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Abstract

At La Venta, Mexico, the Middle Formative Olmec regional center, the existence of individual leaders is interpreted from the
evidence of monumental stone portraiture and several tombs believed to house the bodies of a sequence of kings late in La
Venta’s history. The status of these latter features as graves, however, has been debated since soon after they were excavated
in the 1940s, especially because they generally lacked osteological material. What remained was arrangements of costume items
as if adorning a body, usually associated with a stone container. Most archaeologists have advanced the reasonable explanation
that bones and teeth would not have survived in tropical environments and accepted both the tomb attribution and their func-
tion as individual funerary monuments. A detailed review of available information from the La Venta excavations reveals these
assumptions are not warranted. Field data indicate the absence of expected taphonomic evidence of bodily decay. Analysis of
the stratigraphy of Mound A-2, aided, by computer-enhanced imaging of field drawings, demonstrates its tomb-like features
were erected in a single, short construction phase, not over a span of decades as individual kings died. These conclusions
call for alternative explanations of these “surrogate burials,” absent bodies materially evoked by ritual officiants.

Resumen

Se cree que La Venta (México), la capital regional olmeca del Formativo Medio (ca. 1200–400 a.C.), fue gobernada por poderosos
líderes, basándose en parte en el descubrimiento de varias tumbas bien dotadas que datan de la última fase de construcción del
centro ceremonial del Complejo A. Sin embargo, su condición de tumbas ha sido debatida desde poco después de su excavación
en la década de 1940, especialmente porque en general carecían de material osteológico. Lo que quedaba eran elementos de
vestuario dispuestos como si adornaran un cuerpo, generalmente asociados a un contenedor de piedra. La mayoría de los
arqueólogos, aunque no todos, asumieron que los huesos y los dientes no sobrevivirían en ambientes tropicales y aceptaron
tanto la atribución de la tumba como su función, como monumentos funerarios individuales. El Complejo A fue posteriormente
muy alterado y sus estructuras superficiales fueron destruidas, por lo que los intentos de resolver este debate se basan en los
registros de campo archivados.

Una revisión detallada de la información estratigráfica disponible de las excavaciones del Complejo A de los años 1940–1950,
demuestra que estas suposiciones no están justificadas por dos razones. En primer lugar, los datos de campo indican la ausencia
de evidencia tafonómica de descomposición corporal esperada, la cual habría desplazado los ornamentos de vestuario cuidado-
samente dispuestos. En segundo lugar, el análisis de la estratigrafía del túmulo A-2 a través de imágenes mejoradas digitalmente
de los dibujos de campo, revela que sus elementos funerarios se erigieron en una fase de construcción única y breve, y no a lo
largo de décadas, a medida que iban muriendo los reyes.

Estas conclusiones exigen explicaciones alternativas para estos elementos. Se argumenta que los mismos funcionan como
entierros sustitutos, no simplemente como “pseudo-entierros” o cenotafios. Son sólo los últimos ejemplos de una práctica
deposicional que tuvo una larga historia en el Complejo A, que se remonta a su primera fase de construcción. De este modo,
múltiples generaciones de oficiantes de rituales olmecas convirtieron materialmente los cuerpos ausentes en “cuasi-presencias”
de forma duradera que, a diferencia de un cuerpo, resistía la descomposición.

An archaeological evalution of the Olmec “royal
tombs” at La Venta, Mexico

It is generally accepted that the Olmecs, a people of
Mexico’s southern Gulf Coast in the Early to Middle
Formative periods (ca. 1200–400 B.C.), developed early
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complex societies. Although their level of sociopolitical
organization has long been debated, material evidence for
hierarchy is compelling, and the Olmecs have been called
Mesoamerica’s “first civilization” (e.g., Bernal 1969; Clark
1997, 2009, 2016; Coe 1968; Coe and Diehl 1980:vol. II, p. 147;
Cyphers 1994, 2016; Diehl 2004; Drucker 1981; González
Lauck 1994, 1996; Grove 1997; Pool 2007; Soustelle 1979).
Monumental earthworks characterize the Early Formative pri-
mate center, San Lorenzo (ca. 1150–900 B.C.) in modern
Veracruz (e.g., Coe and Diehl 1980; Cyphers 2016) and its
Middle Formative political successor, La Venta in Tabasco
(Figure 1; Drucker et al. 1959; González Lauck 1996). At both
sites, archaeologists excavated tons of imported stone objects,
including large, basalt sculptures and relief carvings as well as
thousands of finely crafted, smaller artifacts of jade, serpen-
tine, and iron ores. The ability to import and display these
exotics was apparently monopolized by the uppermost tier
of society, believed by some archaeologists to be “kings”
(Clark 2016; Freidel et al. 1993:430; Pool 2007:161). Significantly,
the sculptures include realistic images of adult humans
(de la Fuente 1973) on massive “altars” (bench thrones),
statues, and stelae, as well as colossal heads widely believed
to be portraits of living paramounts (Coe 1977:186; Grove
1981:65–67) and venerated ancestors (Gillespie 1999). This
evidence has been interpreted as an elite preoccupation
with individual rulers, a rare phenomenon in the New
World (Coe 1989:77; see also Grove and Gillespie 1984).

In addition to imagery of likely historical elite persons,
another class of evidence for individual Olmec leaders
consists of singular tombs. They have been recovered only
at La Venta, five of them found in a small mound group
labeled Complex A that had non-domestic functions. The

Complex A construction phase in which the tombs were
deposited dated to the end of the Middle Formative period
(“Terminal Olmec,” ca. 600–400 B.C. [Lowe 1989:56–59]), man-
ifesting a late development of “elaborate mortuary prac-
tices” not present in the Early Formative (Pool 2007:177).
Indeed, the initial discovery of these features in the 1940s,
along with hundreds of fine jade objects and sculptures, pre-
cipitated interpretations of Olmec civilization that still dom-
inate the field (Grove 1997:60). Nevertheless, the La Venta
tombs also generated significant controversies that continue
unabated, starting with the questioned identification of
them as “tombs” (Coe and Stuckenrath 1964:23; Drucker
1952). It is yet unsettled whether they were burials at all,
given the general absence of human remains. A separate
controversy is whether they represented the resting places
for a succession of La Venta’s rulers toward the end of the
site’s occupation. A third point of contention is how the
events evidenced by these features figured into the decline
and abandonment of La Venta soon after their completion.

These controversies are not insignificant due to the out-
sized role that presumed “royal tombs” and “royal mortuary
rituals” have played in discussions of political organization
and ritual architecture at La Venta and by extension, for the
Gulf Coast Olmecs more generally. Our objective in this
paper is to evaluate the taphonomic and stratigraphic evi-
dence for these features as places of primary burial for a
sequence of high-status individuals. Unfortunately, Complex
A was badly damaged starting in the late 1950s and, by the fol-
lowing decade, no identifiable surface architecture was present
(Heizer et al. 1968a:139). Thus, there is no recourse to further
excavations or analyses to resolve these controversies.
Furthermore, the published reports on the early La Venta

Figure 1. Map of major Olmec centers on Mexico’s Gulf Coast within the Mesoamerican culture area in the Early to Middle Formative

periods. Drawing by Volk.
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excavations (especially Drucker 1952; Drucker et al. 1959;
Stirling and Stirling 1942; see also González Lauck 1994, 1996)
have well-known shortcomings (e.g., Coe and Stuckenrath
1964; Gillespie 2011). We base our arguments, instead, on
information from archived field records, principally
among the Robert F. Heizer Papers at the National
Anthropological Archives (RFHP-NAA) of the Smithsonian
Institution. We enhanced the recorded stratigraphic data
with computer-assisted techniques not available to the orig-
inal excavators to create more accurate, precise, and com-
prehensive profile and plan drawings as well as 3D
representations (Gillespie and Volk 2014).

As detailed in the following sections, the preponderance of
the taphonomic and stratigraphic evidence supports the con-
clusion that these features were not formal repositories of the
bodily remains of a series of individuals who died years or
decades apart. Alternative interpretations of these and related
features are therefore warranted, especially to overcome
archaeological biases and potentially widen current under-
standings of ritual and political history at La Venta. In particu-
lar, the conventional archaeological practice of “re-presenting”
the “non-present past” (Domanska 2006:346), a usually unques-
tioned discipline-wide method of “enacting knowledge” (Hicks
2010:95), deserves further scrutiny. Even as we conclude that
twentieth-century archaeologists constructed non-present
bodies at La Venta, we should contemplate how and to what
effects their absence was materially made present in new
forms by ritual officiants in the Middle Formative period.

The five La Venta tombs and their importance

This section reviews the available archaeological evidence
for the tombs and related features at La Venta from the

1942, 1943, and 1955 excavations. It then considers later
interpretations of their significance in understanding late
Olmec civilization and the demise of La Venta.

La Venta was the first Olmec capital to be systematically
excavated (Grove 2014). Following an initial reconnaissance
in 1940 by Stirling of the Bureau of American Ethnology to
locate reported stone carvings (Stirling 1940, 1943b), a
major excavation project was launched two years later,
again directed by Stirling and conducted by Drucker.
Toward the end of the 1942 project, Drucker placed excava-
tion units in a small area of low earthen mounds (Complex
A) north of the now ca. 30-meter high earthen pyramid that
dominates the site, Complex C (Figure 2 and Supplemental
Figure 1; Drucker 1952; see also Grove 1997:58–59,
2014:38–42). He opened a shallow north-south trench in
the center of the summit of the highest platform mound
in Complex A, later labeled Mound A-2. Immediately
under the modern surface he and Stirling, who had arrived
with his wife, Marion, just at this final phase of the project
(Drucker 1952:2), encountered two adjacent stone construc-
tions, thought to have mortuary functions and thus labeled
tombs.

Tomb A

The most impressive of the two was a large, rectangular
chamber whose walls and roof were made of two-ton,
imported, natural columnar basalt pillars. The tips of the
vertical columns that formed its northern side were visible
above the ground surface (Drucker 1952:23). Later desig-
nated Tomb A and Monument 7, it is worthy of the name:
a stone vault approximately 2.2 meters tall within which
one could stand upright (Figure 3). Its roof was formed of

Figure 2. Three-dimensional reconstruction of La Venta Complex A (foreground), together with the pyramid (Complex C, background). This

image depicts the major structures at different points in time: Mounds A-4 and A-5, the red cap on Mound A-3, and the basalt columns on the

Court wall and on the Southwest Platform (SWP) and Southeast Platform (SEP) all date to construction Phase IV. Mound A-2, the Northeast

Platform (NEP), the Northwest Platform (NWP), the South-Central Platform (SCP), and the Ceremonial Court are shown as they might have

appeared at the start of Phase IV. Mound C-1 is depicted in an eroded state as it was mapped in 1968 (Heizer et al. 1968a).
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nine horizontally laid stones supported by uprights on the
east, south, and west walls. The north wall, made of five col-
umns tilted against the northernmost roof span, is consid-
ered the “front doorway” (Drucker 1952:23; Stirling and
Stirling 1942:638) or “entryway” (Drucker 1975:103). It was
from this north side that Stirlings entered to investigate
its contents. The chamber was filled with soil, mostly the
same bright orange-red clay that enveloped it (Drucker
1952:23). It took a day just to relocate the five columnar
basalts that blocked the doorway, but the Stirlings then
removed the fill and recovered the artifacts in only two
additional days (Stirling and Stirling 1942:640–643).

As described by the Stirlings (Stirling and Stirling
1942:640), removing the red clay fill revealed a low “burial
platform” ca. 30.5 centimeters (“about a foot”) high extend-
ing in the “rear [2.44 m] eight feet of the tomb.” It was
topped by irregularly placed, clay-covered, imported lime-
stone flagstones that were themselves covered with bright
red “cinnabar” (brilliant red pigment was identified as cin-
nabar in the field records; Figure 4). What else was found on
this platform diverges drastically between Drucker’s (1952)
and the Stirlings’ (1942) accounts (see also Colman
2010:208, 211), a major discrepancy made more frustrating
by the absence of published photos or drawings of the arti-
facts in situ. The two accounts cannot be reconciled, leaving
archaeologists to choose one over the other or to ignore the
controversy altogether (Table 1). The Stirlings led the exca-
vation (Drucker 1975:103), but it was Drucker’s responsibil-
ity to clean and map the tomb and to describe and
categorize the objects found (Drucker 1952). The entirety

of the finds in Tomb A were later designated Offering
1942-A (Drucker et al. 1959:Appendix 1).

