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 The goal of this paper is to present and analyze a set of data pertinent to understanding a 
remarkable historical event: the shift from jade to gold as the preferred medium for the 
manufacture of prestige goods in ancient Costa Rica (Fig. 1a), a process that took place between 
A.D. 600-800 (Snarskis 2003; Hoopes 2005a) or A.D. 700-900 (Guerrero Miranda 1998).  The 
paper applies a world-systems approach (Wallerstein 1974, 1976, 1980; Chase-Dunn and Hall 
1991, 1997; Hall and Chase-Dunn 1996) to address how external and internal factors may have 
influenced the development and demise of the jade lapidary tradition of Costa Rica between ca. 
500 B.C.-A.D. 900, and in the process, it revisits previous discussions of the topic by Sharer 
(1984), Lange (1986), Lange and Bishop (1988), and Walters (1982) in order to test their models 
for the exchange network in light of new evidence presented here, such as the finding of blue-
green jadeite outcrops in the Middle Motagua Valley (Seitz et al. 2001; Taube et al. 2004), a 
finding that supports the assumption of a single source of jadeite in Middle America (Harlow 
1993), and the analysis of previously reported epigraphic and art historical data from the Maya 
lowlands and Costa Rica (Reents-Budet and Fields 1990; Fields and Reents-Budet 1992; Mora-
Marín 1995, 1996a, 1996b, 2001).  The paper thus explores the implications of a single-source 
model for the jade exchange network that linked the Maya lowlands and Costa Rica, a task 
previously conducted in some detail in Mora-Marín (1999) and outlined in Mora-Marín (2002); 
recently, in fact, Guerrero Miranda and Salgado González (2003) have also assumed the single-
source model in their analysis of the geographically and temporally differentiated distribution of 
jade objects in Costa Rica and Nicaragua.  And moreover, it presents new evidence suggestive of 
a more intimate level of ideological exchange along an Information Network, between the 
eastern Maya lowlands and northern and central Costa Rica.  In addition, recent archaeological 
evidence from Costa Rica relevant to the period of time of the jade-to-gold transition (Herrera 
Villalobos 1998; Snarskis 2003), as well as recent discussions pertaining to the emergence of 
social complexity and inequality across the Isthmo-Colombian Area (Fig. 1b), as well as the 
nature of the internal political economic processes that took place in Costa Rica during the 
spread of gold-working from Colombia to Costa Rica (Hoopes and Fonseca Zamora 2003; 
Hoopes 2005a, 2005b) are brought to bear in order to provide a broader framework for the study 
of the jade lapidary tradition of Costa Rica. 
 

INSERT FIGURE 1 HERE 
 
 Briefly, the following conclusions are presented: 
  
 1) A direct and systematic jade exchange network between the eastern Maya lowlands 
and northern and central Costa Rica was in place from the early Late Preclassic period through 
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the middle of the Late Classic periods (ca. 300 B.C.-A.D. 800).  Along the Pacific coast trade 
was less systematic, and possibly of the down-the-line mode.   
 
 2) The Costa Rican jade lapidary tradition procured raw jadeite from the eastern Maya 
lowlands, initially most likely through Belize, and subsequently, by the beginning of the Late 
Classic period, presumably through Copan, a political center that may have actively sought to 
control trade along the Atlantic coast.   
 
 3) Costa Rica was not a periphery of the eastern Maya lowlands: it was the Costa Rican 
jade lapidary tradition that extracted a key raw material—jadeite—from the eastern Maya 
lowlands and used it in the production of finished goods of high value.  The Mayans may have 
acquired Spondylus shells, in addition to finished goods (jades, ceramics, metates), from the 
Costa Ricans.  Given current evidence, the relationship was not apparently hierarchical, but 
instead, heterarchical.  Thus, the two societies were integrated along a Prestige-goods Network. 
 
 4) In addition, the Costa Ricans apparently adopted and adapted the “Charlie Chaplin” 
Silhouette Figure Theme, a pan-Mesoamerican, in fact, pan-Middle American, theme of possible 
Olmec origin, from the eastern Maya lowlands.  Thus, the two societies were integrated along an 
Information Network.   
 
 5) The decline of the jade lapidary tradition in Costa Rica was likely precipitated by the 
decline and collapse of centralized rulership at Copan by ca. A.D. 822, itself part of the broader 
process of decline and collapse of Lowland Maya society between ca. A.D. 750-900, given the 
close relationship indicated by the possible presence of Costa Rican (Chibchan) inhabitants at the 
site of Copan during the Late Classic period. 
 
 6) A hypothetical model that interprets the data in terms of a legitimation crisis 
(Peregrine 1996) caused by the disruption of access to jadeite is presented, and deemed plausible, 
but not proposed to be the only possible interpretation.  However, this model is presented as a 
tentative hypothesis for future testing, primarily by means of archaeological research.  
 
 Before continuing with the analysis of the data some background to the Costa Rican jade 
tradition, as well as a discussion of the theoretical framework used here, are necessary.  This will 
be followed by the presentation of data for the jade exchange network, and for the jade-to-gold 
transition, and then by a discussion of the data in reference to previous models for the interaction 
between Costa Rica and the Maya area. 
 

COSTA RICAN JADE TRADITION 
 

 Costa Rica can be defined into the following major cultural subareas, seen in Fig. 1a: 
Pacific Northwest, Atlantic Watershed, Central Highlands and Pacific, and Pacific Southwest.  
Its chronology is compared to the general chronology of Mesoamerica in Table 1.   

 
INSERT TABLE 1 HERE 
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 The Costa Rican jade tradition began around 500 B.C., as attested at the site of La Regla 
in the Pacific Northwest (Guerrero Miranda et al. 1991).  Three periods of development can be 
defined (Guerrero Miranda 1998): a Beginning Period (500 B.C.-A.D. 300), a Fluorescent Period 
(A.D. 300-700), and a Decadent Period (A.D. 700-900).  These correspond to the second half of 
the Middle Preclassic through the Late Classic periods in Mesoamerica.  The volume of 
production was very high (Snarskis 2003), perhaps the greatest for any jade tradition from 
Middle America (Fields and Reents-Budet 1992).  A large number of themes and subthemes are 
known (Balser 1953, 1961, 1974, 1980; Easby 1968, 1981; Pfeiffer 1985; Lange 1993; Snarskis 
1998), though archaeological documentation is very scarce for most of them (Guerrero Miranda 
1986, 1993, 1998).  Most of them belonged to the broader genre of jades drilled for suspension 
as pendants; there is little evidence so far for a genre of jades that were not meant to be worn as 
jewelry.   
 
 Raw jadeite cobbles and jade-working tools have been recovered archaeologically at Las 
Huacas (Hartmann 1907) and Finca Linares (Herrera Villalobos 1998), respectively, both sites in 
the Pacific Northwest of Costa Rica.1  A variety of techniques were used, and while most were 
simple in principle, their application to jadeite and other hard minerals and stones was extremely 
time-consuming; incising in particular required a significant amount of skill (Chenault 1986, 
1988).  However, the simplicity of the techniques allowed for the relative ease of their 
application to softer materials, such as serpentine.  A dual pattern of jade-working is known for 
Costa Rica (Chenault 1986, 1988): a pattern of high-intensity jades, which characterizes jades 
carved with exquisite workmanship from jadeite and other hard and tough minerals, some of 
which may have taken as long as a few years to complete; and a pattern of low-intensity jades, 
which characterizes jades carved with cruder workmanship from softer minerals, most of which 
were much less time consuming than the first type.  The concept of “social jade” was defined to 
encapsulate this presumed emic distinction (Lange and Bishop 1988; Lange 1993).2  While 
Sheets (1992) suggests this differentiation was based on gender, Chenault (1986, 1988) and 
Lange (1993) suggest it more likely correlates with status, which may have been defined in terms 
of religious and military power.  The primary context in which jade is found in Costa Rica is as a 
funerary offering (Guerrero Miranda 1986, 1993, 1998).  As such, it was the most distinctive 
                                                           
1 It would certainly be worthwhile to compare the tools from Finca Linares with the toolkit recovered from the site 
of Kaminaljuyu by Kidder et al. (1946), and the jadeite cobbles from Las Huacas with those from Kaminaljuyu 
(Kidder et al. 1946) and Seibal (Willey 1978).  Such a comparison could further the goal of discussing the possible 
exchange between the two societies along a presumed Information Network. 
2 For the case of the Mesoamerica, Bishop et al. (1993) report albite as a material commonly used for Mayan jades.  
Bishop (1987) also notes that in the Salama Valley only a few “jades” were made of jadeite, with the rest made of 
locally available materials such as feldspars and schists.  Further evidence of low-quality materials used as jade 
simulants comes from Dzibilchaltun, where Shepard and Andrews (1963) report finding imitations of jade objects.  
Some Olmec pieces are not made of jadeite but of different materials, some of similar hardness and degree of 
difficulty in carving, such as the Dumbarton Oaks quartzite pectoral (Coe 1966), and others made of much softer 
minerals, such as the “Slim” serpentine statuette from the Pacific coast of Guatemala.  Dunham (1996) has described 
several outcrops of green minerals in the Belize Mountains, but has dismissed their potential significance in the 
Maya jade lapidary tradition due to the absence of jadeite in the region; based on the data just outlined here, it is not 
unlikely that these green mineral outcrops may have been exploited for jade production.  Moreover, contact and 
colonial documentary evidence for the uses of jade discussed in by Foshag (1957), Hammond et al. (1977), and 
Proskouriakoff (1974), tells us that jade was restricted to the elite among Aztecs and Mayans, and that some forms 
of jade were restricted to the supreme ruler only, not to mention the fact that jade was used as “money.”  Indeed, 
Freidel (1993:149) explains that carved greenstone was a “highly fungible currency in the economies not only of the 
Aztec empire but also of the Conquest period Lowland Maya, and their most modest market institutions.” 
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component of a mortuary complex that included goods such as elaborately carved metates and 
mace heads, fine pottery, and of course, jades; differentiation in this mortuary complex has been 
suggested to be indicative of ascribed status differences (Hardy 1992).  Variations of this 
complex are known for the Pacific Northwest, Central Highlands, Central Pacific, and Atlantic 
Watershed regions.  The mace heads suggest that the individuals interred with such funerary 
offerings were perhaps distinguished in battle, while the other offerings are suggestive of ritual 
and shamanic abilities and practices (Tillet 1988; Day 1993, 1996).  Guerrero Miranda et al. 
(1994) suggest that the Pacific Northwest groups may have been organized into chiefdoms, given 
evidence from mortuary practices, such as the differential investment of labor in the construction 
of funerary mounds, and funerary offerings; Hoopes (1991), in contrast, suggests a concept of 
“complex tribes” based on analogies with ethnographically known groups that exhibited 
significant social differentiation of wealth (e.g. Pacific Northwest Tlinglit) but were not 
organized into chiefdoms.  Settlement data, at present extremely scarce, is necessary to 
distinguish between such models. 
 
 Regarding the materials used, Soto (1993) reports that the jadeite objects in the collection 
from the Museo del Jade Fidel Tristán represent about 37% of the total; the remaining 63% is 
made up of hard minerals such as quartz and albite, on the one hand, and soft minerals such as 
serpentine, on the other.  Fields and Reents-Budet (1992) refer to the latter as “jade simulants.”  
Reynoald de Ruenes (1993) has noted the presence of river cobbles made of non-jadeite minerals 
and rocks that resemble very closely the material of many of the non-jadeite objects.  Lange and 
Bishop (1988) note that field surveys in the Santa Elena Peninsula of Costa Rica led to the 
discovery of diopside and amphibolite, two minerals that were also used by the jade lapidary 
tradition.  Thus, regardless of where jadeite was obtained, there likely were numerous types of 
locally available minerals to fuel the low-intensity jade lapidary tradition, which was probably 
itself stimulated by the high-intensity tradition.  According to Lange et al. (1993), very few of 
the Costa Rican jade artifacts exhibit compositional ranges consistent with the compositional 
ranges for the Middle Motagua jadeite samples, leading to the suggestion that the remaining 
Costa Rican jade artifacts might be made from jadeite from an additional source yet to be 
discovered.  Nevertheless, Harlow (1993) has suggested that the compositional range of the 
jadeitites from the Middle Motagua Valley is broad enough to encompass all the Costa Rican 
jadeite objects.  He has also suggested that the petrological conditions for jadeite formation were 
never present in Costa Rica, or elsewhere in Middle America, except for the Middle Motagua 
Valley.  More recently, Seitz et al. (2001) and Taube et al. (2004) have reported on the 
identification of blue-green jadeite, the form of jadeite preferred by the Costa Rican jade lapidary 
(Balser 1961:211), in newly discovered jadeite outcrops along the Middle Motagua Valley.  In 
fact, Bishop et al. (1993:31, 58) have observed significant similarities between the source of 
jadeite of various objects from Belize, and the source of jadeite “of the bluish hue” of various 
objects from the Pacific Northwest of Costa Rica; they suggest that the Belizeans and Costa 
Ricans had access to the same source. 
 
 Three themes were predominant in jade media in Costa Rica (Fig. 2): the Axe-god 
Theme, the Beak-bird Theme, and the Winged-pendant Theme.  The Axe-god Theme exhibits 
two major subthemes: an Avian Axe-god Subtheme (Fig. 2a), and an Anthropomorphic Axe-god 
Subtheme (Fig. 2b).  The Avian Axe-god Subtheme is the oldest, attested at the site of La Regla 
in the Pacific Northwest of Costa Rica, in a context dated to ca. 500 B.C. (Guerrero Miranda et 
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al. 1993).  It is also attested at Playa de los Muertos in the Ulúa Valley of Honduras in a context 
dated to ca. 600 B.C. (Healy 1992).3  The earliest archaeologically documented example of the 
Anthropomorphic Axe-god Subtheme dates to ca. A.D. 350, and was found at the site of Severo 
Ledesma (Guerrero Miranda 1986, 1993, 1998).  Lange (1993) notes that axe-god pendants, 
whether avian or anthropomorphic, generally exhibit three segments: from the top of the head to 
the top of the shoulders where the horizontal suspension holes are found; from the suspension 
holes to the bottom of the wings (if avian) or arms (if anthropomorphic); and from the bottom of 
the wings or arms to the base of the pendant.  The last section is the blade of the pendant, which 
constituted 30-40% of the total pendant; in fact, “the proportions of this tripartite segmentation 
were carefully adhered to, and reflect cultural rules” (Lange 1993:273).  The Winged-pendant 
Theme also bears several variants: a Plain Winged-pendant Subtheme (Fig. 2c), a Winged-bat 
Pendant Subtheme (Fig. 2d), a Double-headed Bar-pendant Subtheme (Fig. 2e), and a Double-
headed Winged-bat Pendant Subtheme (Fig. 2f), the latter clearly a combination of the motifs 
making up some of the simpler subthemes.  The Beak-bird Theme comes in two varieties: a 
Straight-beak Bird Subtheme, often showing a protuberance on the beak (Fig 2g), and a Curved-
beak Bird Subtheme, sometimes showing an exaggerated, spiral beak (Fig. 2h).  A fourth theme 
was not very common (Fig. 2i-j), but is nonetheless very important: the Costa Rican version of 
the Mayan “Charlie Chaplin” Silhouette Figure Theme.  I discuss this last theme below in some 
detail, as this shared theme provides evidence for the exchange of esoteric knowledge between 
the two societies.  In Mora-Marín (2005a) I present a thorough discussion of the theme, 
including its range of variation within and between the various expressions of it across 
Mesoamerica and Costa Rica. 
 

INSERT FIGURE 2 HERE 
 
 It is important to comment on the preferred techniques of these four themes.  First, for the 
Axe-god and Charlie Chaplin Themes the preferred mode of drilling for suspension was a pair of 
transversal holes across the neck of the figural pendants; the two holes met in the middle.  Unlike 
the Costa Rican versions, most Olmec-style axe-god-type objects were not drilled for suspension 
(Easby 1968), nor were most Charlie Chaplin silhouette figures from the Maya region, 
suggesting, for the Mesoamerican examples, a ritual rather than ornamental use.  The Costa 
Rican versions were likely displayed as part of necklaces, though they may have been used as 
amulets or talismans after their proper ritual dedication, rather than simply having an ornamental 
function.  The Winged-pendant Theme also bears characteristic drill holes, depending on 
whether the theme was realized on a flat or a tubular piece: the flat forms drill holes across the 
thickness, while the tubular versions exhibit two drill holes across the length that met in the 
middle.  Finally, the Beak-bird Theme differed from the three other themes in that its suspension 
hole was across the thickness, and was realized in such a manner that, as Easby (1993) points 
out, would show the beak of the bird projecting at a right angle from the wearer’s chest.  A 
summary of the major motifs and techniques for the three most common themes is presented in 
Table 2 below. 
 

INSERT TABLE 2 HERE 

                                                           
3 For this reason Stone (1973) has suggested the possibility that the axe-god theme might be an International Theme, 
of difficult geographical sourcing, although it is clearly the case, as she noted too, that it was the Costa Ricans who 
made it their own and continued its development until about A.D. 900. 



