Meeting of the Society for American Archaeology, San Juan, 
Puerto Rico.  

 
2006c Early Olmec Figurines from Two Regions: Style as Cultural Imperative. Paper presented at the 1st 

Annual Braunstein Symposium, Marjorie Barrick Museum, University of Nevada, Las Vegas. 
 
Clark, John E. 
1990 Olmecas, Olmequismo y Olmequización en Mesoamérica. Arqueología 3:49-55. 
 
1994 The Development of Early Formative Rank Societies in the Soconusco, Chiapas, México. 

Unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Department of Anthropology, University of Michigan, Ann Arbor. 
 
1997 The Arts of Government in Early Mesoamerica. Annual Review of Anthropology 26:211-234. 
 
Clark, John E., and Michael Blake 
1989 El Origen de la Civilización en Mesoamérica: Los Olmecas y Mokaya del Soconusco de Chiapas, 

México. In El Preclásico o Formativo: Avances y Perspectivas, edited by M. Carmona Macias, pp. 
385-403. Museo Nacional de Antropología, México City. 

 
Clark, John E., and David Cheetham 
2005 Cerámica del Formativo de Chiapas. In La producción alfarera en el México antiguo, Volumen  I, 

edited by Beatriz Leonor Merino Carrión and Ángel Garcia Cook, pp. 285-433. Instituto Nacional 
de Antropología e Historia, México City. 

 

  

http://www.famsi.org/reports/05021/pdf3EarlyOlmec.pdf


Clark, John E., and Mary E. Pye 
2000 The Pacific Coast and the Olmec Question. In Olmec Art and Archaeology in Mesoamerica, edited 

by John E. Clark and Mary E. Pye, pp. 217-251. National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C. 
 
Coe, Michael D. 
1965 The Olmec Style and its Distribution. In Handbook of Middle American Indians,  Volume 3, edited 

by Gordon R. Willey, pp. 739-775. University of Texas Press, Austin. 
 
1968 America's First Civilization. American Heritage, New York. 
 
Coe, Michael D., and Richard A. Diehl 
1980 In the Land of the Olmec (Volume 1): The Archaeology of San Lorenzo Tenochtitlán. University of 

Texas Press, Austin. 
 
Diehl, Richard A., and Michael D. Coe  
1995 Olmec Archaeology. In The Olmec World: Ritual and Rulership, pp. 11-25. The Art Museum, 

Princeton University, Princeton. 
 
Dietler, Michael 
2005 The Archaeology of Colonization and the Colonization of Archaeology: Theoretical Challenges 

from an Ancient Mediterranean Colonial Encounter. In The Archaeology of Colonial Encounters, 
edited by Gil J. Stein, pp. 33-68. School of American Research Press, Santa Fe. 

 
Flannery, Kent V., and Joyce Marcus 
2000 Formative Mexican Chiefdoms and the Myth of the “Mother Culture.” Journal of Anthropological 

Archaeology 19(1):1-37. 
 
Friedrich, Margaret Hardin 
1970 Design Structure and Social Interaction: Archaeological Implications of an Ethnographic Analysis. 

American Antiquity 35(3):332-343. 
 
1984 Models of Decoration. In The Many Dimensions of Pottery: Ceramics in Archaeology and 

Anthropology, edited by Sander E. van der Leeuw and Alison C. Pritchard, pp. 573-614. University 
of Amsterdam Press, Amsterdam. 

 
Grove, David C. 
1989 Olmec: What's in a Name? In Regional Perspectives on the Olmec, edited by Robert J. Sharer 

and David C. Grove, pp. 8-14. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge. 
 
Hegmon, Michelle 
1998 Technology, Style, and Social Practices: Archaeological Approaches. In The Archaeology of 

Social Boundaries, edited by Miriam T. Stark, pp. 264-279. Smithsonian Institution Press, 
Washington, D.C. 

 
Lemonnier, Pierre 
1986 The Study of Material Culture Today: Towards and Anthropology of Technical Systems. Journal of 

Anthropological Archaeology 5:147-186. 
 
1992 Elements for an Anthropology of Technology. Anthropological Papers, Museum of Anthropology, 

No. 88. University of Michigan, Ann Arbor. 
 
Neff, Hector, Jeffrey Blomster, Michael D. Glascock, Ronald L. Bishop, M. James Blackman, Michael D. 
Coe, George L. Cowgill, Richard A Diehl, Stephen Houston, Arthur A. Joyce, Carl P. Lipo, Barbara L. 
Stark, and Marcus Winter 
2006a Methodological Issues in the Provenance Investigation of Early Formative Mesoamerican 

Ceramics. Latin American Antiquity 17(1):54-76. 

  



 
Neff, Hector, Jeffrey Blomster, Michael D. Glascock, Ronald L. Bishop, M. James Blackman, Michael D. 
Coe, George L. Cowgill, Ann Cyphers, Richard A Diehl, Stephen Houston, Arthur A. Joyce, Carl P. Lipo, 
and Marcus Winter 
2006b Smokescreens in the Provenance Investigation of Early Formative Mesoamerican Ceramics. Latin 

American Antiquity 17(1):104-118. 
 
Piña Chan, Román 
1989 The Olmec: Mother Culture of Mesoamerica, editado por L. Laurencich Minelli. Rizzoli 

Publications, New York. 
 
Plog, Stephen 
1980 Stylistic Variation in Prehistoric Ceramics: Design Analysis in the American Southwest. Cambridge 

University Press, Cambridge. 
 
Santley, Robert, Clare Yarborough, and Barbara Hall 
1987 Enclaves, Ethnicity, and the Archaeological Record at Matacapan. In Ethnicity and Culture, edited 

by Réginald Auger, Margaret F. Glass, Scott MacEachern, and Peter H. McCartney, pp. 85-100. 
Proceedings of the Eighteenth Annual Conference of the Archaeological Association of the 
University of Calgary, Calgary. 

 
2005 A Zapotec Diaspora Network in Classic-Period Central México. In The Archaeology of Colonial 

Encounters, edited by Gil J. Stein, pp. 173-205. School of American Research Press, Santa Fe. 
 
Stark, Barbara L. 
2000 Framing the Gulf Olmec. In Olmec Art and Archaeology in Mesoamerica, edited by John E. Clark and 

Mary E. Pye, pp. 31-53. National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C. 
 
Stark, Miriam T. 
1995 Cultural Identity in the Archaeological Record: The Utility of Utilitarian Ceramics. In The Roosevelt 

Community Development Study, Volume 2: Ceramic Chronology, Technology, and Economics, 
edited by James M. Heidke and Miriam T. Stark, pp. 331-362. Anthropological Papers No. 14, 
Center for Desert Archaeology, Tucson. 

 
Stein, Gill J. (editor) 
2005 The Archaeology of Colonial Encounters. School of American Research Press, Santa Fe. 

  