Drucker’s (1952) report on the 1942 excavations provided
the first published plan and profile drawings of the tomb
(1952: Figures 9 and 10). His version is more often utilized,
possibly for that reason, although others prefer the Stirlings’
narrative account of what was found (Colman 2010:108;
González Lauck 1996). According to Drucker, heavily coated
with red cinnabar paint “were the remains of two bundle buri-
als, each probably containing at least one individual,” spatially
separated. Drucker’s (1952:Figure 10) plan view shows Bundle 1
as a large oval area about 1.5 × 1 m in the north (front) half of
the platform, and Bundle 2 as a smaller area, about 1 × 0.75 m,
tucked in the rear near the southeast corner. His plan view
also includes eight limestone flagstones, but they do not
match their appearance in the photographs (Figure 4;
Stirling and Stirling 1942:636).

Importantly, Drucker (1952:23) observed that there was
little left of the “acid-leached bones save for a mass of splin-
ters, stained a dark chocolate-brown color. They appeared to
be remnants of long bones mainly, and gave the impression
of small light bones, probably of juveniles.” He also noted
that in Bundle 2 were some deciduous teeth, another indica-
tion of the presence of a child or children. Small objects,
mostly of jade, were associated with each bundle, and
Drucker (1952:23–26) listed these accordingly. The 1959
report on the 1955 excavations (Drucker et al. 1959:
Appendix 1), however, provides only a summary list of the
Offering 1942-A objects by type and does not separate
them among two presumed bundle burials (Table 1).

Figure 3. Reconstruction of Tomb A, constructed of natural columnar basalt, without its surrounding matrix as if it could stand upright

unaided. The slanting columns leaning against the roof on the north side make up the “doorway.”
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The Stirlings’ report of the 1942 finds was published in an
issue of National Geographic that same year, in the form of a
narrative of what they found as the matrix was removed.
Within an irregular 15.24-cm (6 in) thick layer of cinnabar
on the platform, they encountered “mere traces of bones of
apparently three persons placed with heads to the south”
(Stirling and Stirling 1942:640; Stirling 1975:305). The red

cinnabar gave the impression of being placed inside wrapped
bundles, which presumably held the bodies within the tomb
(Stirling and Stirling 1942:642). With one of these persons
were two figurines (catalogued in Drucker’s Bundle 1). The
Stirlings enumerated about a dozen spatially separated clus-
ters of objects, including milk teeth in the southeast corner.
There are vague references to relative positions, but almost

Figure 4. Plan of Tomb A’s interior, indicating the limestone slabs (shaded) atop the low platform in the southern half of the tomb, made from

published photographs and field records. The locations of Bundles 1 and 2 are based on Drucker (1952:Figure 10a). Our project numbered

the individual basalt columns making up the east, south, and west walls and the limestone slabs.
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Table 1. Contrasting accounts of Tomb A finds: Stirling (Stirling and Stirling 1942:640–642) versus Drucker (1952:23–26) and Drucker et al. (1959:

Appendix 1).

Finds Stirling and Stirling (1942)a Drucker (1952)b Drucker et al. (1959)c

1 Grass-green jade pendant in form of jaguar tooth in fill of tomb missing missing

2 Oval mirror of polished hematite in the first streak of red

cinnabar at north edge of platform inside the tomb

missing? Or see other mirror

(#4)

missing?

3 1 vivid green jade seated figure, hands on knees, broken but

complete and repairedd
Bundle 1 1 of 4 jade figurines

Nearby was 1 standing figurine of translucent blue jade Bundle 1 1 of 4 jade figurines

4 2 ft (0.6 m) away–jade replica of a clamshell, perforated as a

pendant

Bundle 1 jade clamshell pendant

Inside the clamshell was 1 small oval mirror of brilliant

“crystalline hematite.”

mirror is B1? or see #2 above;

mentions only 1 mirrore
1 concave mirror

Lying under the clamshell was 1 jade seated female figurine with

an iron-ore mirror pectoral.

Bundle 2 1 of 4 jade figurines

5 1.5 ft (0.46 m) away from the clamshell and seated figurine:

1 jade frog

Bundle 2 jade zoomorph

1 green jade “leaf” Bundle 2 heart-shaped jade

object

1 jade “flower” Bundle 2 jade disk with scalloped

edge

2 rectangular ear ornaments of dark-green jade, each engraved

with eagle-head designs

Bundle 1 decorated jade

rectangles

Around them (all of them?) were “a number of” long jade tubular

beads carved like sections of bamboo.

5 cylindrical jade beads in Bundle

1; 4 tubular jade beads in

Bundle 2

9 cylindrical jade beads

Beside the engraved ear ornaments: a pair (2) clay ear spools

painted a pale blue as if in imitation of jade

missing missing

With the clay ear spools were 2 pieces of green polished jade

carved in the shape of a pair of human hands.

Bundle 2 2 jade hands

6 (Location uncertain; mentioned after the pair of jade hands), 2

oval pieces of polished obsidian

Bundle 1 2 obsidian disks

and 2 similar pairs of green jade [4 in all?]; were probably eyes set

in carved wooden masks or figures now decayed.

Bundle 1? (3 D-shaped pieces) 3 jade D-shaped

objects?

7 Near the southwest corner of the platform: a necklace or

headdress rolled into a bundle made of 6 sting-ray tails, each

about 6 in (0.15 m) long, set with small squares of glittering

crystalline hematite; a seventh piece was a jade reproduction of a

sting-ray tail.

Bundle 2 1 jade stingray-tail tip, 6

stingray-tail tips

8 Near the stingray spines: 1 highly polished blue jade awl or

perforator, with large bulbous handle, the point broken off

Bundle 2 jade “awl handle”

Beside the awl: 1 small plain pottery vessel placed against a

burned human skullcap

both are missing missing

9 In the southeast corner of the platform: 1 standing human

figurine of translucent blue jade

Bundle 2 1 of 4 jade figurines

The figurine rested on an unusually large shark tooth. Bundle 2 1 shark tooth

10 Scattered about were a number of beads, all of extra fine quality

jade.

uncertain uncertain

(Continued)

Ancient Mesoamerica 645

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0956536122000232 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0956536122000232


nothing more to indicate which objects go with any of the
three persons they believed were laid out on the platform.
For example, ca. 0.61 meters (2 ft) away from the pair of figu-
rines was a jade replica clamshell, and under it was a jade fig-
urine of a seated female. These two adjacent objects were
divided between Bundles 1 (clamshell) and 2 (figurine) in
Drucker’s 1952 account, and there are other examples where
Drucker separated what the Stirlings had put together. Some
objects described in one report are not mentioned in the
other, including a burned skullcap with a ceramic pot noted
only by the Stirlings (Table 1; Stirling and Stirling 1942:641).
Furthermore, in the National Geographic report only a selection
of the artifacts was photographed (1942:Plate 1, upper), in a
group referred to as a “cache,” although it includes pieces
retrieved from both Tombs A and B as well as Offering 1942-D.

In short, we cannot be certain today which objects were
found where in Tomb A in terms of spatial associations, nor
the extent and context of human remains. Although there
were definite costume ornaments—two sets of earspools
according to the Stirlings; a necklace or headdress made
of six, real, stingray spines along with a jade replica spine;
and several tubular beads—they are not described as being
laid out as if arranged on a corpse, even in the Stirlings’
assessment of three individuals laid with heads to the
south. If that were the case, this arrangement of artifacts
in red “cinnabar” does not match what was encountered
in most of the other presumed tombs.

Tomb B

The other stone container on the summit of Mound A-2 con-
sisted of two parts: a 3 × 1 m worked rectangular sandstone
slab, cracked in several places, that topped a hollowed-out
box, oriented north-south. At 2.81 m long and just over
96 cm wide (Drucker 1952:26), the box was made from a dif-
ferent kind of local sandstone than its cover (Drucker
1975:104). Three exterior sides of the box were sculpted in
low-relief, giving it the overall appearance of a non-natural
legged saurian creature whose head was to the north, facing
Tomb A (Figure 5; Stirling and Stirling 1942:638). Like Tomb
A, the coffer was filled with red clay and sand, and envel-
oped in red clay. It was later designated Tomb B and
Monument 6. Not known at the time is that Tomb B was
positioned directly over the center of Massive Offering 2,
a single layer of worked serpentine blocks buried at the

base of a deep pit excavated through Mound A-2 into
the subsoil; some commentators have symbolically linked
the two “offerings” (e.g., Pool [2007: 165], following Reilly
[1999:35]). Unfortunately, the sandstone box was also
badly cracked and eroded when found. It continued to dis-
integrate and could not be salvaged (Heizer 1958:202).

According to Drucker’s (1952:27) field report, six objects
were recovered lying on the bottom of the box interior: a
serpentine figurine, two jade earspools, each of which was
accompanied by a jade pendant, and a pointed jade punch
or awl. This assemblage was designated Offering 1942-B
(Drucker et al. 1959:Appendix 1). Ten years earlier, in
their 1942 National Geographic article, Stirling and Stirling
(1942:638), who took responsibility for its excavation as
with Tomb A, described the find differently by referencing
the relative positions of the objects. They assumed the coffer
was a sarcophagus that held the corpse of a single individual
laid out wearing regalia. The two earspools with their dan-
gling pendants were spaced just far enough apart to indicate
an absent head between them, oriented to the south with
feet to the north, while the figurine and piercing instrument
lay near the hip. In a delayed response to the Stirlings’ opin-
ion, Drucker (1952:27) allowed that although “to western
eyes,” the box “gave the impression of a great sarcophagus,
there was not the least indication that it had been used or
even intended for a burial. There were no traces of bone–
not even tooth caps or discoloration in the clay–in it.”

Tomb C

The following year, 1943, Wedel continued the work Drucker
had begun (Drucker was serving in the war; Drucker
1975:104), again under Stirling’s direction. Extending the
1942 trench to the south, he encountered another stone con-
struction in a smaller mound south of the walled Ceremonial
Court (Mound A-3; Figure 2) 60 cm below the modern surface.
It lay in a north-south alignment with Tombs A and B; this
alignment was later designated Complex A’s “centerline.”
The feature was a very large (5.2 × 1.8 m), rectangular “cist”
oriented east-west (Figure 6). Its walls, floor, and roof were
made of dressed sandstone slabs; the roof slabs had caved
into the red clay fill of its interior, the same matrix that sur-
rounded it (Wedel 1952:67–68, Plate 14a). The stone structure
was designated Tomb C, and the objects within it comprise
Offering 1943-G (Drucker et al. 1959:Appendix 1).

Table 1. (Continued.)

Finds Stirling and Stirling (1942)a Drucker (1952)b Drucker et al. (1959)c

11 Near the southeast corner of the tomb: some milk teeth of a

child.

Bundle 2 missing

Missing Bundle 1 serpentine rectangular

block 23.5 × 18.1 × 7.9 cm

missing

aItems listed somewhat in order of occurrence in different locations in their account of the excavation of Tomb A.
b“Bundle” assignment.
cList.
dAn unpublished 1942 National Geographic Society photo shows three D-shaped pieces and a tubular bead with these two figurines. They are not mentioned here but see reference to

beads in Finds 5 and 10.
eThere appear to be two mirrors side-by-side in the photograph of finds (Stirling and Stirling 1942:Plate I upper).
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On removing the clay fill, an elliptical layer of brilliant
red cinnabar was encountered 20 cm above the stone
floor. Around the cinnabar bed were 37 jade celts and
three ceramic vessels. Under and within the cinnabar
matrix were some 300 artifacts. Most were jade costume
ornaments, including two earspools with “earbobs,” beads,
pendants, and perforated spangles that were likely sewn to
a textile garment (Wedel 1952:67–68). In his account of this
find in National Geographic that year, Stirling (1943a:323)
indicated that the cist held a single occupant whose bones
“had disintegrated long ago.” From the positioning of the
earspools, he ascertained that the head that wore them lay
to the east, feet to the west, and across the waist area were
62 green jade beads that originally formed a double
“necklace” along with a figurine, jade punch, and engraved
obsidian core (Figure 7; Stirling 1943a:325; Wedel 1952:
Figure 22).