 6 

 
 Based on the information just presented, I make the following assumptions: 
 
 1) A single source of jadeite, located in the Middle Motagua Valley of Guatemala, 
existed in Middle America.   
 
 2) There were distinct social groups based on religious and political-military skills and 
knowledge, and some of the individuals that belonged to these groups excelled at procuring 
access to jadeite through long-distance travel, or through exclusive contacts with long-distance 
travelers operating along the jade exchange network.4   
  
 2) Jadeite was the most significant medium of preciosities, and the specialists who 
controlled its acquisition and crafting process then redistributed such preciosities through 
religious, political, economic exchanges within their communities.  Such preciosities were 
crucial for certain social reproduction rituals, such as the interment of the dead, as well as ritual 
manipulation and display during public ceremonies.   
 
 3) The low-intensity jade tradition was socially motivated by the high-intensity jade 
tradition.  Those who did not have access to jadeite may have attempted to emulate the high-
intensity jades by producing low-intensity jades for broader social consumption made from 
locally available materials.  This assumption would require that the removal of jadeite form the 
social repertoire of prestige goods would create a vacuum that would render the low-intensity 
jade tradition meaningless.   
 

THEORETICAL ASSUMPTIONS 
 

 Several assumptions are also made here.  I discuss first the basic concepts relevant to the 
nature of intersocietal interactions from a political economic viewpoint.  And then, I discuss 
previous discussions of the modes of exchange that integrated Mesoamerica and southern Central 
America, particularly Costa Rica.   
 
Intersocietal Interactions and Political Economy 
 
 It is assumed here that two major types of political economic strategies exist (Blanton et 
al. 1996): an exclusionary strategy, whose goal was the restriction of access to strategic 
resources, and an inclusionary strategy, whose goal was the expansion of access to strategic 
resources.  Strategic resources for political action include symbolic resources, such as ideological 
and propagandistic programs, and objective resources, such as wealth and staple items.  Wealth 

                                                           
4 Guerrero et al. (1993) further note that while evidence for the presence of chiefdoms in the form of settlement 
hierarchies is so far lacking in Costa Rica, probably due to the scarcity of settlement remains, all the criteria 
typically used to define the presence of chiefdoms are otherwise present during the period of jade use in Costa Rica, 
including the acquisition of long-distance exotica used as prestige goods, such as jadeite, and the labor investment in 
the form of large mortuary mounds for the interment of high-status individuals.  Hoopes (1991) has offered a more 
cautious view, noting possible parallels with ethnographically documented societies such as the Northwest Coast 
Tlinglit, who were politically decentralized, but who were able to acquire significant amounts of wealth.  And more 
recently Hoopes (2005a) has proposed patterns of emerging inequality arising in a context of segmentary political 
organization.   
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items often communicate, through graphic means, the ideological programs promoted by the 
political actors.  Second, it is assumed that the broadest social system of relevance for the study 
of political economic strategies is the world system (Wallerstein 1974, 1976, 1980, 1989).  Thus, 
intersocietal interactions that are crucial for the maintenance and reproduction of local social 
systems are in essence world-systems interactions (Chase-Dunn and Hall 1991, 1997; Hall and 
Chase-Dunn 1991).  Such interactions need not take place strictly along bulk-goods networks, as 
argued by Wallerstein (1974), but may in fact take place along several networks of power (Mann 
1986), defined for world-systems terms by Hall and Chase-Dunn (1996) as follows, in order of 
increasing influence: Bulk-goods Network < Political/Military Network < Prestige-goods 
Network < and Information Network.  Chase-Dunn and Hall (1991) follow authors like Blanton 
and Feinman (1984) in suggesting that prestige goods, or preciosities, may indeed be used as key 
means of intersocietal integration into world systems.  In fact, Blanton et al. (1993) suggest this 
is how Mesoamerica first came into existence as a civilization, as a world system integrated 
politically and economically by means of prestige goods, and ideologically by means of the 
ideology disseminated by the preciosities.   
 
 Now Wallerstein has argued that a world system may contain core societies and 
periphery societies, as well as semiphery societies.  The cores extract raw materials from the 
peripheries, and use the raw materials to produce finished goods.  Thus, the basic relationship is 
one of core-periphery hierarchy, since a geographical division of labor is the defining trait of a 
world system for Wallerstein.  Chase-Dunn and Hall (1991), in contrast, suggest that societies 
within the same world system may, in theory, be integrated not by hierarchical relationships, but 
by egalitarian relationships, even when such societies are quite unequal in social complexity, a 
situation they define as “core-periphery differentiation.”  Following Crumley (1987), I define 
such interactions as cases of heterarchical exchange, in contrast with hierarchical exchange.  The 
term core-periphery heterarchy would be a misnomer: if the relationship is demonstrably not 
based on hierarchy, by definition it is not a core-periphery relationship, regardless of the social 
complexity of the societies involved.  Thus, I assume that relationships of hierarchy and 
heterarchy can exist within a world system.  Given that the various exchange networks can 
exhibit some independence from one another, it is possible that the nature of the relationships 
(hierarchy versus heterarchy) may have differed among different networks.   
 
 Carmack (1996) has suggested that the integration of the Greater Nicoya region of Costa 
Rica into the Mesoamerican world system was a Postclassic phenomenon, as a result of the 
Chorotega (Oto-Manguean speakers from the Grijalva Valley in Chiapas) and Nicarao (Nahua 
speakers from central and southern Mexico) migrations between ca. A.D. 800-1350 (Fowler 
1989:35; Constenla Umaña 1993:204), not to mention the increase in trade that these groups 
promoted during the Postclassic period, as well as their participation in the Mixteca-Puebla style 
and its concomitant imagery and symbolism (Day 1988, 1994).  For their part, Smith and Berdan 
(2003:29) argue that “lower Central America” was a “contact periphery” of Mesoamerica during 
the Postclassic period, which means, from the point of view of Mesoamericanist archaeologists, 
that southern Central America maintained only “slight contact” with Mesoamerica.  The 
definition of “slight contact” is a matter of debate, however, and in this paper I argue that contact 
between the Maya lowlands and Costa Rica during the Late Preclassic and Classic periods was 
direct and systematic, and had an impact on both social systems, given the nature of the 
exchange items involved: prestige goods and esoteric knowledge.   
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 Next, Peregrine (1996) provides a much needed look at the phenomenon of the decline 
and fall of societies.  He suggests that just like natural disasters or invading conquerors can lead 
to the collapse of a political system, and in fact, of a society, the process of legitimation crisis, 
caused by a disruption in a system of prestige-goods redistribution, can lead to a collapse of a 
political system.  If such a system relies on long-distance exchange, then it is especially 
amenable for world-systems analysis.  He proposes two case studies as illustrations: Moundville, 
as an example of a case where a disruption in the institution of long-distance exchange of 
preciosities may have led to a political collapse; and Hawaii, as an example of a case where a 
disruption in the institution of long-distance exchange took place as a result of a civil war, but 
was resolved when one of the two major parties involved turned to Christian missionaries as a 
source of new long-distance exchange, leading to a social transformation, the acceptance of 
Christianity, in the process.  Thus, Peregrine argues that in prestige-goods systems any disruption 
in the process of access, acquisition, manufacture, and redistribution of prestige goods used for 
social reproduction can represent a critical blow to the entire system.  Such crises are worth 
exploring as causal explanations when a decline or collapse is in evidence in the absence of 
natural disasters or invasions. 
 
Modes of Exchange and Trade Routes 
 
 It is important to outline the types of modes of exchange that may have taken place at 
different levels of interaction between two societies.  I assume Renfrew’s (1975) model, with a 
minor but insightful revision proposed by Lange (1986).  Renfrew’s model is shown in Table 3.   
 

INSERT TABLE 3 HERE 
 
 Sharer (1984), Lange (1986), and Lange and Bishop (1988) have used Renfrew’s model 
in order to evaluate the interactions between the Maya lowlands and Costa Rica.  Sharer (1984) 
has proposed interactions along two major networks: a Pacific coast network, and an Atlantic 
coast network.  He suggests the Pacific coast network was the first to become established, and 
that Chalchuapa was a key node along this network.  He proposes the ports-of-trade and colonial 
enclaves modes of exchange as the most likely modes along this network, and suggests that the 
Olmecs probably established this network and modes of exchange by the Middle Preclassic, 
followed by the Highland Mayans based at Kaminaljuyu and Chalchuapa during the Late 
Preclassic, after which the Ilopango eruption may have caused a significant disruption.  
Teotihuacan and its enclave at Kaminaljuyu subsequently resuscitated this network during the 
Early Classic period, but their collapse after ca. A.D. 650 caused a major disruption once again.  
Afterward, a period of decreased trade ensued ending around A.D. 1000.  Sharer argues that this 
period of relative inactivity along this network came to an end probably as a result of the 
movements of Nahuan-speaking groups, such as the Postclassic pochtecas, and the Pipil-
Nicaraos, which eventually led to trade levels unseen until this period.  For the Atlantic coast 
network Sharer suggests a slightly later onset date compared to the Pacific coast, and argues that 
the primary modes may have been the ports-of-trade and emissary trade modes, with the 
Lowland Mayans as the primary agents along this network during the Late Preclassic and Early 
Classic periods.  He proposes that Copan was established as a result of Tikal’s attempt to 
establish some control of trade after the Ilopango disruptions, and points out that Teotihuacan 
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may have ultimately been behind these developments.  More recent archaeological and 
epigraphic evidence largely supports Sharer’s model, although the chronology has to be revised, 
given Copan’s founding on A.D. 426, and the fact that it is now known that the Ilopango 
eruption took place ca. A.D. 450 ± 30, based on radiocarbon dating (Dull et al. 2001).5  Sharer 
argues that the collapse of Teotihuacan and the Lowland Mayan society may very well have 
resulted in the definitive disruption of trade with “Lower Central America,” though he posits that 
such disruption, particularly the disruption responsible for the cessation of jade-working in Costa 
Rica, may have taken place by ca. A.D. 500 as a result of the Tikal “hiatus.”  
  
 Lange (1986) carried out a study of the interaction between Mesoamerica and its 
peripheries to the north and south.  With regard to the relationship between the Maya lowlands 
and Costa Rica, and the jade exchange network, he suggested a case of culture contact, rather 
than culture impact: he argues that the imported Mesoamerican objects, jade or otherwise, 
reported from Costa Rica are so few that they could have been carried in the bag of a single 
merchant.  Lange (1986) therefore assumes the presence of a jadeite source in Costa Rica, and 
that any exchange would have been sporadic and unsystematic.6  As already stated, such a source 
is unlikely, given current evidence, and therefore it is necessary to assume that any and all jadeite 
found in Costa Rica, whether in the form of finished, imported jade objects from Mesoamerica, 
or finished, local jade objects, was imported from the Middle Motagua Valley in Guatemala.  
Such an assumption presents a very different set of implications for the intersocietal interactions 
in question.  Lange did suggest the possibility of what he has referred to as “elilte emissary 
trade,” as a subtype of the general “emissary trade mode” proposed by Renfrew, a proposal that I 
regard as likely for the Costa Rica-Maya lowlands exchange, but not as the only likely mode.  
Furthermore, below I discuss the case of a Middle American International Theme, one that 
strongly points to an active information network, along which certain ideological and ritual 
principles were diffused. 
 
 Lange and Bishop (1988), also applying Renfrew’s (1975) typology of modes of 
exchange, note that there appears to be distinct gap in the distribution of jade in Nicaragua, 
which could suggest either that a down-the-line mode of exchange may have skipped Nicaragua, 
or that the interaction may have been somewhat more direct.  They favor a prestige-chain or 
emissary modes of exchange, primarily along the Atlantic coast, using either the San Juan River 
or the San Carlos River Plain to connect the Atlantic Watershed and Pacific Northwest regions of 
Costa Rica.  They note that redistribution within Costa Rica may have taken place through a 
central-place redistribution mode, possibly located in the San Carlos River Plain, as suggested by 
sites of significant wealth such as La Fortuna and El Tres, both in the Atlantic Watershed region.  
However, the authors argue that too little raw jadeite traveled from the Middle Motagua Valley 
to Costa Rica, and that a hypothetical jadeite source in Costa Rica might account for the slack.   

                                                           
5 It might be possible, therefore, that the establishment by Tikal of Yax K’uk’ Mo’ at Copan, and the control of 
Quirigua, on A.D. 426, could have been in part a strategy to reestablish some degree of control over trade routes 
following the Ilopango eruption, if the eruption took place prior to A.D. 426.   
6 Fred Lange no longer assumes this; in Lange (2005:229) he states: “… to the extent that jade has entered 
significantly into the picture in some aspects, not least the comparative situation of function and context, it is 
important to correct two misstatements about jade that occur. Repetition does not make it so, and there are no jade 
sources in Costa Rica. Jade formation processes occur as part of a complex set of materials and processes. As 
anyone who knows the Motagua source in Guatemala or source areas in China, the chances for the sources to be 
exhausted are almost nonexistent. Even if they were, the geological context would still remain.” 
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 And last, Walters (1982) explains the inner workings of the Middle Motagua Valley 
jadeite extraction and redistribution network, attributing a key role in this network to Copan, and 
arguing that the Sula-Ulúa Valley served as an intermediary between Copan and Costa Rica.  
Walters has argued that the Atlantic coast network was the most active, and in fact notes that 
there is surprisingly little evidence for direct interactions between Chalchuapa and the Pacific 
Northwest of Costa Rica.  In contrast, he notes that Sula-Ulúa alabaster vessels are known from 
Costa Rica, while Galo Polychrome pottery from Costa Rica has been reported in the Sula-Ulúa 
region.  Both of his conclusions are well supported by the evidence presented here.  However, 
Costa Rican-style metates have been found at Copan, and Copan-style jades have been found in 
Costa Rica.  Given these data, the links between Copan and Costa Rica, on the one hand, and 
between Sula-Ulúa and Costa Rica, on the other hand, may have been comparable.   

 
EVIDENCE OF EXCHANGE 

 
Mesoamerican artifacts of various types (slate disks, jade pendants, ceramic vessels, 

ceramic hollow figurines of Olmec babies) and artistic styles (Olmec, Epi-Olmec, Teotihuacan, 
Mezcala, Highland Maya, Lowland Maya) have been recovered from Costa Rica.  At the same 
time, Costa Rican-style artifacts of various types (jade pendants, gold pendants, ceramic vessels) 
have been recovered from various sites across Mesoamerica.  The typical contexts of 
Mesoamerican artifacts in Costa Rica appear to be funerary.  Also, Mesoamerican-style artifacts 
have been recovered both in intact and reworked forms.  In contrast, the contexts of Costa Rican 
artifacts, including jades, in Mesoamerica are more diverse: they include cosmopolitan jade 
caches, dedicatory ritual caches, and funerary offerings.  And most have been found intact; to my 
knowledge none has been reworked for adaptation to local stylistic canons.  This paper deals 
with the majority of the examples which come from the Lowland Maya region.  In Mora-Marín 
(2005b) I discuss the findings from the sites of Cerro de las Mesas and Tres Zapotes in Veracruz, 
while in Mora-Marín (2005c) I discuss the problem of the reworked Mesoamerican jades from 
Costa Rica, a topic that I address here only briefly. 
 
Mesoamerican Jades in Costa Rica 
 
 Only two Mesoamerican artifacts are known from archaeologically excavated sites in 
Costa Rica.  The first example is a Maya-style jade from a cemetery at Las Huacas, Pacific 
Northwest, dated to ca. A.D. 300-500 (Hartman 1907:89, Pl. XLV, Fig. 10; Heckenberger and 
Watters 1993; Hoopes 2005a), discussed by Lothrop (1955) and Easby (1963).  These authors 
have suggested that the piece is carved in the Early Classic Nebaj-style.  Las Huacas probably 
constituted “a cultic center or a necropolis for high-status invididuals from several different 
villages,” or a “macroterritorial necropoli” (Hoopes 2005a:19).  It contained over 2,000 metates, 
though the contexts for the vast majority are unknown due to looting.  According to Hoopes 
(2005a:19), “The fifteen graves excavated by Hartman, however, appear to represent individuals 
who had equal access to formalized sets of ritual items, such as jade pendants, mace heads, and 
elaborate metates.”  Nevertheless, Chenault (1986) has noted that another nearby cemetery, 
Bolson, exhibits the opposite traits: a number of low-status burials lacking funerary offerings 
comparable to those from Las Huacas.  Thus, this could suggest that cemeteries were socially 
differentiated.   
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 The second example of a contextualized Mesoamerican import is from a burial from the 
site of Talamanca de Tibás, Central Highlands, excavated by Snarskis (1979) and dated to ca. 
A.D. 300-500.  The burial, now known as the Principal Tomb, was one of several burials of high-
status individuals, suggesting another example of a macroterritorial necropolis.  In this tomb, the 
deceased, of undetermined gender, age 18-25, was placed on top of three carved ceremonial 
metates, and accompanied by a ceramic tripod vessel, two quartz mace heads, and two exquisite 
jade pendants, one carved in the form of a Costa Rican-style avian axe god, and the other in the 
form of an Olmec-style clamshell pectoral (Snarskis 1979:Figs. 4-8; Parsons 1993; Guerrero 
Miranda 1998:Figs. 15-18).  The Principal Tomb yielded a tripod vase typical of the early 
Curridabat Phase (A.D. 400-900).  Another tomb from the site contained a single jadeite bead 
and a fine, Rosales Zoned Incised, monkey-shaped, bridge-and-spout vase, characteristic of the 
Pacific Northwest region of Costa Rica between ca. 300 B.C.-A.D. 300.  If the burials are 
contemporaneous, then perhaps they may date to ca. A.D. 300, unless the Rosales Zoned Incised 
vessel was an heirloom itself, in which case no contemporaneity would be required.   
 

No other Mesoamerican-style artifacts have been scientifically excavated in Costa Rica.  
However, Stone and Balser (1965), alerted to ongoing looting activities at two sites in the 
Atlantic Watershed, were able to arrive at the scene and describe a number of burials and their 
contents before looters destroyed the sites completely.  The first site, El Tres, Guácimo, 
contained about 25 burials signaled by low stone mounds, and these were in turn surrounded by 
over a hundred additional graves; several slate-backed pyrite-incrusted mirrors, one of them in an 
Early Classic Veracruz style (Stone 1963), were found in burials at this site.  The site is dated to 
ca. A.D. 400-500 based on associated ceramics and other artifacts.  The slate-backed pyrite-
incrusted mirror from the other site, La Fortuna, bears a hieroglyphic text in Early Classic Maya 
style, seen in Fig. 3.  The date of the text can be narrowed.  Eric Thompson, cited by Stone and 
Balser (1965:316), remarked that the slate disk “was made around 9.0.0.0.0, A.D. 435 Goodman-
Thompson correlation, but perhaps a century or so earlier; or more likely, up to fifty years later.”  
In addition, subsequent to Thompson’s comments, the discovery of the Tikal Ballcourt Marker, 
dated to A.D. 416, provides a closer parallel to the calligraphic style of the disk (Mora-Marín 
1995a, 1995b, 2001).  The design of T124 (Thompson 1962:447), the very first sign on the disk 
on each of the two columns, corresponds to the third developmental design of T124 in the history 
of the script, according to Lacadena (1996:257, Fig. 5.6), and this design was in use between ca. 
A.D. 379-517.  The form of T16 (Thompson 1962:445), read YAX  ‘green’, is most closely 
related to forms like those on the Leyden Plate, dated to A.D. 320, or the Hombre de Tikal 
statue, dated to A.D. 407, than to later forms.  A more comprehensive paleographic study of each 
and every single sign in the text would yield, no doubt, a more precise estimate; but for now it is 
clear that a date of ca. A.D. 400 is quite reasonable for the inscribed disk.  Snarskis (2003:176) 
has noted the presence of a Galo Polychrome vessel among the materials from La Fortuna; this 
finding could suggest a date of A.D. 400-700 for the site, a dating that is consistent with the 
relative dating for the text on the slate disk. 

 
INSERT FIGURE 3 HERE 

 
An unprovenienced Maya jade belt plaque reported from Costa Rica (Stone 1972:Fig. 

160c; Balser 1974:Pl. 14; Balser 1980:42; Reents-Budet and Fields 1990:14-16; Fields and 
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Reents-Budet 1991:84, Fig. 4; Mora-Marín 1995a:23-25; Mora-Marín 1995b:10) contains partial 
calendrical information, seen in Fig. 3b-c.  However, taking the calligraphic style of the text into 
consideration, as well as a pair of glyphs referring to a placename known also from the Leyden 
Plate (glyph blocks A11-B11) and Tikal Stela 4 (glyph blocks A6-B6), but closer in style to that 
on the Leyden Plate, it is possible to propose an absolute date for this text.  Indeed, the piece in 
question contains a Calendar Round date of 3 Ahau 17 Yax (Fig. 3b), which was the notation of 
certain regions according to Thompson and Proskouriakoff (1945), and would have been 
equivalent to the more standard notation 3 Ahau 18 Yax.  Now, the text also mentions that 3 
lunations had been counted, or put differently, that the moon’s age was 3 (Fig. 3c).  The 
Calendar Round data offer us seven positions in the Long Count during the Early Classic period, 
but only one of these coincides with a Moon Age of 3.  This one position where 3 Ahau 18 Yax 
and a Moon Age of 3 coincide is 8.11.12.11.0, which translates to A.D. 270 in the Gregorian 
Calendar (Mora-Marín 2001:139, n. 101).  Thus, this jade plaque was likely dedicated on A.D. 
270.  This demonstrates only that the jade plaque could not have arrived to Costa Rica prior to 
A.D. 270.  Furthermore, the plaque mentions a placename CHAN-NAL-la-CHAK-wa , attested 
on the Leyden Plate, dated to A.D. 320, as CHAN-na-CHAK-wa .  And given the relationship 
between the placename and personage from the Leyden Plate, the reference of the same 
placename on INS 4442, and the reference of the same placename and the same personage at 
Tidal (Stela 4, Stela 31), respectively, it is likely that the Costa Rican plaque ultimately came 
from Tikal or from the site where the Leyden Plate itself originated—as opposed to where it was 
found, in a mound together with “pottery fragments and copper bells,” between the Rio Graciosa 
and the Rio San Francisco del Mar in Honduras (Morley and Morley 1938:5).7  If so, it could 
offer epigraphers with additional information about Tikal dynastic history from ca. A.D. 270.   

 
For example, the text on this jade plaque alludes to the accession of a lord (León 1982) 

on the date in question; although the lord’s name is not preserved, there is a genealogical 
statement making reference to the lord’s mother, whose name is partly preserved as B’ALAM  
‘jaguar’ (Fig. 3d).  A lady from Tikal is in fact known to have had such a name (Martin and 
Grube 2000:26-27): IX(IK) u-ne B’ALAM .  This lady from Tikal is referred to as an ajaw on a 
pottery shard, and she is known to have celebrated a katun-ending on A.D. 317, only three years 
before the accession to power of a ruler mentioned in the Leyden Plate, which dates to A.D. 320.  
Other possible connections to Tikal are present.  First, another jade belt plaque fragment from 
Costa Rica bears a name in the form of the glyph representing the Fourth Lord of the Night.  This 
glyph was part of the name of Sihjyaj Chan K’awil II, a Tikal ruler who reigned between A.D. 
411 and 456.  Yet another belt plaque fragment reported from Costa Rica (Stone 1968:Fig. 9) 
bears a glyphic name that was once used by a Tikal ruler, this time the second ruler, nicknamed 
“Foliated Jaguar,” who must have reigned sometime during the second century A.D.8  Last, for 
now, the form of an accession glyph on plaque INS 4443 is rendered almost identically to that on 
the Tikal Ballcourt Marker (glyph block C7) and similarly to an expression on Tikal Stela 31 
(glyph block E10).  Unfortunately, there is no smoking gun yet, only a sizeable set of indirect 
evidence suggesting a link to Tikal.  However, if we entertain the possibility that all of these 
                                                           
7 On Tikal Stela 13 (glyph block B6) a possible mention of this CHAN-NAL-CHAK-wa  placename is found, but it 
is unclear whether the drawing is accurate, or whether there is enough detail left due to erosion. 
8 Roughly contemporaneous to this Foliated Jaguar personage is another personage, this time from Copan, who bore 
the name “Foliated Ahau,” and who performed a ritual in A.D. 159, as described retrospectively on Copan Stela I 
(Grube and Martin 2001:II-9).  It is possible that the two individuals might have used a similar glyphic name in 
order to show some sort of political affiliation, but this is speculation at this point. 
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objects originated in Tikal, and if we assume that they all traveled together rather than separately 
to Costa Rica, then they would have arrived in Costa Rica during or after the reign of Sihjyaj 
Chan K’awil II, or in other words, during the fifth century A.D., at the earliest, but this is mere 
speculation at this point. 

 
 Fields and Reents-Budet (1992) provide a synopsis of their more detailed study in 
Reents-Budet and Fields (1990).  They report that “two dozen Olmec-style jades” have been 
reported from Costa Rica, as well as “nearly sixty Early Classic Maya jades,” adding that “Forty-
six of these jades are belt plaque fragments, thirty-six of which are incised” (Fields and Reents-
Budet 1991:84).  These authors have favored indirect, down-the-line trade as the most likely 
mode of exchange between the Maya lowlands and Costa Rica, though they have noted that 
evidence such as the findings of Costa Rican-style metates from Copan (Gerstle 1988) discussed 
below could suggest a more direct type of interaction.9  They also suggest that most of the 
finished Mesoamerican imports, particularly the Maya-style jade belt plaques, may have arrived 
to Costa Rica as a result of a single, though historically complex, event: the defeat of Tikal by 
Caracol and other allies of Calakmul, which probably resulted in the confiscation of royal jewels 
and documents, and their destruction or dispersal.  Hoopes, in Garber et al. (1993), as well as 
Mora-Marín (1995, 1996), and Hoopes (2005a) support this scenario, though Fields and Reents-
Budet (1991), as well as this author, would argue that the jade belt plaques were the only artifact 
type that may have arrived in this manner.  The epigraphic evidence above, which suggests 
possible links between several inscribed artifacts reported from Costa Rica and the site of Tikal, 
provide tentative support for this hypothesis.  Reents-Budet and Fields (1990) also suggest 
looting in antiquity as a possible mechanism for the incorporation of wealth into the jade 
exchange network.  A synthesis is actually possible: the Caracol and Calakmul alliance may have 
entered royal tombs at Tikal and may have looted them in order to destroy or disperse 
documentation of the royal lineages.  For that matter, given that one of the jades dates to A.D. 
270, it is possible that it may have been extracted from a royal tomb after the Teotihuacan 
entrada in A.D. 378; indeed, it may have been Sihjyaj K’ahk’, who arrived at Tikal, probably 
from Teotihuacan, on A..D. 378 (Martin and Grube 2000:29), who may have ordered the looting 
and destruction of documentation of the previous royal lineage from the site.  If so, INS 4442 
may have been one of these documents.   
 
 In fact, most of the Maya-style jade belt plaques from Costa Rica are in a fragmentary, 
and sometimes reworked, state.  A variety of authors have suggested that perhaps this 
fragmentation and reworking was carried out in Costa Rica by artisans who were more 
concerned with adapting the pieces, as raw material, to their local thematic and stylistic canons 
(Easby 1968, 1993; Balser 1974, 1980; Fields and Reents-Budet 1992).  However, Reents-Budet 
and Fields (1990:12) do note that some reworked Maya belt plaques are known from the Maya 
region, such as the Calakmul example by Folan et al. (1995), and that at least one fragmentary 
Maya belt plaque is known from near the Maya point of origin, such as the Lake Güija example 
(Houston and Amaroli 1988), suggesting that some such plaques could have started out as 
fragments already before arriving in Costa Rica.  In Mora-Marín (1995) I pointed out that several 
of these pieces bear a similar pattern of fragmentation into three fragments, one that resembles 
the pattern of fragmentation of the Hatzcap Ceel axe (Thompson 1939), and in Mora-Marín 

                                                           
9 Creamer (1984) has also suggested a down-the-line mode of exchange, though he was referring to the arrival of 
Olmec-style jades in Costa Rica specifically.   
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(1996a) I observed that there is evidence for additional reworked Maya jades, including belt 
plaques, from Chiapa de Corzo (Agrinier 1972) and the Cenote of Sacrifice at Chichen Itza 
(Proskouriakoff 1974), suggesting that in fact most, if not all, of the Maya belt plaques from 
Costa Rica may have arrived in a fragmentary state there.  The Costa Ricans may have simply 
reworked them for new suspension holes and modes.  And as Reents-Budet and Fields (1990:12) 
have pointed out, the Costa Ricans did not attempt to polish away any of the original Maya 
imagery present on these plaques.  Instead, they probably valued such imagery, in addition to the 
value of the jadeite itself, due to its association with the far-flung elites with whom the Costa 
Ricans had to interact to obtain jadeite.  In Mora-Marín (2005c) I discuss the patterns of 
fragmentation and reworking of Olmec and Maya jades reported from Costa Rica.  There I 
propose that some of them exhibit the same pattern of fragmentation as the Hatzcap Ceel, 
suggesting that they were used by the Mayans in a similar type of ritual deposit.  
 

This being said, many of the Maya jades reported form Costa Rica were not of the jade 
belt plaque type, and most of these were not reworked like the majority of the jade belt plaques 
were, strongly suggesting that the Costa Ricans did value Mayan jades as objects, not just as raw 
material. Some are examples of silhouette carvings, similar to typical Early Classic examples 
from sites like Altun Ha, Belize, and Copan, Honduras.  For example, one jade silhouette carving 
with a noble portrayed in low relief, reportedly from Carrizal in the Central Pacific region of 
Costa Rica (Balser 1980:46, 117), is very similar in content and style to a pendant from Altun Ha 
dated minimally to A.D. 300-400 (Pendergast 1990:325, Fig.145e).  Another example, reportedly 
from the Pacific Northwest (Balser 1980:46, 117), is very similar in content and style to pendants 
from Altun Ha and Copan, both from Early and Late Classic contexts, and probably constitutes a 
version of the “Charlie Chaplin” silhouette theme.  Both of these jades, as well as the Altun Ha 
example, are in fact in typical Copan style (e.g. Sharer 1995:Fig. 5.48, Fig. 15.32d; Fash 
1991:127, Plates VIII and IX; Easby 1993).  The closest parallel with the second example from 
Costa Rica, however, is reportedly from San Salvador (Keleman 1943:Pl. 236d), though clearly 
in Maya style (Rands 1965:570, Fig. 34), and more specifically, in Copan-style, as proposed by 
Easby (1993:136).  Below I describe evidence that suggests an important role of the sites in 
Belize and the site of Copan in trade along the Atlantic coast with Costa Rican societies.   

 
 Finally, Fields and Reents-Budet (1992:87-88) state that “The brief duration of the jade 
trade between the Maya area and Costa Rica is also implied by the paucity of Maya ideas 
expressed in Costa Rican iconography.”  This statement remains to be demonstrated.  Below, in 
fact, I provide evidence for a Middle American International Theme, one that may have been 
transmitted along an Information Network from the Maya lowlands to Costa Rica.  Furthermore, 
there are tantalizing hints of Mesoamerican stylistic influence in the Rosales Zoned Incised 
imagery from ca. 300 B.C.-A.D. 300 in the Pacific Northwest of Costa Rica, a subject worth 
pursuing in future research. In point of fact, jade imagery that is apparently realized in the jade 
version of the Rosales Zoned Incised pottery style is similar enough to the Maya artistic style 
that such pieces are sometimes described erroneously as Maya artifacts.  Lastly, there may yet be 
evidence for stylistic or thematic influence that traveled in the opposite direction, from Costa 
Rica to the Maya lowlands; Graham (1993) has presented an argument of this nature, although 
more research is necessary to test it. 
 
Costa Rican Jades in Mesoamerica 
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Stone (1972:Figs. 1-2) and Easby (1963, 1968) have described what appear to be Costa 

Rican-style axe-god jade pendants recovered from the site of Playa de los Muertos, Honduras, 
some of which are seen in Fig. 4a.  They exhibit shallow groves which provide the outline of the 
avian axe-god theme, as well as transverse drill holes.  Healey (1992) dates their contexts to ca. 
600 B.C.   
 

INSERT FIGURE 4 HERE 
 

Sheets (1978:45-46, Fig. 8c) describe two pendants as “long, tooth-shaped pendants,” as 
seen in Fig. 4b.  Although some of the pendants illustrated do resemble naturalist depictions of 
teeth, two of them do not; instead, it seems as though the blade segment of the axe-god 
composition was mistaken for teeth in two of the cases, which are very small in size, one being 
2.6 and the other 2.9 cm in height.  Axe-god pendants of this size are known in Costa Rica, and 
they apparently were used as beads in necklaces.  Sheets, in fact, note that the two pendants are 
“decorated with shallow grooves,” not unlike those on the Playa de los Muertos examples, and 
they add that they “may be stylized anthropomorphic decorations” (1978:45-46).  The dating of 
these examples is comparable to the Playa de los Muertos examples: ca. 900-500 B.C., and more 
than likely is roughly contemporaneous given the similarities.  In either case they may precede 
the earliest known example from Costa Rica at the Pacific Northwest site of La Regla, dated to 
ca. 500 B.C.10  If the axe-god jade pendants are Costa Rican, they would suggest connections 
along the Pacific and Atlantic by ca. 600-500 B.C.  However, it is simply too premature at this 
point to make such a case, since the idea of a non-Costa Rican origin of the axe-god theme may 
very well prove correct.  Still, given the purely local style of the La Regla avian axe-god 
pendant, it is probably a fair assessment that a Costa Rican jade lapidary tradition had already 
become established by ca. 500 B.C. 