Wedel (1952:71) more circumspectly observed that all
these latter objects “lay just above the floor slabs, and
were completely surrounded by cinnabar…in such positions
relative to each other as to suggest mortuary offerings on a
burial.” But, he added, “Despite the most careful examina-
tion of this area, however, no trace whatsoever could be
detected of bone, of tooth enamel, or of other human
remains. There is thus no direct proof that this cist ever
actually contained a burial.” His careful plan drawing of
the tomb’s major contents (Wedel 1952:Figure 22) shows
the two earspools lying flat on the cist floor, spatially sepa-
rated as if by a human head, with the “bobs” or appendages
arrayed in a north-south alignment away from the head and

perpendicular to the presumed body. The beads were posi-
tioned in a slightly curved line across the presumed torso.

Tomb D

Also in 1943, within the centerline trench, “Tomb D” was
located 13 m south of Tomb C in Mound A-3, although it
does not live up to that designation (Figure 6; Wedel
1952:73). Cinnabar was encountered about one meter
below the modern surface, revealing a rectangular deposit
some 30 × 50 cm in extent, with an east-west long axis as
in Tomb C. At the bottom of the 22–25 cm thick cinnabar
bed were eight jade objects, including two jade ear spools,
jade earbobs, and tubular jade beads (Wedel 1952:72–73,
Plate 15b); altogether they make up Offering 1943-L. The
earspools and bobs were arranged as if adorning a head,
the bobs splayed out perpendicular to a presumed body.
But the deposit was so small it could have accommodated
only a child, according to Wedel (1952:73). Stirling (1943a:
Plate IV upper) referred to the Tomb D finds as “pathetic
artifacts from a child’s tomb.” As with Tomb C, “there
were not the faintest traces of human bones, teeth, or
other remains in the area” of the cinnabar (Wedel 1952:73).

Tomb E

Tomb E was also encountered by Wedel and Stirling in 1943,
when they moved 11 basalt columns that had been placed
“irregularly” in a general north-south alignment in the
space between Tombs A and B on Mound A-2 (Drucker

Figure 5. Reconstructed drawing of the relief carving on the Tomb B box. Drawing by Volk.
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1952:27; Wedel 1952:63). Excavating below them revealed a
layer of bright red cinnabar filling an area 3.5 × 1.2 m,
about 75 centimeters below the bottom edge of the col-
umns, along with various jade artifacts. In 1942 those
columnar basalts had been considered left-overs from the
making of Tomb A (Wedel 1952:63). Upon digging below
where they lay, the 1943 excavators made a connection
between the cinnabar feature and its basalt column
“cover”; hence its designation as a tomb (Figure 8).

The assemblage yielded 108 objects, including scattered
jade celts (as in Tomb C) and personal ornaments; it was
later designated Offering 1943-F (Stirling 1943a:Plate IV,
lower). Interestingly, it was not centered on the north-south
centerline like the four other tombs. No drawing was pub-
lished of the find, only photographs (Figure 9; Drucker
1952:Plates 13a and 13b; Grove 1992:Figure 12). The photo-
graphs show how this assemblage was juxtaposed close to
the “face” of the Tomb B saurian creature to its south, but

Figure 6. Plan of Mound A-3 showing Tombs C and D along with other caches and finds made in 1943, including Massive Offering 5 south of

the mound. The edges of Mound A-3, assumed to have been a single rectilinear mound before it was covered with red clay in Phase IV, are only

estimated based on profile drawings in the excavation field notes (RFHP-NAA).
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over a meter deeper. They reveal two jade earspools with
accompanying ear bobs. Just west of them was a discontinu-
ous line formed by 35 beads and another small circle of 14
beads, as if strung jewelry (Wedel 1952:63–64). The earspools
were placed flat on the same surficial plane as the beads and
the scattered celts. Their accompanying “bobs” were laid per-
pendicular to a presumed body oriented east-west, but one of
them is positioned where a head should have been, and a few
celts lie flat in what would be the torso area with the beads.
Wedel (1952:64) explicitly doubted the status of Tomb E as a
burial, calling it instead a “gravelike deposit” because “there
were no scraps of bone, tooth enamel, or other items clearly
identifiable as remains of a human skeleton.”

1955 offerings

Complex A was not excavated again until 1955, when
Drucker and Robert Heizer carried out an ambitious pro-
gram of trenches and area excavations there and in adjacent
Complex C (the great earthen pyramid). They did not
encounter any funerary features on par with the stone-
embellished Tombs A, B, C, and E. They determined, how-
ever, that the five tombs excavated in 1942–1943 occurred
in the fourth and last of Complex A’s major construction
phases, which was stratigraphically distinguished by a
layer of red or orange-red clay deposited throughout the
complex (Drucker et al. 1959:126; Drucker and Heizer
1965:48). Furthermore, they recovered several features
(among the various “Offerings”) with similarities to Tombs
D and E; namely, a layer of red cinnabar with jade orna-
ments arranged as if on a single corpse, along with other
artifacts, but lacking any stone construction or human
remains. Significantly, these features were in strata dating
to earlier construction phases. They were also in a different
location: low clay platforms within the walled Ceremonial

Court (Feature A-1) situated between Mounds A-2 and A-3
(Figure 2).

Offering 7 was put in the Northeast Platform possibly in
a Phase I stratum, Offering 3 was in the South-Central
Platform dating to Phase II, and Offerings 5 and 6 were
also in the Northeast Platform but during Phase III
(Drucker et al. 1959). Offering 3 consisted of a large number
of jade and other objects placed in a bed of cinnabar.
Unfortunately, their spatial associations were not observed
because the deposit was disturbed by a bulldozer used for
quickly removing the overburden in this part of the
Ceremonial Court (Drucker et al. 1959:146). Offerings 5–7
were notably similar to one another in the placement of
artifacts in a bed of cinnabar and the arrangement of jade
and other costume elements, as if worn by an intact body.
This was especially striking in Offerings 5 and 6, which
included earspools and a string of beads forming a belt
worn at the waist (Figure 10; Drucker et al. 1959:162–174).

Interpretations: from elite tombs to a royal mortuary precinct

The five tombs, along with the similar features found in
1955, stimulated varied interpretations of La Venta’s politi-
cal and religious life—the power of its kings and the influ-
ence of royal mortuary ritual—that continue to impact
conventional views of the Olmecs. Stirling (1943a; Stirling
and Stirling 1942) had no doubt that these were burials of
high-status individuals. He asserted that Tomb B, the sand-
stone sarcophagus, held a single “personage, doubtless of
prominence” (Stirling and Stirling 1942:638). As for Tomb
C, Stirling (1943a:323) opined that its single “occupant
[was] undoubtedly a chieftain or priest of highest rank.”
The “rich offerings of jade and other materials” convinced
him that all these burials were of “important personages”
(Stirling 1975:306), a less specific identification than his

Figure 7. Plan of Tomb C, with Offering 1943-G, in Mound A-3, based on Wedel (1952:Figure 22).
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earlier pronouncement that they were “rich and probably
powerful rulers” (Stirling 1955:23). Furthermore, the fact
that such highly embellished graves had been found only
at La Venta among all the known Olmec sites suggested to
him that it was “probably the ceremonial center for the
entire Olmec region” (Stirling 1975:306).

Heizer, who co-directed the 1955 excavations but was
responsible for most of the final field report (letters from
Robert F. Heizer to William Coe dated 1/21/1964 and 9/11/

1964 [RFHP-NAA]), argued strongly for the critical impor-
tance of the tombs in late La Venta politics in that publica-
tion (Drucker et al. 1959) and some subsequent articles. He
reiterated that the three “great tombs” (A–C) occurred exclu-
sively in final construction Phase IV (Drucker et al. 1959:127;
Heizer 1960:200, 1961:53), but averred that Phase IV Tomb D
(Offering 1943-L) and earlier grave-like caches found in 1955
(Offerings 5–7) were not actual burials but may “symbolize”
burials (Drucker et al. 1959:127).

Figure 8. Plan of the central summit of Mound A-2 in construction Phase IV showing the relative positions of Tombs A, B, and E, Offerings

1942-D and 1943-F, and the sandstone block placed in the fill of Massive Offering 2. Note that Offering 1943-F is off the centerline.
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Dating the major tombs to Phase IV was crucial to
Heizer’s interpretation of La Venta’s downfall. He saw
them as evidence of increasing “rigorous and autocratic
control of the general population than during Phases I to
III” (Drucker et al. 1959:127), indicative of the late develop-
ment of “class differences in the form of burials of high
priests” (Heizer 1961:54). He hypothesized that this “highly
differentiated class-structured society…became so top heavy
that it broke down because of the inability or unwillingness
of the general population to support it” (Drucker et al.
1959:127). The tombs provided essential support for his
argument that the growing power exerted by a tiny minor-
ity of individuals over the populace created an increasingly
unstable situation that ultimately precipitated the demise of
La Venta (Heizer 1960:220, 1961:50). As the labor required to
make and furnish the tombs purportedly reveal, the rulers
“imposed such oppressive demands upon the supporting
population that the latter either withdrew its support and
forced the abandonment of the ritual center, or actively
engaged in a social revolt” (Heizer 1961:53; see also Bernal
1969:111; Heizer 1960:220). Utilizing different data, Clark
(2016:142) similarly suggested that Tomb A is evidence for

decline at La Venta, because he believes it was constructed
of stone materials taken from elsewhere in Complex A, dem-
onstrating an inability of La Venta’s last rulers to import
new materials.

Importantly, the 1959 multiauthored report on the 1955
La Venta excavations contained contrary statements about
the tombs: Drucker (Drucker et al. 1959:162, 169, 171)
insisted within the portion he wrote that these were not
burials at all, except for Tomb A, and Heizer (1959:127)
opined that the Phase IV tomb burials indicated increasing
autocratic control by rulers that may have led to a societal
collapse. The mishandling of the “burial” data was part of a
brutal critique of the 1959 report by Coe and Stuckenrath
(1964). They chided the reference to “rich tombs” given the
absence of human remains and were unconvinced that even
“Tomb” A housed “bundle burials” or “bundles” more gener-
ally, as reported by Drucker in 1952 (Coe and Stuckenrath
1964:23). They believed that the few osseous remains found
in Tomb A were placed there for some symbolic value, just
like the artifacts, as was the case for some Maya caches, rather
than “the rotted residue…of two funereally buried individu-
als” (Coe and Stuckenrath 1964:23).

Figure 9. Plan of Offering 1943-F (Tomb E) in Mound A-2, drawn from published photographs. Only larger artifacts visible in the photographs

are shown.
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In their joint response to this attack the following year,
Drucker and Heizer (1965:56, emphasis in original) reiter-
ated that “no, and we repeat no, primary interments”
were found with the offerings, and human skeletal material
was recovered only in Tomb A as a secondary burial. “The
two lots of human bones in question were obviously rem-
nants collected and redeposited after some cleaning pro-
cess. They were very incomplete, and consisted mainly of
long bones, ribs, and the like, arranged compactly with
their long axes parallel, manifestly having been tied or
packaged for convenience in handling” (Drucker and
Heizer 1965:57). This had been Drucker’s position since at
least 1952 (and see Drucker et al. 1959:169). In a brief 1975
report on the 1942 excavations, Drucker (1975:103) further
elaborated on the condition of the Tomb A bones: “The

bone was too fragmentary and too badly decomposed by
long exposure to soil acids for measurements. No skulls,
or skull parts, vertebrae, pelvises, or hand and foot bones,
could be recognized among the osseous remains. A small
lot of human tooth caps, apparently juvenile (deciduous
teeth with very slight wear), were found near one of the
bundles.” By that time, he had “reconsidered” that these
curated bundles of long bones were more likely “parts of
the offering” (Drucker 1975:104), as Coe and Stuckenrath
(1964:23) had earlier suggested.

Nevertheless, despite that 1960s debate, admittedly within
a lesser known publication, most Olmec scholars have
accepted the original 1940s interpretation that Complex A
housed the tombs of La Venta’s, and by extension the
Olmecs’, highest-status individuals (e.g., Bernal 1969:115;

Figure 10. Plan of the northern half of the Northeast Platform in Phase III with close-up views (see Detail A inset, top left) of published

drawings of Offerings 5, 6, and 7 in situ, from Drucker et al. (1959:Figures 41, 44, and 45).
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Clark 2016:135; Coe 1968:66; Diehl 1981:78, 2004:70; González
Lauck 1996:76–78; Grove 1999:265–267; Lowe 1998:71; Luckert
1976:113; Pool 2007:164, 177; Reilly 1994, 1995:35, 1999:29, 33,
2002:63, 2010:52) or, at least, that they are probably burials
(Grove 1984:126; Joyce 2000a:44; cf. Gillespie 2008; Grove
2014:48; Merry de Morales 1987:111). In re-examining the
totality of the evidence, Colman (2010:124ff) identified 10 buri-
als based on the presence of earspools or other jewelry placed
as if on a body, and secondarily on the basis of associated cin-
nabar, a stone container, or a pit. Tomb A stands out for its
(barely) preserved human remains, but the conventional wis-
dom is that it was built to house two or possibly three juve-
niles, children, or infants (Clark 2016:136; Colman 2010:
Table 8; Diehl 1990:59, 2004:70; González Lauck 1996:76; Pool
2007:164; Soustelle 1979:50), possibly even young “princes”
(Coe 1968:66).

By extension, Diehl (1990:60) considered the figurines
recovered from Tomb A to be therefore “funerary” in pur-
pose. Reilly (1999:32) further suggested that all of
Complex A “functioned as a mortuary complex for the inter-
ment of La Venta’s elite dead.” Contra Heizer (in Drucker
et al. 1959:127), Reilly interpreted the 1955 Offerings 5–7
as burials of high-status individuals predating the major
tombs of Phase IV (see also Clark 2016; Clark and Colman
2014; Colman 2010). This would indicate a continuity of
mortuary ritual that began in Phase I, with Mound A-2
clearly housing the remains of a late paramount ruler
(Reilly 1999:33). Clark (2016:137), however, called attention
to the great size and impressive inventory of grave goods
in Tomb C in Mound A-3 as “the best candidate for a ruler.”

Following Reilly (1999), Diehl (2004:77) conjectured that
Mound A-2 was a “royal burial mound surrounding the
Tomb B sarcophagus, final resting place for a true Olmec
king.” The walled Ceremonial Court to its immediate south
thus became a “secluded retreat where La Venta’s royalty
gathered to commune with their deceased and deified
ancestors” (Diehl 2004:67). In his interpretation, it was a
stage setting for ancestral rituals that were essential to
maintaining political power at La Venta within a dynasty
of shaman-kings. Diehl (2004:64) further mused that the
founder of a La Venta dynasty may have been interred in
the earthen pyramid (Complex C) that forms the southern
boundary of Complex A.

These various scenarios demonstrate how important the
royal tombs have become to interpreting ritual and power
among La Venta’s highest elites, providing at least “a mini-
mal view of revered rulers of this polity” (Clark 2016:138),
although Clark (2016:135) cautioned that the best evidence
for kings consists of their depictions on stone monuments.
Furthermore, the common assessment that these structures
form the resting places of a series of singular rulers–not just
of possibly coeval elite individuals–implies a significant evo-
lution of centralized political organization, possibly dynastic
kings, at late La Venta, ostensibly predating that develop-
ment among the Maya. That aside, the La Venta burials
developed a singular importance in Olmec archaeology for
a simpler reason noted by Stirling (1955:23, 1975:306):
human burials were lacking at other Olmec centers.
Cyphers (2016:95–96) reported a few incidents of human

remains at Early Formative San Lorenzo and its environs
from contexts suggesting human sacrifice. Thus, informa-
tion on primary human burials or standard funeral practices
among the Olmecs outside of La Venta is otherwise still
lacking.

Tomb controversies

Two specific controversies are more thoroughly reviewed in
this section. The first is whether the tombs are indeed the
final resting places of deceased individuals arrayed in
their fine regalia. Taphonomic evidence is highlighted in a
discussion that may seem belabored beyond what is neces-
sary; however, most arguments about these tombs have cen-
tered on issues of preservation. The second is whether these
features constitute evidence for a series of successive ruling
lords late in La Venta’s history. Stratigraphic data are pre-
sented to resolve this issue, including reconstructing the
sequence of actions during Phase IV that created Tombs
A, B, and E in Mound A-2.

Are the tombs really tombs?

As the feature descriptions compiled by their excavators
evince, all but one of the 1940s tombs and all of the 1955
“grave-like deposits” lacked an important characteristic of
burials: human remains. Not only were the putative primary
interments missing, but also possible sacrificial victims or
retainers in the larger tombs, such as Tomb C (noted by
Clark [2016:138]). The lone exception was the fragile bundle
burials of Tomb A. The general absence of human remains at
La Venta became another unresolved disagreement between
Stirling and Drucker. Stirling (1943a; Stirling and Stirling
1942:638; Stirling letter to Heizer dated 7/26/1965
[RFHP-NAA]) continued to insist that the osseous material
in Tombs B-E had disintegrated due to water action and
the acidic tropical clays. Drucker (1975:104; Drucker and
Heizer 1965:56–57; Drucker et al. 1959:162), on the other
hand, reiterated his equally strong opinion that none of
these features was proven to be a primary burial. The
only other 1940s excavator, Wedel (1952:64, 71, 73), took a
middle position on the three tombs he investigated in
1943. He concluded that, due to the lack of even faint traces
of bone or tooth enamel, “I am unable to state positively,
therefore, that these were actually burials, although the
impression that they were is a strong one” (Wedel 1952:64).

Most commentators on La Venta have taken the side of
Stirling, assessing the absence of bone and teeth as a taph-
onomic issue due to preservation conditions (e.g., Bernal
1969:42; Clark 2016:135; Clark and Colman 2014:17; Coe
1968:66; Colman 2010:117; Diehl 1981:78, 2004:70–71; Pool
2007:64). Drucker (Drucker and Heizer 1965:57), however,
pointedly observed that, from his prior experiences in Gulf
Coast archaeology, bone never completely disintegrated to
the point of invisibility, and tooth caps are “practically inde-
structible.” Drucker also had recorded the erstwhile presence
of disintegrated organic offerings in the Northwest Platform,
which was riddled by many pits that contained no surviving
artifacts (Catalog of Offerings, Box 3 Alpha [RFHP-NAA]).
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Stirling (letter to Heizer dated 7/26/1965 [RFHP-NAA]) never-
theless countered that his own experience excavating graves
in Panama proved the opposite–that bones and even teeth
could be completely absent from what were otherwise typical
graves.

Drucker has subsequently been faulted for treating
absent evidence as “equivalent to negative evidence”
(Colman 2010:122). Stirling’s (Stirling letter to Heizer
dated 7/26/1965 [RFHP-NAA]) argument was that, in
humid climates, when personal adornments are found in a
position as if worn by a body, it is “more reasonable” to
assume that a body had been present rather than absent.
This same wording was independently echoed by Pool
(2007:177): the “most reasonable interpretation” of Tomb
A, Tomb B, and the similar features with precious jade orna-
ments was that they were “elite tombs and burials.” Given
the environmental conditions that impeded the preserva-
tion of bone, Colman (2010:117, 124, 127) assumed that its
absence was not sufficient to negate the possibility of a bur-
ial. She thus inferred that the presence of jewelry in spatial
association as if on a body was sufficient, even “compelling”
evidence that a body had been present (see also Clark and
Colman 2014:17; Clark 2016:135–136).

In sum, the majority opinion is that bones and teeth
could not survive over millennia in humid environments
and acidic soils. Nevertheless, since those original conclu-
sions were reached, human bone has been excavated in
and around Early Formative San Lorenzo (Cyphers
2016:95–96), and excavations of habitations on the margins
of La Venta revealed a plethora of animal bones (González
Lauck 1996:80). Thus, a tropical climate per se cannot be
the cause for the absence of osseous material. As some
have taken pains to note, in addition to bundled human
long bones, Tomb A also contained a separate cluster of
juvenile deciduous tooth caps, a shark’s tooth, and six sting-
ray tails (Bernal 1969:42; Colman 2010:117; Drucker 1952:22–
26; Stirling and Stirling 1942:641–642; Stirling letter to
Heizer dated 7/26/1965 [RFHP-NAA]). There was also the
“burned human skullcap” found by Stirling and Stirling
(1942:641) in Tomb A, rarely mentioned again (Table 1;
e.g., Colman 2010:117). Furthermore, throughout the red
cinnabar layer of Tomb A, according to Stirling and
Stirling (1942:642), there were “copious unrestorable traces
of organic material”—unrestorable, but still evident. Given
that the fill of Tomb A was the same red clay that sur-
rounded the putative corpses of Tombs B–E, it is difficult
to justify some preservation of organic remains, including
teeth, in Tomb A and not in the other presumed graves.

Some may suggest that the controversy cannot be
resolved without experimental tests on the anthropogenic
matrices in Complex A, something impossible to carry out
now. Yet, despite the reasonableness of the default pre-
sumption of decay, the taphonomic argument has another
facet that would contradict it, one that has been generally
disregarded except by the archaeologists who excavated
the finds. The disintegration of corpses leaves its own traces
in the archaeological record. Stirling’s original assumption
was that bodies were buried adorned with non-perishable
items; the artifacts are the principal evidence for the very

existence of human burials at La Venta. Once laid out, the
bodies were covered with clay. If all that were the case,
one would expect to find the ornaments out of their original
positions due to decomposition processes. Drucker pointed
out that strung beads would become misaligned; earspools
would be askew, their pendants resting at odd angles
(Drucker et al. 1959:162; Drucker 1975:104; Grove 2014:48).
This is what one finds when excavating intact skeletons
wearing such items. For example, compare the disarray of
beads and other ornaments on preserved Middle
Formative elite burials, such as Burial 6 at Chiapa de
Corzo, Chiapas (Clark 2016:Figure 5.15) and Burial 40 at
Chalcatzingo, Morelos (Merry de Morales 1987:Figure 8.4).

The soil packed around the body should have kept the
objects somewhat close to their original locations, but
that would mean, in terms of micro-stratigraphy, that
they should be found at different vertical levels; for exam-
ple, a forehead maskette higher than the earspools on a
supine body. As noted in the feature descriptions above, at
La Venta the earspools always lay flat on a single plane,
their pendants carefully arranged, and presumably strung
beads showed little sign of disarrangement, “which obvi-
ously would not have been the case had it been laid across
a body” (Drucker et al. 1959:164). Drucker (Drucker et al.
1959:4; letter from Heizer to William Coe dated 9/11/1964
[RFHP-NAA]) made these observations in the section of
the 1959 report on the offerings, which he authored.
Earlier, Wedel (1952:71), who carefully mapped Tomb C
(Figure 7; Wedel 1952:Figure 22), observed that all of the
objects lay “just above the floor slabs” on a single horizontal
plane (see also Grove 2014:48). Descriptions, drawings, and
photographs of the three intact 1955 offerings with costume
ornaments in the 1959 report similarly indicate that the
artifacts were positioned at the same horizontal level
(Offerings 5–7 [Drucker et al. 1959:Figures 41, 44, plate 38,
and 45]). While there is no drawing or known photograph
of all the artifacts in situ in Tombs A and B, photographs
reveal the Tomb E artifacts were similarly arrayed
(Drucker 1952:Plates 13a and 13b; Grove 1992:Figure 12).
This is compelling positive (not negative) archaeological
evidence of what was absent in these features: a decaying
corpse.