 
Later than the Chalchuapa and Playa de los Muertos examples are the findings from the 

Yucatan peninsula near the site of Chaksinkin.  There, Andrews (1986a, 1986b, 1987) reports the 
discovery of forty jade pieces uncovered in two deposits near each other.  All consist of jadeite 
or albite, and all are consistent with the compositional range of Motagua jades (Nelson 1984).  
Of the forty, five appear to be Costa Rican in style, although Andrews has only made this 
determination of four of them, seen in Figs. 4c-f; another one is in my opinion also classifiable 
as Costa Rican in style, seen in Fig. 4g.  The jade cache is a cosmopolitan assemblage: it 
includes Costa Rican, Maya, and Olmec-style jade spoons.  Originally, Andrews (1986a, 1986b) 
suggested that the find contained Olmec, Maya, and Costa Rican jades; later, he modified his 
view to suggest that there were no Middle Preclassic jades, only Late Preclassic jades, based on 
Pohorilenko’s (1981) assessment that many jade types frequently attributed to the Middle 
Preclassic Olmec are really known only from Late Preclassic or subsequent, Classic-period 

                                                           
10 It is unclear whether axe-gods are original to Costa Rica; they may instead have been part of an international style, 
possibly between ca. 600-500 B.C.  Stone (1972) in fact suggests that the axe-god theme may not have originated in 
Costa Rica, but she notes that before too long it took a life of its own in Costa Rica.  This is a hypothesis that 
requires future testing: it may very well be that the axe-god theme could show thematic connections at least to a 
genre of Olmec-style axe-gods, as suggested by Easby (1968).  If so, the Costa Rican jade lapidary tradition may 
have emerged in the context of the spread of such an international theme, and instead of establishing direct contact 
with the Olmecs, whatever Olmec traits it may have had may have been the result of shared retention from an earlier 
pan-regional tradition. 
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contexts.  In particular, jadeite spoons of the type found at Chaksinkin, Pohorilenko has argued, 
are more likely Late Preclassic in age.  However, the fact is that recently two jadeite spoons have 
been found in Middle Preclassic contexts of ca. 600 B.C. at Uxbenka in Belize (Healy and Awe 
2001) and at Cuello also in Belize (Hammond 1996), as seen in Figs. 5a-b.  In addition, as 
pointed out to me by John Hoopes (personal communication, 1994), the imagery on Nakbe Stela 
1, dated to ca. 400 B.C. by Hansen (1991), represents two elite personages wearing jade belt 
heads with dangling jade belt plaques engaging each other in conversation; one of the personages 
wears jade belt spoons, rather than belt plaques.  Interestingly, given the characteristically Olmec 
mode of suspension of jade spoons, namely, horizontal, as seen in the Shook Altar (Heizer and 
Shook 1976), it is quite likely that jade spoons depicted at Nakbe were reworked by Maya 
artisans for vertical suspension, given that such was apparently the suspension form preferred by 
the Mayans for belt plaques.   
 

INSERT FIGURE 5 HERE 
 

In addition, of the Costa Rican-style jades at Chaksinkin, one of them in particular, No. 
24, is done in a style very similar to that of the avian axe-god from La Regla, from ca. 500 B.C.: 
it is also an avian axe god, with a very similar outline and very similar light incising of eyes and 
outline, although only about half of the La Regla’s height.  These two pendants could be 
contemporaneous.  This evidence could therefore support a relative late Middle Preclassic dating 
for the Chaksinkin jade cache. If we assume the Late Preclassic to start between ca. 400-300 
B.C., and we take note of the fact pointed out by Parsons (1993) and Garber et al. (1993) 
regarding the absence of jades typical of Late Preclassic Maya sites at Chaksinkin, such as the 
jade heads from Cerros, then we could say that the cache may date to the early Late Preclassic 
period.  An issue of great interest is worth bringing up at this point.  Snarskis (1998), as already 
discussed, argues that stylistic similarities between Olmec and Costa Rican jade-working styles 
would support the contention that some of the Olmec-style jades arrived to Costa Rica during 
Olmec times; nevertheless, the clear fact that the Middle Preclassic, Late Preclassic, and later 
Mayan peoples used and reused Olmec-style jades should be enough to favor the more likely 
possility that such Olmec-style jades arrived to Costa Rica as a result of contact with Mayans.  A 
recent finding of a jade cache dedicating a Late Classic structure at Dzibilchaltun yielded an 
Olmec-style spoon (Maldonado 1999), seen in Fig. 5e, similar to some reportedly found in Costa 
Rica, such as the one in Fig. 5f.  Another jade spoon is known from the Sacred Cenote of 
Chichen Itza, and was likely deposited there around A.D. 800-900 (Coggins 1984).  As already 
mentioned, the Mayans possessed Olmec-style jades, and in fact reworked some of them (Coe 
1966; Schele and Miller 1986; Mora-Marín 2001). 

 
Next is a finding from the site of Pomona, Belize.  In the same Tomb I of a mound of 27 

m in diameter and 9 m in height where the famous Pomona inscribed jadeite earflare was found, 
a jade bead necklace was also present; the centerpiece of the necklace, seen in Fig. 6a, has been 
identified by Easby (1963) as a possible Costa Rican-style axe-god pendant, though a very 
stylized one at that.  The piece measures 3.2 cm in height, is greyish in color, and clearly not 
jadeite, but of a softer material (Kidder and Ekholmm 1951:140, Figure 63).  Typical of the 
Costa Rican jade lapidary products, and particulary of the axe-god theme, it bears a transverse 
perforation.  According to Justeson et al. (1988), the context of the deposit is suggestive of a date 
of ca. A.D. 200.   
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INSERT FIGURE 6 HERE 

 
Also in Belize, at the site of Kendal, Gann (1918:Plate 12) reports the finding of a tripod 

metate with a jaguar-like head projecting from one end, as seen in Fig. 6b, in the deposits of 
Mound 6; an associated mammiform tetrapod bowl is strongly suggestive of a Protoclassic date, 
no later than ca. A.D. 400 (Brady et al. 1998:18).  The tripod metate is very similar to metates 
well known from Costa Rica; there they date to ca. A.D. 300-700 (Chaves Chaves and Fontana 
Coto 1993); perhaps a date of ca. A.D. 300-400, the overlapping range, might seem appropriate 
for the Kendal metate.  Such elaborately carved metates may have served more than one function 
in Costa Rica: from the preparation of ritual or medicinal foods and drugs (Hoopes, personal 
communication 2005), to ceremonial furniture as benches, suggested by the common woven-
textile patterns suggestive of a mat.11  
 

At the site of La Milpa, in the Peten region, a long-beak bird jade pendant, seen in Fig. 
6c, was uncovered in Burial B11.67, the burial of a ruler named Bird Jaguar, dated 
stratigraphically to ca. A.D. 450 ± 40, and epigraphically by a stela dedicated by this ruler on 
A.D. 406, suggesting a post-A.D. 406 date for the burial, but prior to ca. A.D. 490.  The pendant, 
which was the centerpiece of Bird Jaguar’s necklace, closely resembles the beak-bird pendant 
style from Línea Vieja in the Atlantic Watershed of Costa Rica (Lothrop 1955; Snarskis 1998), 
and likely a successor to the beak-bird pendants from Chaksinkin, shown in Figs. 4e-f.  The 
earliest such example archaeologically excavated from Costa Rica comes from the Severo 
Ledesma site in the Central Highlands of Costa Rica, dated to ca. A.D. 350 (Snarskis 1984; 
Hoopes 2005a).  The form of suspension of the La Milpa pendant is typical of both the beak-bird 
and curly-tailed animal themes from the Línea Vieja region: in both cases the pendant would 
hang “with the strongly projecting beak or tail seeming to dwarf the rest of the body” (Easby 
1981:142).  

 
Later, at Altun Ha, Belize, several Costa Rican-style jade pendants were deposited.  The 

first is a Costa Rican-style axe-god pendant, seen in Fig. 6d, and recognized as such by 
Pendergast (1979:325, Fig. 145i).  It is 3.3 cm in height and associated with a Yax Phase context 
of ca. A.D. 500.  It was found with an obsidian flake blade, and three Spondylus shell disc beads.  
Perhaps also dating to this time, according to Pendergast (1970), is a finding of a tumbaga 
jaguar-claw bead, also associated with Spondylus beads, this time a specifically Pacific coast 
species, as well as pearls.  Hoopes (1985:156) notes that while Pendergast (1970) suggests a 
close resemblance between the tumbaga bead and examples from Cocle in Panama, the fact that 
Early Classic Maya artifacts have been found in Costa Rica but not in Panama, and the fact that 
the Pacific Northwest of Costa Rica, where many such findings have been made, could have 
been also the source of the Spondylus shells and the pearls, support Bray’s (1977:391) “least 
effort principle,” favoring the likelihood that Costa Rica was the source of all the imported items 
in the Altun Ha cache.  Other axe-god pendants, seen in Figs. 6e-f, although more stylized than 

                                                           
11 Easby (1963:103) also discusses the findings in 1959 of two Costa Rican-style axe-god pendants similar to the 
one from Pomona at Cave E in the Rio Frio area of the Cayo District in Belize (British Honduras), and they were 
contained in a small pot, reported to her through a letter written by A. H. Handerson in 1963.  According to that 
letter, the organic remains from the cave were dated to A.D. 839 ± 150.  It would be useful to track down any 
archaeological report or notes relevant to this finding. 
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the one recognized by Pendergast, have been found at Altun Ha (Pendergast 1979:66-67, Fig. 18; 
1990:56-57, 70-71, 118-119, Figs. 24f and 27s), with dates based on associated ceramics and 
organic remains of ca. A.D. 550 and A.D. 650.  The contexts include burials, as in the case of 
two of the beads making up a necklace worn by the individual in Tomb A-1/1 of Structure A-1, 
the same burial that yielded the famous inscribed obsidian earplug flares (Mathews 1979).  For 
now it is clear that several sites along the Belize coast were likely interacting with Costa Rica.  
This is not surprising in light of Bishop et al.’s (1993) finding that the jadeite of several Belizean 
sites was from the same Motagua jadeite source as the jadeite of several Costa Rican artifacts, 
leading them to suggest that they drew jadeite from the same source.  It is likely, consequently, 
that the Costa Ricans obtained jadeite through their contact with Belizean centers during the Late 
Preclassic and Early Classic periods. 

 
The site of Copan may have attempted to usurp this connection between Belizean centers 

and Costa Rica.  Epigraphic evidence adduced by Wanyerka (2003) indicates Copan’s meddling 
in political affairs at Lubantuun (Ballcourt Marker II, A.D. 780-790), Pusilha (Stela C, A.D. 613; 
Stela D, A.D. 647; Stela K, A.D. 672; Stela M, A.D. 711; Altar W, A.D. 652), and Nim li Punit 
(Stela 2, A.D. 726; Stela 4, ca. A.D. 726-810; Stela 15, A.D. 721; Stela 21, A.D. 790), for 
example, during the late Early Classic and early Late Classic.  These dates point to a period 
between ca. A.D. 613-790 during which Copan is involved in the politics of Belizean centers, 
possibly as ‘overseer’ of political accession rituals, as suggested by the presence of the T526 ‘to 
oversee, to watch over’ glyph (i.e. presumably chab’, as attested in Tzotzil), which could 
indicate a rather direct control.  This is not an unprecedented practice of course: Copan likely 
installed the first known official ruler of Quirigua, a site in the immediate vicinity of the 
Motagua River, and therefore within very close reach of the jadeite sources in the Middle 
Motagua Valley, on A.D. 426, and maintained control of the Quirigua dynasty until the likely 
rebellion of A.D. 738 (Martin and Grube 2000:216, 218).   

 
In addition to the epigraphic evidence from the Belizean centers, there is archaeological 

evidence suggesting that Copan did in fact attempt to solidify its control over trade with Costa 
Rican groups (Chibchan), as well as other groups to the south of Copan.  A barrio of foreign 
peoples, possibly Lencans and Costa Ricans, is known to have existed there (Gerstle 1988); six 
Costa Rican-style carved ceremonial metates of the Pacific Northwest style that lasted between 
A.D. 300-700 (Chaves Chaves and Fontana Coto 1993) were recovered there in a Late Classic 
context, dating to ca. A.D. 600-900; one of these is shown in Fig. 7a.  This suggests a possible 
arrival to Copan between ca. A.D. 600-700, the century of overlap between the style range of the 
metates and the dating of their context at Copan; this period coincides with the beginning of 
references to Copan’s involvement in Belizean affairs.   
 

INSERT FIGURE 7 HERE 
 

Several other Costa Rican-style prestige goods come from the Late Classic at Copan.  As 
observed by Hoopes (2005a:28), Morley (1946) reported on a pair of gold-copper figurine legs 
from Copan, seen in Fig. 7b, found in the cache under Stela H.  Morley described the find as “a 
pair of legs belonging to a small, hollow human figurine made of a gold-copper alloy,” adding 
that “even when complete [the figurine] could not have stood more than four inches high” 
(1946:431-432, Fig. 55c).  He suggested that the figurine was “made in Costa Rica or Panama 
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and had reached Copan probably by trade,” and noted of its context that “indications are that the 
two pieces recovered had found their way into the foundation vault of Stela H some time later 
than the dedicatory date of that monument” (1946:432).  Stela H was dedicated on A.D. 731, 
Long Count 9.15.0.0.0.  Therefore, the gold-copper object was deposited in that year or 
sometime later.  Another Costa Rican-style artifact from Copan is a double-headed reptilian 
pendant deposited as part of a dedicatory cache associated with Structure 10L-2 (Cheek and 
Embree 1983:137), and seen in Fig. 7c, along with a comparable example from Costa Rica on 
display at the Museo Nacional de Costa Rica, seen in Fig. 7d.  The cache dates to the Coner 
Phase, which is to say to the Late Classic period; however, more specifically, Cheek and Embree 
regard Stela D as possibly marking the time of the cache (A.D. 756).  And the fourth Costa 
Rican-style artifact is an avian axe-god jade pendant, seen in Fig. 7e, that made up the 
centerpiece of the necklace of a high-status priest-scribe of 35-40 years of age, who was a 
contemporary of Ruler 12 (“Smoke Imix”) or Ruler 13 (“18 Rabbit”) at Copan (Agurcia and 
Fash 1989:485).  His burial, located behind the Hieroglyphic Stairway on Structure 26, is the 
most luxurious burial discovered at the site as of Fash (1991:160), and its stratigraphic context 
places it “during the reign of either the 12th or 13th ruler of Copán,” but the individual’s age 
suggests it was too young to have been either ruler, since Ruler 12 was 80 at death, and Ruler 13 
was over 60 at death.  Thus, the burial dates to ca. A.D. 628-738, with A.D. 628 marking the 
inauguration of Ruler 12, and A.D. 738 marking the death of Ruler 13.  More recently, however, 
Martin and Grube (2000:202) have argued that the burial in question was the burial of Ruler 12 
himself.  If so, the burial dates specifically to A.D. 695.  If so, the evidence from the burial 
suggests that Smoke Imix was a priest, scribe, and king.  It is very interesting indeed that the 
centerpiece of his jade beaded necklace would be a Costa Rican-style avian axe-god pendant: 
Ruler 12’s reign would coincide with the proposed dating for the six metates, ca. A.D. 600-700, 
and with the beginning of references at sites across Belize to Copan political involvement.  
Perhaps Ruler 12 at Copan had established an especially strong relationship with elites from 
southern Central America, including Costa Rica, part of which may have been based on long-
distance trade relations necessitating free access from Copan to the Atlantic trade routes.  The 
Costa Ricans may very well have been primarily interested in Copan’s access to jadeite, possibly 
through their subordinate of Quirigua.  However, on A.D. 738, when Quirigua rebelled and 
became independent from Copan, this access may have been cut off or made much more 
difficult.  This could very well have had a strong impact in the access to jadeite by the Costa 
Rican jade lapidary tradition. 
 
 Another type of artifact of possible Costa Rican origin from Copan is the long tubular 
jade bead.  Easby (1993:133) has pointed out that the only jade pendant types that the Costa 
Rican and Maya traditions shared were “large bar pendants that hung horizontally regardless of 
the orientation of incising or carving, and tubular beads.”  Lothrop (1955:49) had previously 
remarked that the Maya tubular jade beads exhibit “more taper than appears in Costa Rican 
examples,” while both he and Balser (1961:211) noted that “Costa Rican tubular jade beads are 
drilled more deeply than those from elsewhere in America.”  Easby (1993:134) wrote that  
 

as yet the only unmistakable Costa Rican import published from the Southeast is the huge 
banded tubular bead or bar pectoral from Copán that measured 26 cm (Longyear 
1952:Figure 111h).  Its origin in Costa Rica is beyond doubt, because no such drilling in 
hard stone was achieved anywhere else (Figure 9.3).  Examples from Las [Huacas, 
Pacific Northwest, Costa Rica] ranged to more than 28 cm in length, and some from the 
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Atlantic region nearly twice that (Stone 1977:162).  The exceptional drilling technique 
used (and the incentive to make such unwieldly ornaments) evidently developed within 
Costa Rica and was never transmitted to other lapidary centers: tubular beads from La 
Venta do not exceed 7.5 cm; from Kaminaljuyu, 9.6; Nebaj 11.5; and Tikal about 11. 
 

 Easby (1993:136) suggested a transitional “Early to Late Classic” date for the deposition 
of the tubular bead from Copan that is presumably from Costa Rica.12  If Easby is correct, it may 
very well be that the Lowland Mayans exchanged raw jadeite for finished jade objects with the 
Costa Rican jade artisans, especially for difficult and time-consuming objects such as long, 
tubular beads.  Then a Mayan scribe would inscribe a text on the jades, if necessary, as with the 
Palenque and Cenote examples.  If this is the case, then there may very well be many more Costa 
Rican-manufactured jades in jade collections from the Maya region, given the quantity of long, 
tubular bar pendants depicted in Maya art, although not all of them were necessarily made of 
jadeite.  The crafting of jade objects in a similar style would point, once again, to an Information 
Network, one that ran parallel to the Prestige-goods Network, between the Mayans and Costa 
Ricans. 
 

To the east of Copan, in the Ulúa Valley, Costa Rican-style artifacts dating to the period 
of ca. A.D. 650-750 have also been found.  One is an anthropomorphic axe-god jade pendant 
from Peor es Nada (Fig. 8a), and the other a gold figurine from Santa Ana (Fig. 8b) (Luke 
2003).  They were found along with Ulúa-style marble vases and Late Classic Maya-style and 
Ulúa-style jades.  The epigraphic evidence from sites in Belize pointing to Copan’s meddling in 
local political affairs, the Copan evidence of possible Costa Rican inhabitants and Costa Rican-
style jade and gold items, as well as the findings from Santa Ana and Peor es Nada support the 
contention that trade with Costa Rican elites was emphasized along the Atlantic coast, possibly 
along the Chamelecón and Ulúa rivers which converge in the Punta Sal, where traders could 
have made their entry and headed toward either Copan or the sites in the Ulúa Valley.  This also 
constitutes support for Walters’ (1982) proposal that the Sula-Ulúa Valley centers were 
intermediaries between Copan and Costa Rica; however, the evidence from Copan suggests that 
the link between Copan and Costa Rica was at least as direct, and probably more so, than the link 
between the Sula-Ulúa Valley and Costa Rica. 
 

INSERT FIGURE 8 HERE 

Anther interesting context for possible Costa Rican-style objects is the Sacred Cenote 
cache at Chichen Itza.  Coggins (1984:45, 52) describes a variety of objects of likely Costa Rican 
(Atlantic Watershed style) or Panamanian (Darien and Cocle styles) manufacture, such as a 
tumbaga bell, four pear-shaped copper bells, gold disks, and tumbaga figure pendants.  She dates 
the most likely deposition of the artifacts between ca. A.D. 800-900.  Since goldwork was 
adopted in Costa Rica after its introduction from Panama, and since the local Costa Rican 

                                                           
12 Easby (1993:134-136) further noted that: “Tubular beads from the Cenote of Chichén reached at least 13 cm, but 
the unbanded bar pendant inscribed at Palenque with a figure and date corresponding to A.D. 690 measured 19.6 cm 
with a diameter of 3.5 cm, so much larger that it might have originated in Costa Rica.  The largest of the three 
fragmentary beads inscribed with much earlier glyphs would have been at least 13 by 3 cm, with a band set well 
back from the end, as is often seen in Costa Rican examples.  Whereas the preserved inscriptions lack dates, the 
glyphs are Preclassic (Proskouriakoff 1974; Mathews 1985).  If the beads when unbroken were as large as they seem 
to have been, they imply that Costa Rican lapidary skills were already highly developed before Classic times.”  
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tradition to a large extent adopted and adapted the Panamanian work, it is not always possible to 
distinguish between the two traditions.  As noted by Bray, “every type of Isthmian object found 
in the Maya zone could have been obtained from northern Costa Rica [Pacific Northwest or 
Atlantic Watershed], whatever the original place of manufacture,” adding in support of this that 
“Panamanian ceramics are found as far north as the Costa Rica-Nicaragua frontier, but do not 
reach the borders of the Maya territory” (1977:392).  The same may be said generally of the 
Pacific Southwest of Costa Rica and northern Panama with regard to Mesoamerican imports, 
Bray notes, which is why he concludes that “Guanacaste [Pacific Northwest] and Línea Vieja 
[Atlantic Watershed] thus constitute a buffer zone between two areas which were not themselves 
in contact with each other” (1977:392).  Easby (1963:103, Fig. 4e) has also described a small 
avian axe-god jade pendant from the Cenote, pointing again to a likely Costa Rican provenance, 
seen in Fig. 9a.13 
 

INSERT FIGURE 9 HERE  
 
 Finally, as already noted, Easby (1963) has previously identified various Costa Rican-
style jades in Mesoamerica, and her paper constitutes the most thorough discussion of findings of 
Costa Rican or Costa Rican-style artifacts in Mesoamerica prior to the present paper.  The 
centerpiece of her study is a jadeite pendant that was acquired from the Chiapas highlands, more 
specifically, inside a cave in Tzajalob, fifty miles east from San Cristóbal de las Casas.  The jade, 
shown in Fig. 9b, is a Maya copy of a Costa Rican-style axe-god jade pendant, according to 
Easby (1963:98), who points out that while at first glance the piece would not stand out among 
similar pieces from a collecton of Costa Rican axe-god pendants, upon closer scrutiny several 
key differences become obvious and point to a Maya manufacture.  She argues in fact that the 
piece was carved by an artisan from the Early Classic Nebaj tradition (Smith and Kidder 
1951:32-35).  The natural visual properties of the stone were carefully taken into account for the 
composition of the piece, something the Costa Rican artisans did not bother to do but which was 
typical of Maya-style jades.  The piece is slightly asymmetrical, as result, Easby argues, of the 
Maya artisan not wanting to waste raw material, also a characteristic of the Maya tradition, but 
very much unlike the Costa Rican tradition, whose artisans, she suggests, were keen to erasing 
any signs of the original surface of the stone in the process of aiming for symmetry and 
balance.14  Easby (1963:Figs. 3c-e) has also noted the presence of Costa Rican-style jades 
elsewhere in the Maya highlands, such as at Nebaj (Smith and Kidder 1951:Fig. 63a), an 
example of which is seen in Fig. 9c, located in a Esperanza period context; and in the 
Quetzaltenango vicinity, two examples of which are seen in Figs. 9d-e.  The Nebaj example 
resembles the Pomona example discussed earlier.  One example she mentions was found at 
Zacualpa (Woodbury and Trik 1953:Fig. 281q), where it was part of an offering contained in a 

                                                           
13 Also of Late or Terminal Classic age (ca. A.D. 850-1000) is a jade cache from Structure 36 at Dzibilichaltun, 
Yucatan, which consisted of a total of 31 jades, as well as a metate and a metal object, neither of which was 
illustrated in the brief report that is available (Maldonado 1999:70).  Though the observation was not made in the 
report, one of the jades is an Olmec-style spoon shaped into a zoomorphic head, similar to examples reported from 
Costa Rica, as already mentioned above.  It would be surprising, in this author’s opinion, if the cache did not contain 
a Costa Rican-style jade or two; perhaps the metal object mentioned might be from Costa Rica (or Panama), but this 
is pure speculation for now, awaiting a full publication of the cache.  For the moment this example reinforces the 
hypothesis that most Olmec-style jades could easily have arrived in Costa Rica through trade with Mayans.  
14 This being said, the present author notes that many Costa Rican jade axe-gods reported from Costa Rica are 
somewhat asymmetrical, and thus, by itself, this is not a diagnostic trait of non-Costa Rican manufacture. 
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Tohil plumbate pottery vase; the same levels, yielded several Greater Nicoyan-style pottery 
vases.   
 
The “Charlie Chaplin” International Theme 
 

There is a theme of great importance for understanding the interaction between Costa 
Rica and Mesoamerica: the “Charlie Chaplin” silhouettes, Figs. 10a and 10b.  This theme, in 
Mesoamerica, is characterized by three variants: (1) a silhouette figure in a standing pose with 
legs bent and feet pointing sideways (“turned out feet”), and arms bent upward toward the chest; 
(2) a silhouette figure in a standing pose with legs straightened and feet pointing forward, and 
arms bent and hands meeting at the waist or abdominal area; and (3) a silhouette figure in a 
sitting pose with crossed legs, arms bent upward toward the chest, and open or closed eyes.  
(Different poses of the arms are also known, such as the two arms bent sideways toward the 
waist with the fingers of both hands touching.)  This theme is known from Costa Rica as well.  
Unfortunately, only a single specimen of this type of jade pendant is known from archaeological 
contexts in Costa Rica; it is the figural jade pendant from Mercocha, dated to ca. A.D. 144 
(Stirling 1964).  However, the Costa Rican examples are clearly carved following the norms of 
the local lapidaries, including the transverse perforation for suspension at the base of the neck 
(Fig. 10a), and in some cases the addition of Costa Rican motifs, such as double-headed 
zoomorphs on top of the figure’s head, and female features (Fig. 10b).  Balser (1961:213, Figs. 
1b-c) first defined this theme as the Atlantic Watershed version of the Nicoya-style 
anthropomorphic axe-god, adding that, as one of its diagnostic traits, the “Arms with well-
marked fingers always point upward.”  Thus, the Costa Rican jade artisans participated in a pan-
Middle American theme of silhouette figures carved on a variety of media, but primarily jade 
and greenstone, as attested in Guerrero (Mezcala style), Central Mexico (Teotihuacan style), the 
Maya highlands (Zacualpa, Nebaj, La Lagunita), the Maya lowlands (Piedras Negras, Uaxactun, 
Tikal, Altun Ha, Hatzcap Ceel, Pomona, El Pilar, Copan), the Pacific Coast of Guatemala and El 
Salvador (Santa Leticia, Quelepa), and finally, in Costa Rica.15  In Mesoamerica the “Charlie 
Chaplin” figures, so nicknamed by Thomson (1931, 1939) in reference to the examples from the 
eastern Maya lowlands (Fig. 10c), are found in Late Preclassic and Early Classic contexts 
(Taschek and Ball 1999), primarily; whenever they are found in Late Classic contexts they are 
considered to be examples of heirlooms, as for the case of several Copan-style jades described by 
Easby (1993).  Characteristically, in the Maya lowlands, they exhibit triangular noses that rest on 
a mouth defined in part by the incisions made for the nose, as well as “turned out feet.”  
However, Mezcala examples from Guerrero, as well as examples from the Maya highlands also 
exhibit the triangular nose; the turned out feet, though not always present, is a better diagnostic 
of the tradition of Charlie Chaplin figurines of the Maya lowlands, though this trait is not always 
present.  
 

INSERT FIGURE 10 HERE 
 
 To my knowledge no previous author has adopted a pan-Mesoamerican perspective for 
the study of this theme of figure-pendants; nevertheless, it is clear that a thematic and stylistic 

                                                           
15 Several examples are known contextually from Colombia at Nehuange and Pueblito, as discussed below, but it is 
likely that these are trade items from Costa Rica or Costa Rican-inspired copies (Bray 2003; Hoopes 2005b), as 
discussed further below.  
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connection existed.  Furthermore, these silhouettes may be related to the Cache 1 (Structure 6B) 
head pendants from Cerros, Belize (Freidel and Schele 1988; Freidel, Reese-Taylor, and Mora-
Marin 2003).  This claim requires some explanation.  First, referring to the Santa Leticia 
example, seen in Fig. 10d, Demarest (1986:208-209, Fig. 118) remarked that similar examples 
“with the same facial features and style” were recovered at Chalchuapa and Quelepa; the 
Quelepa examples by Andrews (1976:167-168, Fig. 172), however, are not full-figure forms, but 
simply the heads, as seen in Fig. 10e.  And referring to a Late Preclassic-style figure pendant 
with a biconical horizontal suspension hole from the Cenote of Chichen Itza, seen in Fig. 10f, 
Coggins (1984:134), notes a similarity with the “Charlie Chaplin” jade and shell figures from 
southern lowlands identified by Thompson (1939).  She also adds that like the bib-helmet head 
pendant also found at the Cenote (Coggins 1984:135), this figure’s nose is “a triangle with the 
mouth serving as its base, and the pupils of the eyes are drilled,” common Late Preclassic traits, 
such as the ones from Cerros, as seen in Fig. 10g.   
 
 Now, I will take this one step farther than Coggins did: the Cenote figure she discussed is 
quite likely a Late Preclassic precursor of the Charlie Chaplin figures from the Protoclassic and 
Early Classic known from Belize.  Furthermore, the form and style of the head of this figure is 
not only similar to the bib-helmet Late Preclassic head pendants, but it is in fact very similar to 
the head pendant that served as the central axis of Cache 1 at Cerros, as compared in Figs. 11a 
and 11b.  In other words, the heads are meant to stand for the figures, the part for the whole.  
Evidence for this is available: just like the Cache 1 bib-helmet and central head pendants are 
arranged in a quincunx pattern, as in Fig. 11c, two caches at the site of El Pilar in Belize contain 
full-figure Charlie Chaplin silhouettes arranged in quincunx patterns as well, as in Fig. 11d.  In 
other words, the head and full-figure pendants are equivalent.   
 

INSERT FIGURE 11 HERE 
 
 Further archaeological work in Costa Rica is necessary to fully understand the role that 
these figures played there, but clearly one can say that Costa Ricans participated, to some extent, 
in the ideological program conveyed in part by these figures.  If this is correct, then this theme 
has the characteristics of an international theme: it is not possible at this time to say where the 
theme originated, although I suspect it is possible that some Olmec-style compositions could 
have been their precursors, a matter for further study. 
 
Costa Rican Jades in Panama and Colombia 
 
 In addition to the Costa Rican-style jades reported from or documented at various 
Mesoamerican sites, there are several examples of Costa Rican-style jades at Sitio Conte in 
Panama and Nehuange and Pueblito in Colombia.  The Sitio Conte burials have been dated to ca. 
A.D. 750-950 (Lothrop 1937), while the Nehuange and Pueblito burials date to ca. A.D. 300-
800/1000 (Bray 2003).  These are sites where gold objects were the primary prestige items; the 
jade finds are therefore comparable both contextually and temporally to sites in Costa Rica 
where jade and gold have been found in situ in close association with another, such as at Finca 
Linares, dating to A.D. 600-800, and La Fortuna, dating to A.D. 400-600.  The Nehuange jades, 
described by Bray (2003) and Hoopes (2005b), include the so-called “Charlie Chaplin” 
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anthropomorphic theme, seen in Figs. 12a-b, known from Mesoamerica and Costa Rica, seen in 
Figs. 13a-b, but not attested thus far in Nicaragua or non-Mayan (i.e. non-Copan) Honduras.   
 

INSERT FIGURE 12 HERE 
 

INSERT FIGURE 13 HERE 
 
 The Nehuange examples from Tomb 1, dated to ca. A.D. 310 ± 70 (Hoopes 2005b), could 
suggest that they may have come from Costa Rica around that time or earlier, since presumably 
the Costa Rican examples are thematically and stylistically related to Mesoamerican examples, 
which are dated to Late Preclassic and Early Classic contexts.  That these Nehuange examples 
came from Costa Rica, or at the very least were inspired by Costa Rican models, is strongly 
suggested by the fact that several of them are split in half: Costa Rican jade artisans in fact began 
the practice of splitting axe-god pendants and Charlie Chaplin pendants in half late in the history 
of the lapidary jade tradition, as suggested to me by Juan Vicente Guerrero Miranda (personal 
communication 1995).  There are several Maya and Olmec pendants reported from Costa Rica 
that were split in half.  In the past it has been argued that this reworking took place in Costa Rica, 
and was indicative of the Costa Ricans ignoring the original meaning of the imported jades.  The 
Nehuange split pendants thus are strongly suggestive of a Costa Rican origin or inspiration.  In 
addition, the same tomb where the Charlie Chaplin-style pendants were found at the Nahuange 
site also yielded several jade winged pendants, seen in Fig. 12c, very similar to numerous 
examples from Costa Rica, seen in Fig. 13c, where the winged pendant was one of several 
themes of high frequency.  Hoopes (2005b:14) argues that the similarities are somewhat 
superficial, not so much of style but of content, but do suggest contact between Costa Rican and 
Nehuange artisans.  As Hoopes (2005b:15-16) also notes, the bat-winged bar pendants are 
similar to forms also known, in greater quantity and degree of stylistic variation, from Costa 
Rica.  The broad range of forms, from very explicit and naturalistic to very opaque and stylized 
evident in Costa Rican examples, Hoopes argues, would support a Costa Rican origin, rather 
than a Colombian origin, where only simple and stylized forms are known.  In fact, as already 
pointed out, a fully elaborate bat-winged bar pendant is known from Las Huacas, dating to ca. 
A.D. 300-500.  This makes it potentially contemporaneous with the examples from Nehuange 
Tomb 1. 
 