Do These Deposits Represent a Sequence of Individual Leaders?

The other major controversy follows from the first but has
received far less attention. The majority opinion has been
that Complex A contained the primary or secondary burials
of elite individuals interred soon after death wearing their
jade ornaments. At least some are believed to be the graves
of actual ruling paramounts, secular or religious leaders
who succeeded each other over a period of decades
(Heizer 1961:53), the last royal dynasts at La Venta (Clark
2016:123, 136–138). The assignment by the 1955 project of
the five tombs to Phase IV, while similar but simpler fea-
tures date to earlier phases, lent support to the thesis
that the power of the rulers, as assessed by mortuary dis-
play, increased over time at La Venta. The logical conclusion
is that the most powerful kings were entombed in sequence
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but in unique ways during the last construction phase of
Complex A, after which La Venta was presumably abandoned.
Significantly, some archaeologists draw on stratigraphic data
to support this conclusion, but others disagree, creating
another controversy.

Unfortunately, there are many misconceptions regarding
the relative stratigraphic positioning of the Complex A lay-
ers, structures, and features, not least because the published
profile drawings (Drucker 1952; Drucker et al. 1959) have
shortcomings and some outright errors (Colman 2010;
Gillespie 2008, 2011; Gillespie and Volk 2014). Some misread-
ings have tended to reinforce the interpretation of a mortu-
ary function for Complex A; e.g., statements that Mound A-2
was erected in order to cover Tomb A (Bernal 1969:38; Diehl
1990:59; Reilly 2010:110), and that Mound A-3 was intended
to cover Tomb C, despite both mounds’ initiation much ear-
lier in Phase I (Drucker et al. 1959:124).

The defining criterion of the Phase IV construction epi-
sode of Complex A is the deposition of the “red clay cap”
on all the structures (Drucker et al. 1959:126). It is described
as a local clay, red or orange-red, free of topsoil and inclu-
sions except for “crumbs of pottery”–in short, a prepared
artificial fill (Drucker 1952:28). Additional distinguishing
features of this phase’s deposits are the first known uses
of imported sandstone, limestone, and basalt in natural
columnar form (Drucker et al. 1959:126). In addition to its
homogeneity and ubiquity, the upper surface of the red
clay layer was notably eroded, indicating that the Complex
A stewards had ceased their centuries-long maintenance
of the ceremonial precinct, and the entire complex was nat-
urally covered with drift sand (Drucker et al. 1959:25).

The relationship of the red clay cap, which is something of
a misnomer, to the tombs has been variously interpreted. A
few Olmec archaeologists (Diehl 2004:69; Reilly 1994:131) con-
sidered the red clay deposit as a termination event—a delib-
erate, pre-abandonment covering to close off the entire area.
Others have suggested that the red clay was a layer subse-
quently added over the earlier tombs. For example, Lowe’s
(1989:34, Figure 4.1a) perspective drawing of Mound A-2
with Tombs A and B positioned as free-standing structures
on top is captioned as “prior to placement of the final red
clay cap on Complex A.” Clark (2016:136) similarly described
Tombs A and B as placed atop Mound A-2, after which
“another construction layer was added to the mound to
cover both tombs.” Nevertheless, stratigraphic evidence
reveals that the tombs, stone sculptures, basalt columns,
and other Phase IV elements were embedded in the red
clay, which facilitated their erection (Drucker et al.
1959:25). As Coe and Stuckenrath (1964:3) remarked, Phase
IV was a “multi-faceted climax” of indeterminate length.

Not only do the five tombs of Complex A date to the
same construction phase, the three on Mound A-2 (A, B,
and E) came together in coordinated fashion as part of a sin-
gle “unit of construction” (Drucker 1952:27) that also
included Massive Offering No. 2 below them (Drucker
et al. 1959:49); this point has been reiterated by Reilly
(1994:128, 1999) and Colman (2010:191–212). They cannot,
therefore, be vestiges of primary burials of a series of para-
mount rulers who reigned and died over years or decades,

even as they may have been intended to evoke or commem-
orate the singular existences of certain historical individuals.
The next section lays out the stratigraphic information for
these coordinated efforts on Mound A-2 in further detail.
Although the two Mound A-3 “tombs” (C and D) were also
constructed during Phase IV and enveloped in the red clay,
they cannot otherwise be easily linked stratigraphically to
the Mound A-2 features and so are not further considered
here.

Correlating the Mound A-2 “tombs” and caches as a
single construction episode

Here we describe the Phase IV modifications to Mound A-2,
utilizing an experiential approach to hypothesize a series of
actions engaged in by builders, akin to writing the mound’s
“biography.” This method is similar to other attempts to
link the various features to one another thematically or in
sequence (e.g., Colman 2010:191–212; Reilly 1994:130) but
provides more detailed information. Our reconstruction is
aided by computer-assisted corrections to, and visualiza-
tions of, the original field data housed in the National
Anthropological Archives, supplemented with photographs
from the 1942–1943 excavations at the National Geographic
Society in Washington, DC (Gillespie and Volk 2014). Our
“map” of Complex A is a single Auto-CAD file, created with
the original measurements in the Imperial system from the
1955 field season. The profile of Mound A-2 along the center-
line (Supplementary Figure 2) is based on the incomplete
profile drawing of the west wall of the north-south trench
made by Squier in 1955 (“North-South Central Trench–West
Wall (Sheet 1)” [RFHP-NAA]), supplemented by test trenches
excavated by Heizer’s subsequent 1967 field project (Heizer
et al. 1968b). Our objective is to demonstrate how the three
“tombs” and related features on this platform mound were
engineered in tandem with each other, and not erected one
at a time at long intervals following the death of an incum-
bent leader. These actions were not only spatially intercon-
nected; altogether they form a patterned sequence. Some
are displayed graphically in a series of profile drawings
(Figures 11–15), supplemented by 3D virtual reconstructions
of the changes to Mound A-2 (Supplementary Figures 3–17).

Because there are gaps in the available data, we havemade
educated guesses as to how the labor was carried out, guided
by two assumptions. The first is that the work would have
proceeded efficiently, while allowing for changes in design
and unintended consequences during the operation. The sec-
ond is that the overall integrity of Mound A-2—the earliest,
tallest, and most important structure in Complex A
(Gillespie and Volk 2014)—would have been maintained.

With these two operating assumptions, we reason that
the workmen ascended the stepped north side of Mound
A-2, which at that time (end of Phase III) was approximately
3.35 meters (11 ft) higher than the original ground surface.
Here they brought down fill and hauled up clay, stone, and
artifacts, possibly with the aid of an earthen ramp. Most
efficiently this means that construction materials and
cache objects would have been positioned in sequence
from south to north, to avoid creating impediments to
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movements on the summit of the mound (approximately
14.3 meters wide).

We surmise that workers used the north side for access
because it was the only one easily accessible. The southern
portions of the east and west sides were blocked by the
wall of the Ceremonial Court, which was itself enlarged by
adding red clay and a line of basalt columns along most of
its interior face during Phase IV (the line of columns was
never completed; Drucker et al. 1959:26). The south side of
Mound A-2 was not only blocked by the Ceremonial Court,
but throughout its use-life it was the premier locale for
depositing thin layers of clay and sand against upright
posts, the last of these being Monument 13, a short basalt col-
umn with a relief carving on its upper face (Drucker et al.
1959:40–41). These other façades of Mound A-2 would have
been disturbed, if not desanctified, by workers moving up
and down. Furthermore, the north side has a rectangular

1.16 m long “step-cover” of imported green gneiss
(Monument 24; Drucker et al. 1959: 204). It was positioned
on the north-south centerline prior to the placement of
the red clay (Drucker et al. 1959:50), likely to protect the pro-
truding edge of the stepped, clay platform mound
(Supplementary Figure 3). Its exact position is uncertain, as
is the entirety of the north edge of Mound A-2, because the
1955 project never finished drawing the profile of the excava-
tion trench north of Tomb A, an area badly disturbed by con-
struction bulldozing (Drucker et al. 1959:47), and the 1943
trench profile drawings by Wedel were lost (Wedel 1952:61).

Massive Offering 2

Leaving aside the complex earlier construction history of
Mound A-2 (Phases I-III; Figure 11-1), Phase IV was initiated
by digging a large (15.08 × 6.9 m, N-S and E-W, respectively),

Figure 11. First in a series of simplified profile drawings of Mound A-2 indicating the actions undertaken to create Massive Offering 2 in

Mound A-2, in sequence from top to bottom. (1) Mound A-2 in its final expansion at the end of Phase III, with Monument 24 (“step-cover”)

in position on the northern edge. (2) The excavated pit for Massive Offering 2, with presumed red clay fill brought in as a ramp for the north-

ern edge of the platform. (3) The single layer of rows of serpentine blocks placed in reddish sand into which some jade beads had been scat-

tered. (4) Beginning of the filling of the Massive Offering 2 pit, with Offerings 9 and 11 in position. Silhouette figures are drawn to scale.
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steep-sided, rectangular pit oriented north-south on the
centerline, through the heart of the platform, some 6.32 m
deep extending below the anthropogenic layers into the
clay subsoil (Figure 11-2 and Supplementary Figure 4). It
is possible that the material removed from this pit was
used to make a ramp on the north side of the mound for
ease of access. The pit was intended, like the four other
known massive offerings, to hold rows of prepared serpen-
tine blocks on its bottom surface. Designated Massive
Offering 2 (Drucker et al. 1959:128–129), in this case only a
single layer of blocks was laid, forming a kind of paved bot-
tom to the pit. These blocks were uniquely positioned atop a
ca. 15.2 centimeters (6 in) diminishing to 6.3 cm (2.5 in) fill
layer of bright, red, sandy clay into which, at the very least,
seven jade beads had been placed (Figure 11-3; Heizer et al.
1968b:8). Heizer surmised from the uneroded steep sides of

the pit, which were apparently not shored up, and the
absence of signs of erosion in the fill that the excavation
and filling of this feature occurred rapidly, during a single
dry season (Drucker et al. 1959:42, 129).

Once laid, the serpentine blocks were covered with clay fill,
and then a deeper layer of brown sandy fill in which several
discrete lenses of “sandy loading layers” were added
(Figure 11-4). All these layers and lenses sloped down from
south to north, suggesting that the filling operation proceeded
from the south end. At a depth of 3.96 m (13 ft) below the
Massive Offering 2 pit opening, Offerings 9 and 11 were depos-
ited in shallow pits 1.37 m (4 ft 6 in) west and east, respec-
tively, of the north-south centerline (their vertical position
is indicated in Figure 11-4). These are the first known caches
put into the pit fill and were discovered in 1955 (Drucker et al.
1959:176–184). They constituted twinned arrangements of one

Figure 12. Second in a series of simplified profile drawings indicating the actions undertaken to finish Massive Offering 2, deposit Offering

1943-F, and position Tomb B in place, in sequence from top to bottom. (5) Continued filling of Massive Offering 2 pit, with lenses. Offering

1942-C and the rough sandstone block are in position atop that fill. At least one and possibly more of the sidewalls were painted with bands of

color. (6) More fill is placed over Offering 1942-C and the sandstone block, capped by the thin stratum designated d-2, which slopes down

from south to north. Offering 1943-F was positioned in vertical space approximate with the d-2 stratum, and horizontally over the rough

sandstone block. (7) Red clay fill is brought to the summit to cap Offering 1943-F and cover the Massive Offering fill and stratum d-2. (8)

Tomb B is positioned atop the red clay fill over the approximate midpoint of Massive Offering 2. (9) The Tomb B objects (Offering

1942-B) and red clay having been put in the Tomb B box, more red clay is brought in to cover its sides, and the sandstone slab lid is lifted

into place to protect the contents.
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Figure 13. Plan of Mound A-2 with collapsed vertical scale showing the relative positions of the known offering caches associated with

Massive Offering 2, ending with 1943-F and 1942-B. The top edges of the Massive Offering 2 pit and the footprints of Tomb B and the

Massive Offering 2 serpentine block pavement are shown for reference. Drawings of Offerings 9 and 11 are from Drucker et al. (1959:

Figures 47, 48) and the disturbed 1942-C cache from Drucker (1952:Figure 10b).
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iron-ore mirror with nine jade and serpentine celts in associ-
ation with red and purple cinnabar and hundreds of jade
beads; neither offering has been deemed a potential burial.
These caches were part of a change in the filling process;
above them, a different matrix was used to fill the pit. The
1942 excavations reached this latter matrix, uncovering a cru-
ciform arrangement of 37 jade celts (Offering 1942-C) on the
centerline at a depth of 2.38 m (7 ft 10 in; Drucker 1952:27,
Figure 10b). Perhaps when or after this cache was deposited,
we suggest that workers stood on the fill to put a thin layer
of yellowish, sandy-clay “plaster” on the surface of the
upper portion of the pit wall, at least on its southern side
(not discovered until 1967). On this prepared surface were
bands of paint in alternating colored stripes of purplish-red
and black or deep brownish-black (Figure 12-5; Heizer et al.
1968b:10–11, Figure 8). Additional fill with discrete lenses
was then added, again mapped as sloping down from south
to north. A rough unworked sandstone block, similar in mate-
rial to the Tomb B coffer, was encountered in 1955 near the

horizontal and vertical midpoint of the pit (Drucker et al.
1959:49).