 Finally, the Sitio Conte Costa Rican-style jades include a beak-bird pendant, seen in Fig. 
12d, and a double-headed crocodilian pendant, seen in Fig. 12e, comparable to Costa Rican 
examples such as those in Figs. 13c-e.  The Severo Ledesma example from Costa Rica (Fig. 13c) 
may predate the Sitio Conte burials by three or four centuries, but stylistically closer, though 
unprovenienced counterparts, are known in several private and museum collections of Costa 
Rican artifacts. 
 

JADE-TO-GOLD TRANSITION 
 

 The study of the jade-to-gold transition requires qualification.  As noted by Lange 
(2005:229), the jade-to-gold shift shows a selective geographical distribution.  In general, it was 
northern Costa Rica where jade was worked, while the Pacific Southwest of Costa Rica did not, 
apparently, develop a jade lapidary tradition.  And in general, it was in the Atlantic Watershed, 
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Central Highlands and Pacific coast, and Pacific Southwest of Costa Rica where gold traditions 
emerged.  Nevertheless, Day (1988:207) does point out that some evidence for gold-working in 
the Pacific Northwest is known, including of course, the clay mold for producing gold frog casts 
that was recovered at the site of Ruiz and the gold frog cast from that mold recovered from the 
site of Guacamaya (Lange and Accola 1979), as well as a few other gold artifacts.  In addition, 
there is evidence for a transition from jade-working to gold-working, both from archaeological 
sites that show similar contextual uses of jade and gold objects as funerary offerings, including a 
site in the Pacific Northwest where the remains of a jade artisan are associated also with gold 
objects, as well as from the art work itself, which provides evidence for the translation of jade 
themes to gold, and of gold themes to jade.  And while Lange’s argument is correct for the 
Pacific Northwest, the Atlantic Watershed developed first jade-working, and later, gold-working.  
This evidence is discussed next. 

 
Jade and Gold at Finca Linares 
 
 The site of Finca Linares is crucial to understanding the jade-to-gold transition that is the 
subject of the this paper, because it is “the only scientifically documented excavation in Costa 
Rica where jade-like lapidary work (serpentine) and gold and tumbaga pendants have been found 
in direct association” (Snarskis 2003:176).  The most significant attributes of this site are 
described by Herrera Villalobos (1998).  For one, one of the burials included fragmentary green 
slate pendants, quartz drills, and a polishing orthoquartzite stone, clearly the tools of a jade 
artisan (Guerrero Miranda 1998:25-26).  Also, two burials at the site contained both jade and 
gold objects, according to Herrera Villalobos; one of these burials contained an individual with 
three pendants of a gold-copper alloy, and two pendants of serpentine, all around the neck.  
Carved metates and Galo and Carrillo polychrome vessels were found with this individual too.  
Hoopes (2005a:19) notes that “Given that religious personnel often manufactured their own 
paraphernalia,” it makes sense to entertain the possibility that the burial of this artisan was “the 
grave of a shaman or priest.” 
 
 Before we can understand the significance of these findings it is necessary to discuss 
another site with similar associations, though one that was not scientifically excavated.  This is 
the site of El Tres, Guácimo, in the Línea Vieja region of the Atlantic Watershed.  As the site, a 
cemetery of 125 tombs, was being looted, Stone and Balser (1965) were able to describe three of 
the burials.  A variety of artifacts were present, including local-style jades and other artifacts 
(mace heads, carved metates, Zoila Red Incised ceramics), two Early Classic Mesoamerican 
slate-backed pyrite mirrors, including one in Veracruz-style, and several gold objects (Stone and 
Balser 1965:321, 323, Fig. 23, Fig. 26; Stone 1963).  Bray (1981:154, 1984:326) has described 
the metal objects from the Guácimo site as Colombian in style; more specifically, he attributes 
them to what he defines as the “Initial Metal Group,” which spread from northern Colombia to 
the Central American Isthmus between ca. A.D. 200-400, and preceded the development of a 
more uniform pan-Isthmo-Colombian International Style Group between ca. A.D. 400-600.  In 
turn, this International Style Group began to diversify into regional styles between ca. A.D. 600-
900.  Consequently, the findings from Guácimo attest to the first phase of the diffusion of gold 
metallurgy from northern Colombia, between ca. A.D. 200-400; the associated ceramics, as 
pointed out by Snarskis (1998:175), including “a classic example of Zoila Red Incised,” date to 
ca. A.D. 400-600.  This suggests the possibility that the gold objects from El Tres arrived to 
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Costa Rica not too long after A.D. 400.  And at this point, based on the data from this site, gold 
objects were incorporated into the already established assemblage of prestige goods that were 
commonly interred as funerary offerings, which therefore exhibited a broad international reach: 
from Veracruz-style slate-backed pyrite mirrors, to jades from various regions in Costa Rica, to 
gold objects from northern Colombia.   
 
 According to Snarskis (2003:176), the site of La Fortuna, Atlantic Watershed, which was 
also described by Stone and Balser (1965), yielded a “Coclé-style copper figurine”; Hoopes in 
Garber et al. (1993:222) similarly mentions tumbaga artifacts found in association with jadeite 
artifacts at La Fortuna.  The only mention of such a type of artifact from La Fortuna known to 
this author comes from Stone (1977:162, Fig. 216).  In any case, La Fortuna also contained 
numerous graves, six of which were examined by Stone and Balser.  Funerary offerings were in 
general very similar in nature to those from El Tres, including also slate-backed pyrite mirrors, 
one of which exhibits an Early Classic Maya text discussed previously.  As argued elsewhere 
(Mora-Marín 1995a, 1995b, 2001), the inscribed text bears a very close stylistic resemblance to 
the text carved on the Tikal Ballcourt Marker, which was dedicated on A.D. 416.  Given 
Snarskis’ (2003:176) suggestion that the associated Galo Polychrome vessel from La Fortuna 
could suggest a date of A.D. 400-700, it is entirely possible that not much time transpired 
between the crafting of the slate-backed pyrite mirror and its arrival in Costa Rica.  If the 
reference to a Coclé-style copper figurine is correct, however, a later date would perhaps be 
implied, since the diversification of the International Style, including the Coclé style from 
Central Panama, took place between ca. A.D. 600-900 (Bray 1997).  This would place the La 
Fortuna burial with the said Coclé-style copper figurine around A.D. 600-700.   
  
 Back to Finca Linares, in Guanacaste, it is worth recalling that the jades described for the 
site are of a variety of minerals, none of them jadeite; perhaps jadeite was very difficult to obtain 
by the time of the burials found here.  In addition, although Herrera Villalobos (1998) suggests 
that the metal objects present in the burials are of the early Quimbaya style, given that the 
development of regional styles out of the International Style Group began around A.D. 600, it is 
possible that the Finca Linares metal objects date to after this time.  In fact, Guerrero Miranda 
(1998:35) explains that the associated Carrillo and Galo polychromes date to ca. A.D. 600-800 
(Herrera Villalobos 1998).  Finca Linares may thus represent a later phase in the use of gold in 
Costa Rica than El Tres in Guácimo.  What the sites of El Tres and Finca Linares suggest is that 
jade and gold were used simultaneously for a period of time.  Given the dating of El Tres to ca. 
A.D. 400-600 based on ceramic associations, and the dating of the Initial Metal Group gold 
artifacts found there to ca. A.D. 200-400, perhaps a date of ca. A.D. 400 can be suggested for El 
Tres; and given the dating of Finca Linares to ca. A.D. 600-800 based on ceramic associations, 
and the dating of the Quimbaya-style metal artifacts to ca. A.D. 600-900, with an overlap 
between A.D. 600-800, it is possible that jade and gold may have been used as funerary 
ornamentation simultaneously for a long period of time, possibly for as long as four centuries 
between ca. A.D. 400-800, but perhaps more narrowly between ca. A.D. 400-600.  The most 
noteworthy point is that the same artisan at Finca Linares may have been responsible for jade-
working and gold use (Hoopes 2005a:19). 
 
Coexistence of Jade and Gold 
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 The evidence from Finca Linares is significant, one could argue, given the suggestions by 
Hoopes and Fonseca Zamora (2003:63-64) that some of the themes that became integral 
components of the International Style of gold-working had already been in use in Costa Rica and 
Panama prior to the arrival and adoption of gold.  They point to the presence of the Double-
headed Saurian Theme in jade, as in Fig. 14a, followed by its development in gold, as in Fig. 
14b, not to mention the theme of the Winged Bat or Bat Man, which can be conflated with the 
Double-headed Saurian Theme (both Figs. 14a-b).  Hoopes (2005b) more recently notes the 
similarity between some forms of the axe-god theme that show a seated figure with an avian 
headdress, as in Fig. 14c, and a similar theme from the International Style of gold work, as in 
Fig. 14d.  Hoopes and Fonseca (2003:71-72, Fig. 6) also note that the beak-bird theme was 
already present in jade before it was used in gold.   

 
INSERT FIGURE 14 HERE 

 
 Thus, Hoopes and Fonseca Zamora (2003) argue that there was continuity of beliefs and 
their artistic representation during the jade-to-gold transition; the fact that sites like Finca Linares 
suggest that the same artisan was responsible for jade and gold work is strongly supporting of 
this proposal.  At the same time, however, Balser (1961:215) and Snarskis (1998, 2003) have 
noted that some themes apparently were translated from gold to jade.  These themes include the 
Curly-tailed Animal theme, seen in Figs. 14e-f, the Toad theme, and the Monkey with Arched-
over-Back Tail (Snarskis 1998:90).  To these I would add the Spreading Wings bird pendants, 
which may have started out in gold, as seen in Fig. 14g, and may have become translated to jade 
subsequently, as in Fig. 14h. 
 
Disruption of Access to Jadeite and Craft Transformation 
 
 It is proposed here that the disruption of access to jadeite through long-distance exchange 
began by ca. A.D. 738, and may have ceased completely by ca. A.D. 822.  These dates, based on 
the absolute dates for developments that took place at Copan and that almost certainly influenced 
the flow of jadeite out of the Middle Motagua Valley outcrops, are consistent with the dates 
proposed by Guerrero Miranda (1998) for the Terminal Period of jade use in Costa Rica, 
between ca. A.D. 700-900.  In addition, it is possible that the migration of the Chorotegas (Oto-
Mangueans) from Mesoamerica to Greater Nicoya, possibly by A.D. 800-900, a migration that 
took place along the Pacific coast, may have also contributed to the cessation of jade, since it 
was the Pacific Northwest region of Costa Rica, or in other words, the southern section of the 
Greater Nicoya cultural area, where one of the two strongest jade lapidary centers of Costa Rica 
developed.  However, given that all the jade lapidary centers across the country ceased 
production, it is necessary to look for a process that could account for such a definitive and 
geographically broad event.  The simplest explanation is the disruption of access to jadeite 
caused by the decline and collapse of Copan and the rest of the Lowland Mayan society.  This 
also explains the cessation of low-intensity jade production, which could have persisted given 
that the raw materials were locally available; the fact that it did not persist, except for some 
period of time as suggested by the Finca Linares finds dated to ca. A.D. 600-800, suggests that it 
was intrinsically linked to the high-intensity jade production, and once the high-intensity 
tradition succumbed due to the disruption of the supply of jadeite, the low-intensity tradition lost 
its justification. 
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 The decline and cessation of jadeite took place during the period when Costa Rican gold 
metallurgical practices strengthened and developed into regional styles, between ca. A.D. 600-
900, according to Bray (1997).  The process may have been accelerated by the decreasing supply 
of jadeite: emerging elites may have had difficulties maintaining control of the redistribution of 
prestige goods as a result of the dwindling supply of jadeite, and promoted the acquisition of 
metallurgical knowledge.  In the process, some gold themes were transferred to jade objects, and 
some jade themes were transferred to gold objects, as already discussed.  This bidirectional 
transfer of themes, together with the evidence from Finca Linares, strongly suggests that it was 
the same individuals who specialized in jade-working who also specialized in gold-working, and 
that they were able to effectively transition from one medium to the other.  And this, in turn, 
would suggest that these individuals actively sought a solution to the problem of supply of 
jadeite, and its effects on the entire prestige-goods system.  Assuming this to be the case, then 
something unexpected may have happened next.  With jadeite as the most important medium of 
prestige-goods manufacture two traditions took root: a high-intensity tradition, and a low-
intensity tradition.  The high-intensity tradition was more socially restricted: high-intensity 
objects interred with high-status individuals, while low-intensity objects were more widely 
distributed socially.  This could suggest that there were in essence two prestige-goods systems: 
one controlled by the emerging elites and their jade artisans, and the other controlled by less 
powerful individuals and less skillful artisans.  This was possible because, as Chenault (1986) 
explains, the techniques for jade-working are simple and easily learned; it is the hardness of the 
mineral that is used as a medium that leads to the artifactual duality evident in jade-working.  
Nevertheless, as Sheets (1992) has pointed out, gold-working is different: there was no 
artifactual duality with gold-working.  Instead, there was only high-intensity production.  
Furthermore, as Quilter (2003) suggests, the knowledge for gold-working is more technical than 
the knowledge for jade-working, and it is a more seemingly magical and charismatic process, 
especially when casting from pre-made molds is taken into consideration.  Also, the use of 
casting as a technique would allow the same specialist to produce a number of objects in a short 
amount of time, compared to jade-working.  And as also pointed out by Quilter (2003), in 
contrast to jadeite, the sources of gold in Costa Rica were local.  Thus, elites had access to local 
gold sources, and they had a great deal of control over the metallurgical knowledge necessary for 
gold-working.  These two factors could have led to a veritable revolution in the control of the 
manufacture and redistribution of prestige goods, one that could have contributed to the 
increasing rise in social complexity and inequality.  This may very well have been an unforeseen 
advantage, at least at first, when jade and gold coexisted.  But once gold-working was promoted 
over jade-working the advantage probably became clear.  And this may be the reason why the 
low-intensity jade tradition did not persist: when gold was promoted as the most important 
medium for prestige goods, partly because it could be controlled more easily, all jade production, 
especially the low-intensity jade production, may have been undermined so that elites could 
maintain their control over the prestige-goods redistribution system.   

 
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

 
Intersocietal Interactions and Exchange 
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 As already discussed, Walters (1982) has proposed a model for the jade exchange 
network, as seen in Fig. 15a.  The map in Fig. 15b shows the revisions called for by the data 
presented in this article: (1) a primary Atlantic coast network, with direct and systematic 
exchange of the (elite) emissary (mode 8(b)), port-of-trade (mode 10), and possibly later, when 
Copan was more actively involved, also of the home-base reciprocity mode (mode 2), although 
Sharer’s proposed freelance trade (mode 7) cannot be rejected; and (2) a secondary Pacific coast 
network, with less direct, possibly down-the-line (mode 4), exchange.  It is of course possible too 
that the down-the-line or prestige-chain exchange (mode 4) took place along the Atlantic coast 
network, but the evidence presented here suggests it is not necessary to propose such mode.  As 
Walters (1982) has pointed out too, direct extraction (mode 1) is not supported: no Costa Rican-
style artifacts are known from the Middle Motagua Valley.  I agree with Walters (1982) that 
Chalchuapa and Costa Rica, particularly the Pacific Northwest of Costa Rica, do not appear to 
have interacted directly, and thus a down-the-line mode is more likely along this network.  
However, the Nicaraguan gap (Lange and Bishop 1988), which can be defined by the scarcity of 
Mesoamerican-style or Costa Rican-style jades in Nicaragua, whether along the Pacific or the 
Atlantic coast, suggests that a somewhat more direct mode may have been at work: if down-the-
line, then the participants in such a network seem to have skipped Nicaragua in general.  Thus, 
although there are a few reported findings of jade objects from Mesoamerica (Stone 1972:94) 
and Costa Rica in Nicaragua (Coulburn and Griffin 1998; Lange 2001), jade objects were simply 
not imported in significant quantities into Nicaragua, and in fact, their presence there may be a 
Postclassic phenomenon (Guerrero Miranda and Salgado González 2003).  Also, there is no need 
to postulate a set of interaction networks between Costa Rica and the Olmec civilization of the 
Gulf Coast of Veracruz and Tabasco: any and all Olmec-style artifacts from Costa Rica could 
have arrived as a result of interaction with the Mayans, who possessed a significant number of 
Olmec-style objects, some of which they reworked themselves. 
 