Importantly, the pit fill, having reached the Phase III
summit of Mound A-2 on the south edge, was topped by a
distinctive thin, gray-tan, sandy clay layer, also sloping
down to the north at the same general angle (Figure 12-6;
stratum d-2 in Drucker et al. [1959:Figure 12]). This layer
forms a discontinuity between the fill of the pit and the sub-
sequent red clay matrix that enveloped the tombs. It was
apparently continuous across the top of the fill and may
have been disturbed by the placement of Monuments 6
and 7 (Tombs B and A; Drucker et al. 1959:43, 49).
Virtually all the anthropogenic building fill above stratum
d-2 is the red clay that covered Complex A in Phase IV.

Offering 1943-F

Projecting stratum d-2 at its extant sloping angle reveals
that it intersects with the placement of Offering 1943-F,

Figure 14. Third in the series of simplified profile drawings indicating the actions undertaken to erect Tomb A, in sequence from top to

bottom. (10) Depositing basalt columns immediately south of where Tomb A would be located. Initial trenching has been done to hold

the wall columns in place, with excavated fill placed to the east and west of the future location for Tomb A to help shore up the walls.

(11) The wall columns are in place for Tomb A on three sides, leaving the north end open. Unused columns are left in place north of

Tomb B. (12) The artifacts are laid inside Tomb A atop the limestone flagstones, forming Offering 1942-A. (13) Fill is brought in to cover

the 1942-A artifacts, and the Offering 1942-D objects are scattered in red clay fill south of Tomb A. (14) More red clay fill covers

Offering 1942-D and up to the top of the basalt column walls of Tomb A, approximately level with the top of Tomb B.
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the “Tomb E” assemblage of artifacts with cinnabar. We
therefore interpret the placing of this cache, which
is off the centerline, as an action to ritually terminate
the filling and capping of the Massive Offering pit
(Figure 12-6 and Supplementary Figure 5). It was the
fourth known cache deposited near the center of the
mound, preceded by Offerings 9 and 11 and 1942-C, but
it is located farther north, above the rough sandstone
block 1.93 m (6 ft 4 in) below, near the midpoint of the
Massive Offering pit (Figure 13). The 1943-F artifacts
were then covered with the red clay fill (Figure 12-7).
While some have suggested that Offering 1943-F was
placed in a pit dug down through the red clay after
Tomb B was positioned, and only then covered with
horizontal basalt columns (Clark 2016:136–137; Colman
2010:191, Figure 117), there is no evidence of a pit intrud-
ing into that matrix or of a different fill material.
Furthermore, excavating such a large opening immediately
adjacent to Tomb B would likely have caused the heavy
sandstone box to subside. As described below, we suggest
the 11 basalt columns that lie above Offering 1943-F were
positioned later for Tomb A. While the cache was not for-
gotten, it may be only unintentionally associated with
basalt columns as a result of the entirety of activities dur-
ing this construction phase, and could justifiably be linked
with Tomb B and/or Tomb A.

Tomb B

Assuming the workers brought materials up from the north
side of the mound, they would most efficiently have placed
Tomb B first, rather than Tomb A, as it would have been dif-
ficult to move the large, heavy sandstone box and lid around
that structure on the narrow summit of the mound. Tomb B
was positioned on a thick layer of the red clay fill, presum-
ably after its relief design was carved into three sides, so
that clay had to have been brought up first (Figure 12-8
and Supplementary Figure 6). This box lies directly atop
the midpoint of the Massive Offering, though not at the
midpoint of Mound A-2. Thus, among the Mound A-2
tombs it is believed to be most directly associated with
that feature (Supplementary Figure 7; Reilly 1994:128).

The base of Tomb B is approximately 0.59 meters (1 ft
11.5 in) higher than the projected base of Tomb A’s basalt
column walls, as shown in the early profile drawing
(Drucker 1952:Figure 9). In the later published profile draw-
ing (Drucker et al. 1959:Figure 12), the base of Tomb B was
erroneously drawn as sitting atop the d-2 stratum, about
level with the bottom of Tomb A. Photographs taken in
1942 show that the tops, not the bottoms, of both structures
are approximately aligned inches below the ground surface
(Drucker 1952:Plate 1; Stirling and Stirling 1942:636). At
some point after the sandstone box was in place, the

Figure 15. Last in the series of simplified profile drawings indicating the actions undertaken to cap Tombs A and B and all of Mound A-2, in

sequence from top to bottom. (15) The roof columns of Tomb A are put in place. (16) The slanting columns forming the “doorway” are

leaned against the northernmost roof column. (17) The top surfaces of Tombs A and B are covered with at least a thin layer of red clay.

The tips of the slanting “doorway” columns were visible above the ground surface in 1942.
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artifacts were laid within it and red clay and sand fill added
up to the top (Stirling and Stirling 1942:641). Its heavy lid may
not have been put in place until more red clay was mounded
up on either side of the box, to avoid having to lift it very far
off the surface (Figure 12-9 and Supplementary Figure 8).
Tomb B was most likely completed and capped before serious
work began at Tomb A.

Tomb A

Tomb A, which is far larger and more imposing, may not
have been part of an original design plan that focused on
Tomb B, and seems to have involved repurposing resources
originally designated for elsewhere in Complex A. According
to Wedel (1952:65, 78), the 11 basalt columns above Offering
1943-F together with the approximately 38 full-length col-
umns of Tomb A would account for the gaps in the Phase
IV basalt columns positioned along the inner east wall of
the Ceremonial Court. That wall was never completed (cf.
Clark [2016:142], who stated that the columns were “taken
from a palisade built several centuries earlier”; all of the
columns date to construction Phase IV). The columns of
both Tombs E and A were “of the same sort, but the former
were smaller in diameter and less regular in cross-section
than the latter” (Drucker 1952:27). When encountered in
1942, the columns lying south of Tomb A were all oriented
north-south, forming an irregular, east-west grouping that
was deeper in the middle than along the edges, with some
columns “considerably tilted” (Drucker 1952:27). At that
time, they were considered “building material left over
after the construction of nearby Tomb A” (Wedel 1952:63).

Although this idea was dismissed with the excavation in
1943 of the cache of artifacts below the supine basalt col-
umns and their collective designation as Tomb E, we suggest
that the original supposition was more likely correct. The
Tomb E columns were among those brought up to the sur-
face of Mound A-2 after Tomb B was positioned, as building
material for what would become Tomb A. They may have
been rejected for being somewhat inferior in size and
shape to the other Tomb A columns, which were carefully
selected. The 11 remaining were not subsequently removed,
which would have required maneuvering them around
Tomb A as it was being erected. Removal may not have
been considered necessary given that they were destined
to be quickly covered with red clay.

We thus surmise that, after Tomb B was in place and
likely after red clay had been put within and around it,
workers began bringing up the basalt columns to make
Tomb A, stacking many of them destined for that purpose
on the sloping red clay fill just north of Tomb B
(Figure 14-10 and Supplementary Figure 9). Importantly,
Drucker and Heizer (1956; see also Drucker et al. 1959:
Plate 9a) discussed how the basalt columns may have been
moved based on their own excavation experience. Rather
than roll them on the ground, the 1955 La Venta workers
utilized the “time-honored system of slinging the weight
from poles and getting everybody and his brother to shoul-
der them” (Drucker and Heizer 1956:375, 369). By this
means, a single basalt column was suspended with ropes

tied to several poles along its length, the poles being per-
pendicular to the orientation of the column. Placing the
poles on their shoulders and heaving upwards, several peo-
ple could lift and carry the column. In such a manner, the
columns could have been individually walked up the north
side of Mound A, their orientations running north-south
parallel to the mound. Dropped in place in a stack just
north of Tomb B, their collective weight may have contrib-
uted to their sagging into the fill of Massive Offering 2.

What happened next to raise most of those columns to
create the tomb’s back (south) and east and west side
walls is judged from observations made by Drucker in
1942 and the engineering techniques used elsewhere in
Complex A. As noted previously, in Phase IV, upright basalt
columns were placed on the interior of a Phase II adobe
brick wall encircling much of the Ceremonial Court and
also atop the Phase II, adobe-brick, Southeast and
Southwest Platforms that form its southern border. In all
those cases, trenches were dug into the adobe brick and par-
tially filled with the Phase IV red clay to prop up the col-
umns and hold them in place (profile drawings in Drucker
et al. [1959:Figures 6, 26, 27]).

Atop Mound A-2, there should also have been trenches
dug in which to place the columns, which could not stand
on their own. Trenches were excavated into the red clay
that had been brought up with Tomb B, extending down
approximately to the d-2 stratum that topped the Massive
Offering fill and north beyond that fill; Tomb A straddles
the northern edge of the Massive Offering pit (Figure 14-10
and Supplementary Figure 9). Leaving the area in the center
unexcavated contributed to the 30.48 cm (1 ft) clay “plat-
form” that elevated the Tomb A artifacts (Figure 14-11 and
Supplementary Figure 10). The basalt columns were posi-
tioned presumably from south to north, five to form the
back wall and nine each on the east and west sides. Some
were positioned deeper than others so that their tops were
level. As they were put in place, the red clay removed from
the trenches, along with additional red clay brought up for
this purpose, was mounded on the east and west exterior
walls especially, as “construction aids” to keep the columns
from toppling (Drucker 1952:26). The irregular five-sided col-
umns were positioned with care so that their widest sides
were on the interior, forming a relatively smooth, gapless
surface compared to the exterior façade (Drucker 1952:23;
Stirling and Stirling 1942:639).

With the south, east, and west walls held in place by the
red clay, work could proceed inside. Atop the interior raised
area were placed approximately eight pieces of flattish lime-
stone of irregular size and shape (Figure 14-12, refer back to
Figure 4). As noted above, the published plan view of these
flagstones (Drucker 1952:Figure 10) does not quite match
their appearance in the photographs (Drucker 1952:Plate
1; Stirling and Stirling 1942:636). According to Stirling
(Stirling and Stirling 1942:636), the stones were covered
with a thin layer of blue clay that was topped by an irregular
layer of red cinnabar about 15 centimeters (6 inches) thick.
Drucker (1952:23) remembered it differently: an irregular
layer of “olive-brown clay or swamp muck” was topped by
two bundle burials coated in red cinnabar paint. One
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unpublished National Geographic Society photograph by
Richard Stewart (#25674-TR) shows several of the Offering
1942-A objects, apparently in situ, atop the bed of clay
with part of the limestones exposed below. They consist
of a jade seated figure, broken but complete, lying face up
(Figurine #2; Drucker 1952:Plates 46 and 47) and, about
15 centimeters away, a standing blue jade figurine, face up
(Figurine #3; Drucker 1952:Plates 47 and 48). Near the feet
of the standing figurine were three D-shaped pieces of
jade in a row and a tubular bead (possibly Drucker 1952:
Plate 57A, a). These last four objects were not mentioned
by Stirling and Stirling (1942:640) as found with the figu-
rines. The two figurines and three D-shaped pieces were
assigned to Drucker’s Burial Bundle I near the north edge
of the platform, which does conform with Stirling’s descrip-
tion of where they were encountered.