INSERT FIGURE 15 HERE 
 
 Interaction along the Atlantic network probably involved Belize/Yucatan-Costa Rican 
interactions during the Late Preclassic (Pomona, Kendal, Chaksinkin) and Early Classic (La 
Milpa, Altun Ha) periods, and then shifted to primarily Copan-Costa Rica interactions during the 
Late Classic period.  The epigraphic evidence from various centers in Belize supports this 
scenario (Wanyerka 2003): it appears that Copan became involved in the politics of centers like 
Uxbenka, Nim li Punit, Pusilha, possibly, in my opinion, to ensure control of trade along the 
Atlantic coast.  Altun Ha may have been Copan’s partner, according to Wanyerka (2003), in the 
control of southeastern Belizean centers, and perhaps for this reason Costa Rican-style objects 
are reported from Altun Ha also during the Late Classic period.  And as Bishop et al. (1993) have 
observed, the Costa Rican jade tradition may have procured some of its raw jadeite from the 
same source that some of the Belizean centers used as well: such distribution supports the 
scenario presented here, that at least initially much of the interaction took place between 
Belizean centers and Costa Rica.  Given the frequency of the Charlie Chaplin Silhouette Figural 
Theme at sites in Belize (Taschek and Ball 1999), it is possible that it was during the Late 
Preclassic and Early Classic interactions with centers in Belize when the Costa Ricans borrowed 
this theme.   
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 Also, the evidence presented here shows that rather than considering the Sula-Ulúa 
region as an intermediary between Copan and Costa Rica, as Walters (1982) has done, it is 
instead possible to consider that region simply as a partner, one that may have been on a 
comparable footing with respect to Copan, but not as a mediator, for it appears that the Copan 
and Costa Rican interaction was much more direct than previously thought, as already indicated 
by Reents-Budet and Fields (1990).  The map in Fig. 15b also shows schematically the types of 
items that were exchanged along the jade exchange network: raw material (jadeite), finished 
jades (both in Maya and Costa Rican styles), and ritual ideology (“Charlie Chaplin” Theme).  
Other goods likely flowed along similar if not identical networks, such as Pacific coast 
Spondylus that may have been extracted by the Mayans from Costa Rica, as suggested indirectly 
by the evidence at Altun Ha. 
 
 As suggested by Lange and Bishop (1988), it is probable that the San Juan River between 
Nicaragua and Costa Rica, as well as the San Carlos River plains were crucial links for the jade 
exchange network within Costa Rica; goods traveled from the Atlantic Watershed and Pacific 
Northwest region in both directions, but perhaps it is more likely that the San Carlos plains were 
more important, given the fact that a strong subtradition of jade-working developed in that area, 
and given the fact that goods from across Costa Rica, and from Mesoamerica (Veracruz-style 
slate disk, Maya-style slate disk) and the rest of Isthmo-Colombia (gold pendants) passed 
through the area.  Consequently, this area may have seen the rise of several central places of 
redistribution (mode 5) (Lange and Bishop 1988). 
 
 It should be apparent that Costa Rica was not a periphery to an eastern Maya lowlands 
core.  Costa Rican societies extracted raw and crafted jadeite from the eastern Maya lowlands; 
this is not the typical pattern of division of labor for a peripheral society.  However, it is highly 
unlikely that the eastern Maya lowlands were a peripheral society.  This suggests that the 
interaction was not hierarchical, but instead, heterarchical.  This would especially be so if Costa 
Rica supplied the eastern Maya lowlands with raw Spondylus shells, as suggested by the Altun 
Ha evidence (Bray 1977:391; Hoopes 1985:156): Would Costa Rica then have constituted a 
periphery of the eastern Maya lowlands, in spite of the fact that the eastern Maya lowlands 
supplied Costa Rica with raw jadeite?  And the ideological information that was exchanged in 
the form of the “Charlie Chaplin” Theme, as well as the ritual and funerary uses of Costa Rican 
objects by the topmost echelons of the Mayan elites at various sites (e.g. Pomona, La Milpa, 
Copan royal burials) suggests that this interaction was significant, from a political economic 
point of view, for both societies.  Therefore, it is not adequate to apply terms such as core-
periphery differentiation (Chase-Dunn and Hall 1991), since Costa Rica was not clearly a 
periphery, or terms such as contact periphery (Smith and Berdan 2003), since this was a case of 
culture impact, not culture contact (Lange 1986). 
 
 It remains to be seen whether Costa Rican iconography, and therefore, Costa Rican ritual 
ideology, was borrowed by the Mayans; Graham (1993:17, 20) has in fact proposed that the 
double-bird-head motif placed atop the head of Waxaklahun Ub’ah on Copan Stela B is very 
similar in form and context to the very common double-bird-head motif of Costa Rican art, as 
present on jade and flying-panel metates, for example.  At the very least, however, the present 
paper provides support for the contention that it is not useful to conceive of separate 
Mesoamerican and Isthmo-Colombian worlds, isolated from each other.  Instead, as it may be 
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more useful to adopt a broader Middle American perspective, given the Maya-Costa Rican 
interactions, or even a broader Nuclear American perspective, given the Maya-Costa Rican-
Isthmo-Colombian interactions; such a perspective would take into account long-distance 
interactions of the type discussed here. 
 
Decline and Collapse of Jade Tradition 
 
 While Sharer (1984) suggests a key role of the collapse of Teotihuacan in the disruption 
of trade routes along the Pacific coast, the present paper suggests that it was the Atlantic coast 
trade network that was most active.  Instead, it was probably the decline and collapse of Copan 
that most affected the jade exchange network between the eastern Maya lowlands and Costa 
Rica.  Sharer (1984) also argues that the southward migrations of the Chorotegas and Pipil-
Nicaraos along the Pacific coast, starting with the former group around A.D. 800-900, may have 
contributed to the disruptions in trade during this time.  This timing agrees with the timing of the 
cessation of jade-working (Mora-Marín 1999), in fact, and it likely affected the ability of the 
peoples of the Pacific Northwest of Costa Rica to engage in trade with Mesoamerican groups 
farther north along the Pacific coast, as suggested by Hoopes (2001).  But again, the Atlantic 
coast did not experience such migrations, and yet the jade trade was disrupted and terminated all 
across Costa Rica.  Thus, the extent of the effect of the Chorotega migrations, initially, may not 
have been to substantial on the jade exchange network.  A simpler solution is that the events at 
Copan were likely determining of the fate of the jade lapidary tradition in Costa Rica.  First, with 
the independence of Quirigua on A.D. 738, access by Copan to the Middle Motagua Valley 
jadeite sources may have become much more difficult; and second, with the collapse of 
centralized rulership at Copan by ca. A.D. 822 the flow of jadeite out of Copan, and to Costa 
Rica, for example, may have been completely terminated. 
 
Prestige-goods and Information Networks 
  
 At this point it is possible to speculate about the sociocultural meaning of the exchanges.  
Given the evidence for a Prestige-goods Network (e.g. jadeite, Spondylus shells), and for an 
Information Network (e.g. Charlie Chaplin Theme, tubular jade beads), it seems clear that the 
two societies were knowledgeable of each other.  This presupposes knowledge of distant lands, 
knowledge of distant peoples, and the power associated with such esoteric knowledge (Helms 
1979, 1993).  For the Mayans, who did not rework or alter the Costa Rican-style objects, but left 
them intact and incorporated them into use as they would have used any local-style objects, it 
seems that the Costa Ricans represented a connection to a land of ritually powerful peoples.  For 
the Costa Ricans, who may have reworked some of the Mayan jades, and who may have ignored 
the full details of the royal portraitures and inscriptions that some of these jades bore, it is 
possible that the Mayans may have represented a connection to a land of politically and ritually 
powerful elites; their control of jadeite sources was probably an indication of their power, and 
therefore, of the power of associating oneself with them.16  In any case, esoteric knowledge, at 

                                                           
16 Spondylus shells were not as significant for the Costa Ricans, it seems, as they were for the Mayans.  It is 
therefore possible that for the Costa Ricans it may have been more than fair to exchange such shells for jadeite, 
assuming that in fact such shells were exchanged.  For the Mayans, on the other hand, Spondylus shells were of a 
similar value to jadeite, and for them it would have been worth their while to exchange raw jadeite for Spondylus 
shells. 
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the very least pertaining to ritual, is implicated in the exchange by the evidence for the diffusion 
of the Charlie Chaplin Theme.  Thus, charisma, both in impersonal and secondary form in 
crafted jades, as well as in impersonal and primary form in the raw material of jadeite itself 
(Weber 1978[1922]), and also ritual knowledge associated with the use of jade amulets and 
possibly their crafting, were key factors in the process of integration of the two societies.  Only 
future archaeological research in Costa Rica can answer the question of the extent to which the 
Charlie Chaplin Theme was borrowed from the Mayans: Will examples of caches of such figures 
arranged to the cardinal directions be found in Costa Rica?  And given the charismatic power 
that would have been derived through the association with far-flung powers, it is likely that such 
connections and knowledge were controlled through exclusionary strategies by the elites on both 
ends.  In the case of the Mayans, it seems that this could very well have been the case: Costa 
Rican-style objects, when found in funerary contexts, were apparently the reserved for high-
status leaders, even high lords (La Milpa, Copan).  In the case of the Costa Ricans, the high- 
versus low-intensity jade traditions, and their differential distribution in funerary contexts, is 
strongly suggestive of exclusionary control of jadeite; moreover, the few contextual and semi-
contextual findings of Mesoamerican-style jades and other artifact types from Costa Rica suggest 
that such artifacts were similarly reserved for high-status individuals, probably political or 
religious leaders. 
 
 There is evidence for bidirectional or reciprocal exchange of preciosities and ideological 
influence between Costa Rica and Mesoamerica during the Postclassic period.  Day (1988, 1996) 
has proposed that the Mixteca-Puebla art style reached Greater Nicoya (Pacific Southwest of 
Nicaragua, Pacific Northwest of Costa Rica), during the Postclassic period, and became 
entrenched in various ceramic types there, almost certainly crafted by Nicarao artisans.  In 
addition, she has shown that gold objects may have traveled from Greater Nicoya to the Mixteca-
Puebla region, given artistic representations indicative of the influence of the Costa Rican gold 
style, seen in Fig. 16.  What this suggests is that a core state society may have been significantly 
influenced by a peripheral chiefdom society.  This influence was bidirectional: artistic themes 
and stylistic attributes flowed in both directions.  For the Greater Nicoyan peoples the Mixteca-
Puebla style may have signified a strong connection to their past, given their Mesoamerican 
ethnolinguistic affiliation; for the Mixteca-Pueblan elites, the Costa Rican-style gold amulets and 
imagery may have signified a strong identification with gold, which had become for them a 
major prestige-goods medium, and the far-flung sources of gold artistry.  Such interaction 
probably took place along the Pacific coast, and it was clearly not a case of “slight” contact 
either, and therefore, not a case of Greater Nicoya as a simple “contact periphery.”  Similarly 
complex processes of diffusion likely took place during the Late Preclassic and Classic periods, 
along the Atlantic coast and between the Lowland Mayans and Costa Ricans, with jade and 
greenstone media for example, though this is speculative at this point. 
 

INSERT FIGURE 16 HERE 

Legitimation Crisis? 
 
 The possibility of a legitimation crisis deserves to be tested in future research.  In the 
present paper it has not been possible: additional archaeological data are needed in order to 
address the question of what happened once jadeite became scarce and finally unavailable.  
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There is an absence of evidence for natural disasters that could account for the patterns of social 
change visible in the material culture changes related to architecture and mortuary traits 
proposed by Snarskis (2003), who suggests that the traits that are found following the jade-to-
gold transition, are, as the adoption of gold itself is, indicative of South American (Panama, 
Colombia) influence; nor is there evidence of outright migrations from Panama and Colombia 
into Costa Rica.  Hoopes (2005b) in fact suggests that many of the traits proposed by Snarskis 
(2003) to have been introduced from Panama and Colombia have precedents in Costa Rica 
before the jade-to-gold transition.  Thus, in order to test the legitimation crisis hypothesis it is 
necessary to resolve some of the problems concerning the events that coincided with the jade-to-
gold shift.  The evidence from two late sites, Bremen and Finca Linares, suggests that jadeite 
was unavailable and that jade artisans were not producing high-intensity jades anymore.  Yet, at 
Finca Linares, the same individual who was likely a jade artisan also had gold jewelry.  There 
was a transfer of themes and motifs from jade to gold and gold to jade.  These data suggest that 
there was a transition, and possibly a gradual one (Hoopes and Fonseca Zamora 2003).  By ca. 
A.D. 800-900 the transition from jade to gold as the preferred medium of prestige-goods 
manufacture was in full swing, and by ca. A.D. 900 no jade objects were being manufactured any 
longer.  Instead, the Chibchan-speaking peoples of Costa Rica had decided to turn their attention 
more fully toward the south, to their Chibchan-speaking siblings and cousins in Panama and 
Colombia, with whom they already shared major cosmological principles that predated the 
spread of gold imagery (Hoopes and Fonseca 2003; Hoopes 2005a, 2005b).  Thus, the 
introduction of gold was not necessarily a response to a crisis, but simply the result of a growing 
network of interaction across Isthmo-Colombia (Hoopes 2005a).  However, once jadeite became 
unavailable, gold probably became the obvious choice to take its place.  Hoopes (2005a) has 
suggested that natural disasters in Panama and Colombia during the period of A.D. 400-600, 
when social inequality increased across the region, may have led to the spread of crisis cults, 
cults that may have used gold imagery to spread their ideology.  For now, though, evidence for 
comparable natural disasters in Costa Rica at around the same time is lacking; instead, it may 
have taken a legitimation crisis, brought about by the disruption of access to jadeite, that may 
have led to the promotion of gold-working. 
 
Changes in Craft Specialization Structure? 
 
 With the cessation of raw jadeite the emerging Costa Rican elites turned to gold, which 
offered advantages not offered by jadeite: gold was locally available, on the one hand, and the 
technical knowledge for gold-working was perhaps more easily controlled and restricted, and 
perhaps even perceived as more magical or charismatic, than the knowledge for jade-working 
(Sheets 1992; Quilter 2003).  Formerly, it was perhaps the relative ease with which other 
greenstones could be worked that led to the development of an industry of low-intensity jades, 
which may not have been under the control of the same specialists who carved the high-intensity 
specimens.  Such technical ease may account for the socially differentiated high- and low-
intensity traditions of jade-working.  In contrast, gold-working may have been a high-intensity 
activity, with no low-end production (Sheets 1992), and thus its distribution could perhaps be 
controlled more effectively.  Also, the technique of gold-casting from clay molds may have also 
changed the nature of craft specialization compared to jade: many gold pendants could be 
produced in a rather quick fashion, whereas a single jadeite pendant could take a year or more 
worth of work.  As noted by Lange (2005), however, this is but a very tentative and somewhat 
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speculative model of the series of events, and is put forth here merely as a hypothesis.  For the 
fact is that very little is known about the organization of craft specialization in Costa Rica.  
Lange (2005) in fact suggests that goldwork may have been socially differentiated: pure gold 
objects may have been used by high-status individuals, while gold-copper alloys may have used 
by low-status individuals. 

 
FUTURE RESEARCH 

 
 I propose the following recommendations for future research: 
 

1. Any skeletal remains from the foreign barrio at Copan should be analyzed for possible 
DNA samples, which should then be compared with those from skeletal remains from 
Costa Rica. 

2. Archaeologists and art historians specializing in the Maya region should keep an open 
mind for Costa Rican-style artifacts of the types described here (jade pendants, carved 
metates, metal pendants), as well as to the possibility that other types of goods may have 
been involved in the exchange (e.g. Spondylus shells).  In fact, I suspect that there may be 
many more Costa Rican-style jade pendants in jade collections from Belize and Copan 
than what can be determined from the published sources cited here.  

3. Costa Rican-style jades from the Maya region should be studied for compositional 
characterization and jade-working techniques.  The determination of their source would 
greatly enhance the ability to model the mechanisms of jade exchange, while the study of 
jade-working techniques is necessary to clear any doubts about whether they are foreign 
imports or local copies of foreign-style jades. 

4. The most fruitful area of research for determining the nature of the relationship between 
the Costa Rican and Lowland Mayan societies may turn out to be the “Charlie Chaplin” 
silhouette figure theme.  This will involve art historical work, and with any luck, in situ 
findings by archaeologists in Costa Rica, which could very quickly answer the question 
of whether such figures were used by the Costa Ricans in rituals similar to those for 
which they were used in Belize, for example. 

5. The continuing identification and contextualization of Costa Rican-style jades from sites 
in the Maya lowlands could contribute significantly not only to the study of the history of 
the jade exchange network, but also to the study of the history of the Costa Rican jade 
lapidary tradition, a study that is perennially hindered by rampant looting in Costa Rica. 

6. And last, it is necessary to compare the case of the Costa Rican/Lowland Mayan 
interaction with other putative cases of “core-periphery differentiation” interactions 
elsewhere in the world (e.g. Chase-Dunn et al. 1992; Jeske 1996; Morris 1996; Berg 
1999). 

 
 Subsequent interactions between Costa Rica and Mesoamerica were spear-headed by 
Mesoamericans who migrated south: the Chorotegans (Manguean speakers) and the Nicaraos 
(Nahuan speakers).  These groups realigned the interaction between Costa Rica and 
Mesoamerica, from an earlier Atlantic network of interaction involving Lowland Mayans on the 
Mesoamerican end, to a Pacific network of interaction involving the Mixtecan and Nahuatl 
speakers on the Mesoamerican end.  The comparative study of this Postclassic interaction (gold, 
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ceramics) with the Late Preclassic and Classic interaction (jade) is another task that is worth 
pursuing. 
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Table 1.  Chronologies for Mesoamerica, Costa Rica, Central Panama, and Northern Colombia. 
 