With the artifacts and other materials, including organ-
ics, in position, the interior of the tomb was filled with
red clay “packed…to the roof” (Stirling and Stirling
1942:640). More red clay was brought to the summit of
the platform mound to further support the exterior walls.
When it reached a level approximately halfway up the
back (south) wall of Tomb A, a selection of jade objects
was “scattered” in the fill adjacent to that chamber within
a ca. two meter area: two small earspools, a few beads,
and an incomplete serpentine figurine (Figure 14-13 and
Supplementary Figure 11; Drucker 1952:27). Drucker
(1952:28) commented that there was no indication of pur-
poseful placement of these objects, and there is no pub-
lished photograph or drawing of them in situ. Catalogued
as Offering 1942-D, this scattering is the last known formal
deposit of precious objects as part of the construction unit
that began with Massive Offering 2 and the jade beads
placed below its serpentine blocks. Offering 1942-D was
positioned above the northern portions of the Tomb E basalt
columns, but not over the 1943-F cache covered by those
columns, which is further south. Conceivably a relationship
was made by the stewards in charge of the construction
among all these caches and stone constructions in some
holistic manner.

Still more red clay was brought in to cover Offering 1942-D
between Tombs A and B, up to the top of Tomb A’s walls
(Figure 14-14 and Supplementary Figure 12). This was neces-
sary to position the horizontal roof columns, which were
most likely brought up when needed and laid south to
north (Figure 15-15 and Supplementary Figure 13). Once
the tomb chamber was filled and the roof columns were
laid in place, then the north side, with its graduated columns
on the sides and slanted long columns laid against the roof,
was finished (Figure 15-16 and Supplementary Figure 14).
This “doorway” may not have required a deep trench to
hold the columns in place. These columns as well were cov-
ered with a thin layer of red clay, part of a general capping
operation that continued covering the entire mound
(Figure 15-17 and Supplementary Figure 15).

A subsequent action worthy of mention as part of this large
operation is the erection of Monument 13 on the centerline at
the south foot of Phase IV Mound A-2, uncovered by Stirling
and Wedel in 1943 (Supplementary Figure 16). This basalt

monument, approximately 80 centimeters tall, is described
as a short block or columnar drum (but unlike the columnar
basalts of Tomb A) forming a squat, upright post with a
smoothed, upper, near-circular surface upon which there is
a low-relief carving (Figure 16 and Supplementary Figure 17;
Drucker 1952:180–182; de la Fuente 1973: 262). The relatively
naturalistic profile rendering of a striding, human figure juxta-
posed with what looks like a short, vertical column of simple
hieroglyphic signs has raised doubt in the minds of some
archaeologists and art historians that it originated in the
late Middle Formative, still within the Olmec era (Lacadena
García-Gallo 2008:612–614). To them it is stylistically too
late, more epi-Olmec (after 400 B.C.) than Olmec (e.g., Berrin
and Fields 2010:242; de la Fuente 1973:262–264; Taube
2004:45; cf. Soustelle 1979:52). Wedel (1952:63), however, had
no doubt that it was directly associated with Mound A-2. Its
irregular broken base was made to fit the slope of the
mound, so that the top would be flat. Notably, Monument
13 sits on the red clay but was not covered with this matrix
like the rest of Complex A.

Monument 13 is not an anomaly in its setting. As noted
above, the central point of the southern base of Mound A-2
had seen a series of posts or even a line of posts, against
which thin layers of colored sandy clays had continually
been deposited (Drucker et al. 1959:40–41, Figure 10).
Monument 13 was the last of these, likely the largest. On
its upper surface, the man walks from south to north (orien-
tation based on in situ National Geographic Society photo-
graphs by Richard Stewart in 1943, #33578-TR, 33579-TR).
“Facing north” with “head” to the south is how Stirling
(Stirling and Stirling 1942: 638) described the position of
the putative person laid in Tomb B. Apparently, this direc-
tional orientation was an axiomatic pattern for Mound
A-2 and all of Complex A. Mound A-2 is the tallest structure,
the focus of vision and experience among the participants
in the rituals conducted within a sacred precinct (the walled
Ceremonial Court) that was most likely entered from the
south (Gillespie and Volk 2014).

Discussion: La Venta’s “bodiless burials” and
non-absent persons

The long-held “reasonable” explanation that La Venta’s
“Tombs” A–E were indeed the funerary deposits of elite
individuals, even a sequence of kings, does not match the
taphonomic and stratigraphic evidence. Two of the three
1940s excavators reached that conclusion at the time,
while the third adamantly argued for the other side. This
is more than a legitimate disagreement among professionals
that could be resolved with, for example, more soil studies.
Its significance lies at the heart of archaeological conven-
tions that both move the discipline forward while also intro-
ducing interpretive biases.

Why did most subsequent commentators agree that
Stirling’s position was the “reasonable” explanation? Most
obviously they were applying reason in the form of
Occam’s Razor—accepting the simplest and most parsimoni-
ous possibility among alternatives. This explanation also
corresponds with disciplinary knowledge and practice, an
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immediate response to the “incompleteness” or “absence”
that haunts archaeology (Lucas 2012:14). On a more prag-
matic level, the decay of perishable organics is indisputable
in humid tropical environments; hence, the absence of bone
was not an impediment to the erstwhile existence of
corpses. Furthermore, tombs and other elite burials consti-
tute a well-established category of features, not unexpected
within monumental architecture at a major politico-ritual
center. Classifying them as such aligns practices carried
out at La Venta with those known elsewhere in Middle
Formative Mesoamerica (e.g., Joyce 2000b:71). It also, how-
ever, absolves archaeologists from explicitly devising alter-
native explanations, a necessary precondition for applying
Occam’s Razor. Indeed, Drucker was faulted for not present-
ing a different interpretation of these features to buttress
his assessment that they were not burials (Colman
2010:123); that is, to demonstrate that the simplest explana-
tion was not valid.

A deeper investigation of the reasonableness of this
explanation would begin by recognizing that archaeologists
“enact knowledge of the world rather than straightforwardly
represent it” (Hicks 2010:95, emphasis in original). As Hicks
(2010:92) further explained, out of events such as fieldwork,
grounded in disciplinary traditions, “objects of enquiry
emerge as effects rather than prior entities.” The elite buri-
als at Complex A came into being because of established
archaeological practice, even as contrary indications were
also observed and subsequently discounted in accordance
with our conventions.

This is not a minor or pedantic issue. First, the typolog-
ical category of “burial” has proven inadequate at La Venta
and elsewhere. Among the neighboring Maya, for example,
burials and caches often cannot be distinguished and are
better considered part of a continuum of ritual or dedica-
tory practices (Becker 1992). Second, the burials as burials
have always loomed large in conventional understandings
of late La Venta and its ultimate fate. In a letter to Heizer
dated July 26, 1965, Stirling laid out his reasons for positing
actual human burials at La Venta. Notably, he ended with
this sentence: “Guess I have belabored this point more
than it deserves, but if this is not the case, the mistakes
with regard to archeological and historical assumptions
could be important” (Correspondence Box 1, RFHP-NAA).
A more recent assessment (Colman 2010:124) concurs that
“the presence or absence of bodies is significant in recon-
structing the history of La Venta.” How should we interpret
Complex A if these are not real burials and if the Phase IV
tombs are virtually contemporaneous? What does this
mean for understanding the history of La Venta, and the
Olmecs more generally, toward the end of the Middle
Formative period?

Bernal (1969:42) mused that if these features were not
burials, then the rationale for their existence was a “mys-
tery,” especially as this “strange custom…was not to be con-
tinued in Mesoamerica.” In other words, bodiless tombs
would make La Venta stand out as unlike other places. In
fact, La Venta Complex A revealed many unusual, unprece-
dented, exaggerated, and unique practices that could be

Figure 16. Three-dimensional reconstruction of Monument 13 in situ at the southern foot of Mound A-2, above the red clay cap, showing

the relief design on the top surface.
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considered even more enigmatic than a few “grave-like
deposits.” The three great mosaic “masks” of polished ser-
pentine blocks (Massive Offerings 1, 4, and 5), buried almost
as soon as they were laid out in huge pits, were also consid-
ered “mysterious” (e.g., Coe 1968:61–62). Given the propen-
sity for the La Venta Olmecs to bury enormous amounts of
imported serpentine and jade objects, Drucker and Heizer
(1956:367–370) even wondered, only half-jokingly, “Were
they mad?”

Yet several patterns among the buried caches were
apparent, indicative of repeated intentions and aesthetic
practices. Certainly the most dramatic are the five Massive
Offerings of many tons of worked serpentine blocks, and
an apparent sixth one disturbed by the digging of a drainage
ditch north of Complex A (called the North Pavement area;
Drucker et al. 1959:233). Dating to construction Phases II–IV,
the Massive Offerings indicate a continued practice. As for
the small offerings, just after fieldwork ended in May
1955, Drucker (Catalog of Offerings, Box 3 Alpha,
RFHP-NAA) recorded his observation of “[two] very obvious
special offering patterns.” One was the placement of jade
and serpentine celts in a cruciform layout in the clay fill
over each of the five Complex A Massive Offerings
(Drucker et al. 1959:129). This type of deposit has been
found at contemporaneous ceremonial centers in Chiapas
and the Maya lowlands (e.g., Clark 2016:151, 165). The
other was what he called “earspool-assemblies and beads,”
applicable to 1955 Offerings 5–7 and Tombs B–E. In the
1959 report (Drucker et al. 1959:162, 164, 169, 171), he
made these arguments more formally, referring to this lat-
ter pattern as “pseudoburials” (Drucker et al. 1959:169).

In their critique of the 1959 site report, Coe and
Stuckenrath (1964:23–25) gave a more definitive classifica-
tory designation to this type of cache, which at the time
they considered unique to La Venta: the “substitute” or
“surrogate burial.” The type was defined by three criteria:
(1) the formal arrangement of beads, earspools and their
pendants, and possibly other adornments such as maskettes
to replicate their positions as if on a body; (2) the absence of
any trace of skeletal material; and (3) the occurrence of arti-
facts on, under, or within a layer of cinnabar or cinnabar
mixed with clay. Coe and Stuckenrath identified eight exam-
ples: Offerings 5–7, the offerings of Tombs A–E, and possibly
Offering 1942-D found in the clay fill between Tombs A and
B (Colman [2010] identified Offering 1942-D as a burial).
Offering 1942-D, however, lacks the cinnabar, and its surviv-
ing artifacts (two jade earspools, jade beads, and a fragmen-
tary serpentine figurine) appeared to have been scattered in
the orange-red clay fill over a two-meter area (Drucker
1952:27–28). Failure to meet criteria 1 and 3 led Coe and
Stuckenrath (1964:24) to disregard Offering 1942-D within
the class of surrogate burials. They also wavered on the
Tomb B finds because there was no mention of cinnabar
or a special red matrix; nevertheless, they included it
because of the imposing sarcophagus itself, and it met crite-
rion (1) according to Stirling.

Colman (2010:Table 8) and Gillespie (2008:Table 6.2)
added Phase II Offering 3, in the South-Central Platform,
to this group. Although the positions of the jade and

other adornments were not recorded, they did occur in a
bed of cinnabar and were covered with a thin layer of bright,
yellow clay like some of the Phase III examples (Drucker
et al. 1959:146). This brings the total number of surrogate
burials excavated in Complex A to nine, counting Tomb A
as one occurrence (Table 2). Outside of Complex A was
Offering 1940-A, excavated by Stirling. It consisted of 99
jade beads and one amethyst bead situated as if strung as
a necklace and two bracelets. This cache was placed in
front of Altar 4, south of the great pyramid, on the same
level of the floor upon which the altar itself once sat
(Stirling 1940, 1943b:55). Although some archaeologists
treat Offering 1940-A as another possible non-preserved
burial (Clark 2016:135; Clark and Colman 2014:29, n3),
there was no recorded red cinnabar or similar colored
matrix. Furthermore, Stirling himself did not consider the
arrangement of artifacts indicated an absent body.
Offering 1940-A, however, is another example of the caching
of personal jade ornaments at La Venta (Grove 2014:35).