 
 

Costa Rica 

Time 
Periods 

Mesoamerica Pacific 
Northwest 

Central 
Highlands 
and 
Pacific 

Atlantic 
Watershed 

Pacific 
Southwest 

1500-1600 
1400-1500 
1300-1400 

Ometepe 

1200-1300 
1100-1200 
1000-1100 

Cartago 
La 

Cabaña 

900-1000 

Postclassic 

800-900 

Sapoá 

Chiriquí 

700-800 
600-700 

Late Classic 

500-600 

La Selva 

400-500 

Curridabat 

300-400 

Bagaces 

200-300 

Early Classic 

100-200 
A.D. 1-100 
100 B.C.-
A.D. 1 

El Bosque 

200-100  

Pavas 

Aguas 
Buenas 

300-200  

Late 
Preclassic 

400-300 
500-400 

Tempisque 

600-500 
700-600 
800-700 
900-800 
1000-900 
B.C. 

Middle 
Preclassic 

Orosi 

Barba 
La 

Montaña Sinacrá 
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Table 2.  Jade and its associations in mortuary contexts in Costa Rica. 
 

Jade Period Mortuary Complex 
Initial: 500 B.C.-A.D. 300 
 

Jades, elaborately carved metates and mace heads, bichrome ceramics; 
bundle burials (at La Regla), shaft and chamber tombs 

Florescent: A.D. 300-700 Jades, local-style and imported from Mesoamerica, other prestige goods 
from Mesoamerica (slate mirror back disks, Ulúa marble vessels, obsidian 
from Honduras and El Salvador) and Isthmo-Colombian area (gold 
pendants), early local ceramics, including some polychromes, and local-style 
gold pendants; isolated tombs and circular stone mound burials 

Terminal: A.D. 700-900 Jades, gold objects, polychrome ceramics; stone-cist tombs 
 
 
 
 
Table 3. Four major themes of Costa Rican jades. 
 

Themes Motifs17 Drilling 

Avian 

Avian figure 
Lightly drilled concavities for eyes 
Axe blade 
V-shaped outline of beak 
Folded wings 
(Feathers, nostrils, eyes) 
Feather horns atop head in some examples 

Axe-god 

Human 

Human figure 
Axe blade 
Most without legs; blade takes place of 
legs 
Most show human head with headgear, 
usually a double-headed bird or reptile 
head ornament 

Transversal across 
width of neck, done 
with two holes that 
meet in the middle 

Beak-bird Long-beaked bird 

Drill hole across 
thickness so beak 
projects outward from 
chest of pendant’s 
wearer 

Bat-winged 
Open-winged bat 
(Interwoven bands) 

Double-headed 
reptile (rarely a 
shark, sometimes 
birds) 

Bar with reptilian head on each end 
(Interwoven bands) 

Combination 
 

Open-winged bat with reptilian heads on 
each end  
(Interwoven bands) 

Bar 
pendant 

Plain No carved or incised details 

Two drill holes for 
suspension may meet 
along the length, or 
sometimes two holes 
may be drilled through 
the thickness, in 
parallel 

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
17 Optional motifs are shown between parentheses. 
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Table 4. Modes of exchange. 
 

Mode of Exchange Characteristics 
1. Direct access A extracts and transports goods from a source to within 200-300 

km of the home base (no exchange takes place) 
2. Home-base reciprocity B visits A’s home base, and they exchange goods 
3. Boundary reciprocity A and B meet at a predetermined point in between their home 

bases to exchange goods 
4a. Down-the-line trade A concatenation of home-base reciprocity exchanges takes place, 

and the commodity travels through successive exchanges from 
one end to another 

4b. Prestige-chain trade Similar to down-the-line mode except it involves face-to-face elite 
interaction and a lower fall-off rate 

5. Central place redistribution A and B both bring goods to a central place, where the central 
person takes the goods and may give one of the two, for example 
B, part of the other’s goods, A’s, in exchange 

6. Central place market 
exchange 

A takes goods to market and exchanges it directly with B for B’s 
goods 

7. Freelance trading A middleman exchanges goods with both A and B but is not 
under either A’s or B’s control 

8a. Emissary trading B sends a representative or emissary to visit A and exchange 
goods in the process 

8b. Elite emissary trading Elite person B sends a representative or emissary to visit elite 
person A and exchange goods in the process 

9. Colonial enclave B sends representatives or emissaries to set up a base or enclave 
near A’s home base for the purpose of exchange with A 

10. Port-of-trade exchange A and B send their respective emissaries to meet at a neutral, 
central place and exchange goods there 
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Figure 2. Major themes of the Costa Rican jade lapidary tradition. 
 
Theme Examples 
Axe-god 

  
a                b               c 

Beak-bird 

                 
d                                  e 

Bar pendant 

f  

g  

h  

i  
“Charlie Chaplin” 

       
j                  k 

a) Avian axe-god pendant.  Drawing from Pfeiffer (1985:309).  b) Avian axe-god pendant.  Drawing from Lange 
(1993:275, Fig. 21.6d).    c) Anthropomorphic axe-god pendant.  Drawing from Lange (1993:275, Fig. 21.6c).  d) 
Beak-bird pendant.  Drawing from Lange (1993:278, Fig. 21.10d).  e) Beak-bird pendant.  Drawing from Pfeiffer 
(1985:317).  f) Bat winged pendant.  Drawing from Pfeiffer (1985:315).  g) Bat winged pendant with double-
headed reptilian.  Drawing from Lange (1993:280, Fig. 21.13d).  h) Double-headed crocodile pectoral pendant.  
Drawing from Lange (1993:282, Fig. 21.14b).  i) Tubular jade pectoral pendant.  Drawing from Lange (1993:280, 
Fig. 21.13a.  j) Jade female figure pendant with trophy heads and double-bird crest or headdress.  Photograph from 
Easby (1981:Pl. 75).  k) Anthropomorphic axe-god pendant.  Drawing from Pfeiffer (1985:315).   
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Figure 3.  Text on the mirror-backed, pyrite-incrusted slate disk from La Fortuna, Costa Rica, and selected glyphic 
collocations from INS 4442, a Maya jade belt plaque reportedly from the Bagaces area of Costa Rica. 
 

 
b 

 

a 
 

c 

 

d 
a) Slate-backed pyrite-incrusted mirror disk from the site of La Fortuna, on display at the Museo 
Nacional de Costa Rica.  Drawing by this author.  Calendrical statements on jade plaque INS #4442 from 
Costa Rica at Museo del Jade Fidel Tristán, San José, Costa Rica.  b) Calendar Round: ta-3-AJAWAL 
17-YAX ‘on 3 Ajwal, 17 Yax’.  c) Moon Age: 3-K’AL-ja-?  ‘three times it was wrapped’.  Drawings by 
this author.  d) Genealogical statement: ’u-HUN-TAN(-na)  ‘the first child-of-mother’ followed by […] 
B’ALAM  ‘[…] Jaguar’. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 51 

Figure 4. Costa Rican-style artifacts from Playa de los Muertos, Chalchuapa, Chaksinkin. 
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b 

 
c 
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e 
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a) Small axe-god pendants from Playa de los Muertos.  Drawings from Easby (1968:84). b) Possible axe-
god pendants from Chalchuapa.  Photographs from Sheets (1978:45-46, 117, Fig. 8c).  c) Costa Rican-
style avian axe-god pendant from Chaksinkin.  From Andrews (1987:83, Fig. 1b).  d) Costa Rican-style 
axe-god pendant from Chaksinkin.  From Andrews (1987:82, Fig. 1a).  e) Costa Rican-style beak-bird 
pendant from Chaksinkin.  From Andrews (1987:82, Fig. 1a).  f) Costa Rican-style avian axe-god pendant 
from Chaksinkin.  From Andrews (1987:83, Fig. 1b).  g) Costa Rican-style avian axe-god pendant from 
Chaksinkin.  From Andrews (1987:83, Fig. 1b). 
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Figure 5. 
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a) Jadeite spoon from the site of Uxbenka, Belice.  Drawing from Healy and Awe (2001).  b) Jade spoon from Burial 166 
at the site of Cuello.  Drawing from Hammond (1996:Fig. 1).  c)  Olmec-style jade spoon reportedly from Caño Island, 
Diquís region, Costa Rica.  Photograph from Stone (1977:119, Fig. 156).  d) Detail of Nakbe Stela 1 showing jade spoons 
suspended vertically from jade belt assemblage worn by a Mayan lord. Drawing by David Mora-Marín.  Detail of 
drawing by this author.  e)  Olmec-style jade spoon from Dzibilichaltun.  Photograph from Maldonado (1999:70).  f) 
Olmec-style jade spoon reportedly from Costa Rica, housed at the Museo del Jade Fidel Tristán.  Photograph from Balser 
(1980:38).   
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Figure 6. 
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a) Greenstone axe-god pendant from Pomona, Belize.  Drawing from Easby (1963:Fig. 4f).  b) Possible Costa 
Rican-style carved metate from Kendal, Belize.  Photograph from Gann (1918:Pl. 12). c) Jade beak-bird pendant 
from the site of La Milpa, Belize.  Drawing from Hammond et al. (1996). d) Jade avian axe-god pendant from 
Burial K-29/14 (Floor 4) in Structure J-6 at Altun Ha.  Drawing from Pendergast (1990:325, Fig. 145i).  e) 
Pendant from Structure E.  Drawing from Pendergast (1990:57, Fig. 24f).  f).  g) Jade bead necklace from Tomb 
A-1/1 at Altun Ha, with two Costa Rican-style axe-god beads (arrows).  Drawing from Pendergast (1979:67, Fig. 
18c). 
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Figure 7. 
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a 

 

d 

 

b e 

Figure 7.  a) Costa Rican-style metate from compound 9N-8 at Copan.  Drawing from Gerstle (1988:231, 
Fig. 6-8).  b) Legs of hollow gold-copper figurine from Copan.  Drawing from Morley (1946:431-432, Fig. 
55c).  c) Jade pectoral, carved with double-headed reptilian theme, from Cache VI-4 in Structure 10L-2 at 
Copan.  Drawing from Cheek and Embree (1983:137, Fig. F-17).  d) Jade bar pendant from the Museo 
Nacional de Costa Rica.  Photograph from Stone and Balser (1964:32-33).  e) Costa Rican-style avian axe-
god pendant used as centerpiece of necklace of Ruler 12 (“Smoke Imix”) from Copan, buried in Structure 26.  
Photograph from Agurcia and Fash (1989:485). 
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Figure 8. 
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a) Five of seven jades recovered from Peor es Nada.  Luke (2003:Figure 2a).  b) Gold figurine from the site of 
Santa Ana.  Luke (2003:Figure 1). 
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Figure 9. 
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a) Jade avian axe-god pendant from the Cenote of Chichen Itza.  Drawing from Easby (1963:Fig. 4e).  b) 
Jade anthropomorphic axe-god pendant from Tzajalob Cave, Chiapas.  Drawing from Easby (1963:Fig. 
2).  c) Jade avian axe-god pendant from Nebaj.  Drawing from Easby (1963:Fig. 3c).  d) Jade avian axe-
god pendant from Quetzaltenango vicinity.  Drawing from Easby (1963:Fig. 3d).n  f) Jade avian axe-god 
pendant from Quetzaltenango vicinity.  Drawing from Easby (1963:Fig. 3e). 
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Figure 10. 
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a) Jade figural pendant, reportedly from the Atlantic Watershed.  Photograph 
from Balser (1961:212).  b) Jade female figure pendant with trophy heads and 
double-bird crest or headdress.  Photograph from Easby (1981:Pl. 75).  c) Jade 
silhouette figure from Cache D1 in Mound D1 at San Jose, Belize.  Photograph 
from Thompson (1939:Plate 29b).  d) Stone figure pendant from Santa Leticia.  
Height: 3 cm.  Drawing from Demarest (1986:208, Fig. 118).  e) Jadeite head-
shaped bead from Quelepa, El Salvador.  Photograph from Andrews (1976:167-
168, Fig. 173).  f) Jadeite figure pendant from the Cenote of Chichen Itza.  
Dimensions: 3.9 x 2.3 x 1.0 cm.  Photograph from Coggins (1984:134).  g) Jade 
jewel from Cache 1 at Cerros.  Drawing from Freidel et al. (2002:71). 
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Figure 11. 
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a) Jadeite figure pendant from the Cenote of Chichen Itza.  Dimensions: 3.9 x 2.3 x 1.0 cm.  
Photograph from Coggins (1984:134).  b) Pectoral jade head from Cache 1 at Cerros.  
Drawing from Freidel et al. (2002:72).  c) Cache 1 at Cerros showing placement of jade 
head pendants.  Drawing from Freidel et al. (2002:69).  d) Ritual deposit with “Charlie 
Chaplin” figures from El Pilar.  Drawing from Taschek and Ball (1999:225, Fig. 11). 
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Figure 12. 
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a) Stone figure pendants from Nahuange Site 1 tomb.  Drawings from Bray (2003:328, 
Fig. 14).  b) Stone figure pendant from Nahuange Site 1 tomb.  Drawing from Bray 
(2003:328, Fig. 14).  c) Winged pendants from Nahuange Site 1 tomb.  Drawings from 
Bray (2003:327, Fig. 13).  d) White marble beak-bird pendant from Sitio Conte.  
Drawing from Lothrop (1937:184, Fig. 175a).  e) Agate double-headed crocodile 
pendant from cache 26 at Sitio Conte.  Drawing from Lothrop (1937:170, Fig. 157a). 
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Figure 13. 
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a) Jade figural pendant, reportedly from the Atlantic Watershed.  Photograph from Balser 
(1961:212).  b) Semi-translucent olive chalcedony figural pendant.  Height: 4.8 cm.  
Photograph from Easby (1968:40, Fig. 22).  c) Jadeite winged pendant.  Dimensions: 2.8 x 
10.7 cm.  Photograph from Snarskis (1998:90, Pl. 86).  d) Quartz beak-bird pendant from 
Severo Ledesma, Atlantic Watershed.  Dimensions: 3.4 x 2.6 cm.  Photograph from Guerrero 
Miranda (1998:29, Pl. 15).  e) Jadeite beak-bird pendant, reportedly from the Pacific 
Northwest.  Dimensions: 6.6 x 16.5 cm.  Photograph from Jones (1998a:97).  f) Double-
headed crocodile bar pendant, reportedly from the Pacific Northwest.  Photograph from 
Calvo Mora et al. (1992:No. 55). 
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Figure 14. 
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a) Bat/crocodile pendant of greenstone from Costa Rica (Calvo Mora et al. 1992:No. 76).  b) Bat/crocodile pendant, 
Sitio Conte, Panama (Hearne and Sharer 1992:Pl. 19).  c) Jadeite anthropomorphic axe-god pendant from the Central 
Pacific.  Dimensions: 9.6 x 3.8 cm. Photograph from Snarskis (1998:72, Pl. 50).  d) Tumbaga figure pendant from the 
Nahuange Site 1 tomb. Height: 9 cm.  Photograph by Stuart Laidlaw in Bray (2003:Figure 11). e) Curly-tailed gold-
copper pendant from Costa Rica or Panama.  Height: 2.5 cm.  Photograph from Snarskis (1998:89, Fig. 51).  f) Curly-
tailed phrenite pendant from Mercocha, Atlantic Watershed.  Dimensions: 2.8 x 3.8 cm.  Photograph from Snarskis 
(1998:89, Pl. 85). g) . Bird pendant, Diquís, Costa Rica (Calvo Mora et al. 1995:No. 102).  h) Jade pendant from 
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Guápiles vicinity, Atlantic Watershed.  Photograph from Lothrop (1955:Figure 19b). 
 
Figure 15. 
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Figure 15.  a) Jade trade routes between the Middle Motagua Valley and Costa Rica 
proposed by Walters (1982:123, Fig. 29).  b) Jade trade routes, showing differential 
volume through differential thickness of the respective arrows, proposed in this paper. 
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Figure 16. Evidence of iconographic influence on Mixteca-Puebla art from Costa Rican gold art. 
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Figure 16.  a) Individual holding artifact resembling gold frog pendant on Codex Zouche-Nuttal, page 
79.  From Codex Zouche-Nuttal (1975).  b) Anthropomorphicized gold frog pendant on Codex Zouche-
Nuttal, page 76.  From Codex Zouche-Nuttal (1975).  c) Gold-bell pectoral from Tomb 2 at Zaachila, 
Oaxaca, Mexico.  Photograph from Ramsey (1982:40, Fig. 18).  d) Gold pectoral from Tomb 7 at Monte 
Alban, Oaxaca, Mexico.  Photograph from Miller (2001:221).  e) Gold frog pendant from Costa Rica.  
Photograph from Bray (1981:162). 

 
 
 

 