Tomb A is included in this category, even though it is
unclear whether it meets the first criterion. In recounting
his finds in the red cinnabar layer, Stirling (Stirling and
Stirling 1942) mentioned approximately seven different
locations of artifacts, which include two jade ear ornaments,
two clay earspools, and a number of beads. They were not,
however, in the discrete spatial relationships that would
indicate the decomposition of bodies wearing these objects.
The beads in particular were described as “scattered” and
not arranged as if strung. There is nothing in his description
to indicate that the objects were directly associated with the
assumed bundled human remains, which, as noted above,
were considered by Drucker (1975:104) and Coe and
Stuckenrath (1964:23) to be part of the offerings.

In sum, this type of deposit—the “surrogate burial”—has
more members than any other category recognized among
the La Venta small and large caches. It constitutes “a defi-
nite pattern, but one whose meaning in terms of La Venta
culture is unknown to us” (Drucker and Heizer 1965:58).
With occurrences dating from Phase I to Phase IV, it is
also a very “long-lived” pattern of ritual practices (Coe
and Stuckenrath 1964:24). Although the type was called a
pseudoburial to “symbolize” (Drucker et al. 1959:127) or
“simulate” (Drucker 1975:104) a burial, Drucker and Heizer
(1965:58) noted that they could not ascertain whether
these deposits were meant to represent specific individuals.
Another possibility is suggested by the terms “surrogate” or
“substitute,” proffered by Coe and Stuckenrath, rather than
“pseudo,” meaning false—that the features do not symbolize
anything but were considered substantive replacements for
historical or fictive individuals who were presumably
deceased, although this last descriptor is not inevitable.

Classifying the features in Table 2 as surrogate burials
rather than burials is not a simple semantic difference.
Insisting that the five “tombs” and some similar-appearing
features were more than simulacra of human burials and
must therefore be burials has misled archaeologists regard-
ing Olmec society and the specific ritual and elite activities
at La Venta. For over 50 years, it has impeded the develop-
ment of other analytical and conceptual approaches to these
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Table 2. Candidates for “Surrogate Burials” at La Venta Complex A, based on Drucker et al. (1959:133-191, 218–226, Table 1, Appendix 1) and Drucker

and Heizer (1965:59). Criteria are: (1) costume items arranged as if on a body, (2) absence of any trace of skeletal material, and (3) associated cinnabar.

Offering

Number Location Phase Relevant Contents

Costume Ornaments

Arranged on Body

Criteria

Met

Offering 7 Northeast

Platform

I jade maskette

2 perforated jade disks

2 matching tubular jade objects

1 large and 1 small tubular object

clamshell pendant

on a layer of orange clay mixed with small

amount of cinnabar

yes 1–3

Offering 3 South Central

Platform

II 3 figurines

1 pendant shaped like water bird

4 small rectangular objects

5 spangles

5 rock crystal ornaments

a large number of beads

placed in bed of cinnabar disturbed by

bulldozer

uncertain 2 and 3

Offering 5 Northeast

Platform

III 2 earspools with associated pendants

small beads in linear arrangement

jade maskette

spangles

artifacts placed between two rows of four

small stones, area sprinkled with cinnabar

2 pottery vessels to one side

yes 1–3

Offering 6 Northeast

Platform

III 2 earspool assemblies

2 jade maskettes

2 fang-shaped pendants

small beads in double linear arrangement

other beads and tubular objects

thick layer of cinnabar

yes 1–3

1942-A Mound A-2,

Tomb A

IV (see Table 1) no only 3

1942-B Mound A-2,

Tomb B

IV 1 serpentine figurine

2 jade earspools with associated pendants

1 jade punch or awl

arranged as if on a body

Yes, according to

Stirling.

1 and 2

1942-D Mound A-2 IV 2 jade earspools

1 serpentine figurine fragment

6 subspherical jade beads

28 cylindrical and disk jade beads

all items scattered in red clay fill

no only 2

1943-F Mound A-2,

Tomb E

IV 35 jade celts

2 jade earspools

2 jade ear pendants

2 oval jade pendants

1 tiny jade skull

1 jade disk

1 concave mirror

53 subspherical jade beads (plain, gadrooned,

and double biconically perforated)

11 cylindrical jade beads

objects in several locations in the “tomb”

yes 1–3

1943-G Mound A-3,

Tomb C

IV 28 jade celts

9 serpentine celts

3 pottery vessels

2 decorated jade earspools

2 jade ear pendants

yes 1–3

(Continued)
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features, their constituent artifacts, and their placements in
space and time. It has also resulted in unwarranted specula-
tion concerning the presumed mortuary purposes of
Mounds A-2 and A-3, and even Complex A itself, ignoring
the many other practices and structures in the complex
that seem to have little directly to do with venerating the
dead.

The placement of costume items as if on an absent body
has always been the most compelling aspect of these fea-
tures, although it does not apply to all proposed instances
(Table 2). More attention could be given to those objects
and not the missing corpses, such as the associative patterns
they reveal as personal assemblages, including status claims
and ideals of elite costume (e.g., Joyce 2000a:44–47). It is
highly likely that many of these objects had their own sig-
nificance as the inalienable property of elite corporate
groups (Clark and Colman 2014). As such they would index
those groups, modeled as social “houses” (Gillespie 2008),
even if not necessarily referencing their individual mem-
bers, within a highly sanctified public arena.

Still to be considered is why or to what effect these “non-
present” bodies were evoked by the ritual stewards of
Complex A. Arguably, it was archaeologists who rendered
“visible,” at least in interpretation, bodies that were always
“invisible,” non-existent. Nevertheless, these “object-like
absences” or “quasi-presences” (Fowles 2010:27) were mate-
rially created precisely by arranging enduring ornaments as
if bodies were present. The body was “experienced as a pres-
ence precisely because its absence is marked or emphatic”
(Fowles 2010:25). As Fowles (2010:25) further observed,
such absences “stand before us as entity-like presences
with which we must contend.” He was speaking not only
of how archaeologists must contend with object-like
absences, but also how the peoples who created or con-
fronted them engaged emotionally or psychologically with

“that which is manifestly not present” (Fowles 2010:27). In
other words, rather than merely “non-present,” these bod-
ies were “non-absent,” and as such would never perish or
decay, remaining ambivalent, even uncanny (Domanska
2006:345) compared to the usual fate of human remains.
Attention should rightly turn toward the ritual stewards
or caretakers of Complex A, whose invisible hands created
the non-present bodies. What were their sources of legiti-
macy and authority? They may have been leaders of several
chiefly houses collaborating in the care of Complex A, at
least through its first three phases (Gillespie 2008).

Conclusions

In conclusion, the totality of the empirical archaeological—
that is, taphonomic and stratigraphic—evidence supports
the presumption that the Complex A features designated
as tombs or burials were not created as the final resting
places of recently deceased human individuals, i.e., as pri-
mary burials. Furthermore, the so-called tombs of Mound
A-2, in particular, were put in place over a very short period
of time within construction Phase IV. Mound A-2 was not
erected as a mausoleum to house the remains of a series
of religious or secular leaders following their deaths. The
same is likely true for Mound A-3 and its Tombs C and D,
which also date to the same construction phase. These evi-
dentiary based findings thus warrant a reassessment of
political-ritual actions and their consequences at late La
Venta.

Throughout much of its use life, Complex A facilitated and
mediated many ritual practices that were signally important
to La Venta as a major regional center. Since the first exca-
vation projects in the 1940s, the archaeological focus on a
few late kings—evidenced by certain “tombs “as well as
depictions in sculptures—has ultimately detracted from

Table 2. (Continued.)

Offering

Number Location Phase Relevant Contents

Costume Ornaments

Arranged on Body

Criteria

Met

1 large tubular jade bead

1 jade punch or awl

2 jade “turtle carapace” pendants

1 serpentine figurine

1 decorated obsidian core

approx. 110 jade spangles

several rock crystal objects

64 subspherical jade beads

2 decorated cylindrical jade beads

costume ornaments arranged as if on a body

1943-L Mound A-3,

Tomb D

IV 1 pottery vessel

2 jade earspools

2 jade ear pendants

1 jade disk

1 subtriangular jade object

2 cylindrical jade beads

no only 2

Massive

Offering 2

Mound A-2 IV undetermined number of jade beads scattered

in 15.2 cm fill layer of bright red sandy clay

no only 3
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more detailed investigations of social and political organiza-
tion (e.g., Gillespie 2008) and how it compares to earlier San
Lorenzo and contemporaneous Middle Formative regional
centers in Mesoamerica. For example, high-effort graves of
elite single individuals wearing jade regalia were placed in
non-domestic architecture elsewhere in Mesoamerica in the
Middle Formative (Joyce 1999). This begs the question of
how and why La Venta was participating in these more wide-
spread elite practices, which include monumental architec-
ture and stone sculpture as well as the restrictive use of
green jade (Joyce 1999:41–42, 2000b:67), but without real
burials.

The focus on the “tombs” of the last phase of its con-
struction has also drawn attention away from other ritual
practices within Complex A and how they changed or
remained stable throughout its Formative occupation.
Significantly, Massive Offering 2, which was believed by
the 1955 excavators to initiate Phase IV (Drucker et al.
1959:125), has certain attributes that link it to the earlier
pattern of surrogate burials. At the bottom of the deep pit
dug into Mound A-2 is a unique layer of bright red, sandy
clay, within which at least a few jade beads were scattered
before placing the single layer of serpentine blocks
(Figure 11-3). Although not cinnabar, the color matches cri-
terion 3 for surrogate burials (see Table 2). Offerings 9 and
11 within the fill of Massive Offering 2 also include jade
beads in association with red cinnabar. These data suggest
that, from their initiation, the Phase IV activities at
Mound A-2 were materially associated with “mortuary”
practices, regardless of whether actual bodies were depos-
ited. The single serpentine rectangular block encountered
in Tomb A (Table 1; Drucker 1952:25) may have indexed
the layer of serpentine blocks that covered the bottom of
the Massive Offering 2 pit, and it is comparable in size to
many of those blocks.

Phase IV activities at Mound A-2 constituted a develop-
ment of previous practices in Complex A’s Ceremonial
Court, but also an abrupt transformation (Gillespie 2008).
The much more elaborate surrogate burials (Tombs A–C)
were arranged on a north-south center line alignment not
previously emphasized and were positioned outside the
Ceremonial Court itself. The earlier, simpler features of
this type were within the Court’s perimeter and primarily
in the Northeast Platform, off the centerline. Observing
these patterns and how they changed over time should pro-
vide more insights than static classifications of features into
universal types.

Indeed, capping the entire Complex for the first time in a
uniform matrix, one of a reddish color, may have manifested
a new funereal symbolism for this entire mound group north
of the pyramid that was not evident in previous stages of use.
The Complex’s metaphorical “death” was accompanied by an
abandonment of ritual maintenance that had gone on for
generations, even as it remained a sanctified space subject
to additional deposits of offerings (post-Phase IV; Drucker
et al. 1959:215–229). This need not have signaled the immedi-
ate cessation of La Venta’s regional political influence, as is
often thought. Nevertheless, it certainly constituted a
major historical event in late Middle Formative La Venta, a

probable shift in governance linked to importing many
tons of new kinds of stone to greatly embellish Complex A,
including for the surrogate burials deposited in Mounds
A-2 and A-3. It occurred at a time when “Mesoamerica” itself
was beginning to take shape, at a place on the frontier
between western Mesoamerica and the Maya area. A wider
lens is needed to grasp the totality and interrelatedness of
all these actions in the broader context of Gulf Coast and
Mesoamerican-wide sociopolitics.

Supplementary material. The supplementary material for this arti-
cle can be found at https://doi.org/10.1017/S0956536122000232
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