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Abstract 

The use of disarticulated human remains in abandonment ritual at Homol’ovi has been studied by 

previous University of Arizona students. In a Master’s thesis submitted to the University of 

Arizona in 1996, Vincent LaMotta analyzed the use of disarticulated human remains at Homol’ovi 

through remains excavated from Homol’ovi II and III. However, very little excavation had been 

completed for Homol’ovi I at the time of LaMotta’s research. LaMotta determined that 

disarticulated human remains were used for abandonment rituals based on the location of the 

remains when excavating a site and the associated artifacts, like bird talons and canine crania, in 

proximity with the human remains. This thesis sought to compile documentation for repatriation 

and identify if disarticulated human remains from Homol’ovi I supported LaMotta’s conclusions. 

After completing a faunal sort to check for additional human remains, a human element analysis 

to identify any taphonomic processes, and a faunal analysis for associated artifacts, it was 

determined that while the use of disarticulated human remains in ritual structures at Homol’ovi I 

is likely for rituals, more complete research, to include other types of structures, to fully support 

LaMotta’s findings.   
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Chapter 1: Introduction and Background 

Introduction 

This thesis seeks to sort and document all human remains recovered from Homol’ovi I in 

efforts to repatriate the remains in accordance with the Native American Graves Protection and 

Repatriation Act. The Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act, henceforth 

referred to as NAGPRA, requires the return of all cultural artifacts, including funerary objects, 

human remains, and other goods of cultural significance, to the Native American or Native 

Hawaiian tribe of their origin (Mayes 2010). The caveat to this is that the tribe must be recognized 

by the United States government. The act also criminalizes the trafficking of these artifacts, 

resulting in fines starting at $100,000 and potentially incarceration. This legislation was enacted 

on November 16, 1990, when it was signed by President George H.W. Bush. 

Since the enactment of NAGPRA, the Arizona State Museum has worked with the tribes 

of the Southwest to ensure the wishes of each tribe are respected. To ensure the Arizona State 

Museum is the entity handling repatriation efforts, several different state statutes have been 

enacted. One secures the responsibility that individuals or companies performing any type of work 

on state-owned land to report any artifacts found to the director of the Arizona State Museum, 

while another discusses that if human remains and associated funerary objects may potentially be 

disturbed in a construction project or something similar, the party must have written permission 

from the director of the Arizona State Museum before construction begins. 

Repatriating this material is important not only because of the legislation in place and to 

keep with the rights and wishes of the associated tribes, but because it is one of three ways the 

Homolovi Settlement Cluster has been preserved. After a tedious battle to secure the land, the 

settlement has also been protected with its establishment as Homolovi State Park, and the 



2 
 

information gathered has been preserved through the creation of the Homol’ovi Research Program 

through the University of Arizona.  

Homolovi State Park is a nineteen-acre park that offers camping, hiking, and tours of the 

ancestral Hopi pueblos. The park was established in 1993, to attempt to protect the sites from 

further destruction from the illegal collection of artifacts, after a thirteen-year battle with 

landowners and legislation. Originally named Homolovi Ruins State Park, the Hopi people 

requested the term “ruins” to be removed from the name because to them the land is still incredibly 

spiritually alive (Eatherly 2019).  

The Homol’ovi Research Program through the Arizona State Museum began as a ten-year 

research program in 1984, built on funding from a budget package given to the University of 

Arizona. It turned into over twenty years of excavation and research led by E. Charles Adams and 

Richard Lange. The program grew to allow a multitude of research on ritual behavior, occupancy, 

resource availability and use, and cooperation between the villages, among other topics of interest. 

Preservation of the material recovered from the sites became a priority for the museum, with 

volunteers, undergraduate and graduate students, and museum staff working on the project. Today, 

the collection is housed at the Arizona State Museum where it continues to be studied by students 

and individuals from around the world. 

This thesis also seeks to confirm if disarticulated human remains from Homol’ovi I have 

similar uses to those from Homol’ovi II and III as analyzed by Vincent LaMotta in his Master’s 

thesis (1996) completed through the University of Arizona. In his research, LaMotta developed 

six hypotheses to determine the use of disarticulated human remains in the Homol’ovi villages. He 

concluded that disarticulated human remains were used in rituals when abandoning structures. 

Should ritual use not be the cause of the disarticulated human remains at Homol’ovi I, one of five 
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other hypotheses presented by LaMotta will be considered as explanations for the use of 

disarticulated remains at Homol’ovi I.  

 

Homol’ovi Settlement Cluster 

The Homol’ovi Settlement Cluster consists of seven major ancestral villages located along 

the Little Colorado River near present day Winslow, Arizona. These villages were occupied from 

AD 1260 to 1400 (Adams 2002). The ancestors of the Hopi arrived at the region after changing 

their direction from eastward in order to find a dependable water supply. These villages are 

considered to be an important migration area in the greater Hopi migration from the Underworld 

to the Upperworld, and the among one of the most significant areas they inhabited in the 

Upperworld. Migration occurred not only from the settlement cluster to the Hopi Mesas, but from 

the mesas to the settlement cluster in some cases.  

 Chevelon was constructed in AD 1290, around the same time construction began for 

Homol’ovi I.  Originally built as a single room block with a plaza and two kivas, at the start of the 

fourteenth century a second and third room block and an additional plaza (Adams 2016) were built. 

With this construction, the village grew to nearly 500 rooms, and housed around 300 individuals. 

Based on midden evidence, Chevelon was founded by individuals from the Hopi Mesas, and 

additionally populated by individuals from Silver Creek based on ceramic evidence. Chevelon was 

abandoned sometime before AD 1400, being one of two villages to be populated for over a century.  

 Cottonwood Creek is one of the Homol’ovi villages that has not been excavated to the 

extent that others have. It is known that it started growing around AD 1285 and contained around 

120 rooms and one plaza (Adams 2002). This village was occupied until AD 1360, around the 
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time significant growth was seen at Chevelon, leading researchers to believe that the individuals 

at Cottonwood Creek moved to Chevelon.  

 Homol’ovi II is considered the largest settlement of the Homolovi Settlement Cluster. It 

was located on the east side of the River, downstream from Homol’ovi I. While the largest of the 

villages, it was also the latest, with construction beginning in AD 1360 (Adams 2002). 

Construction of Homol’ovi II followed a planned layout, unlike other villages in the settlement 

cluster. The large plaza constructed at Homol’ovi II was incredibly close to Homol’ovi I; much 

closer than any other village had been to another. However, there is no evidence of conflict 

between the two villages because of this proximity (Adams 2002). The village was depopulated 

around AD 1400, with the individuals moving to join villages on the Hopi Mesas.  

 Homol’ovi III was located along the west side of the river, built in a floodplain. 

Construction for this village started in the AD 1280s, around the time Homol’ovi IV was 

abandoned, with occupation ending in AD 1300 (Adams 2002). It originally had sixteen structures, 

but grew to encompass around 45 structures, with at least five kivas present. Ceramic evidence 

suggests that the individuals of Homol’ovi III came from the Silver Creek region, or the upper 

Little Colorado. Evidence of flooding from mud deposits on structure floors dates to around the 

time of the depopulation of the village, causing researchers to believe that the flooding was the 

cause of the abandonment of Homol’ovi III.  

 Homol’ovi IV was established around AD 1260, built west of the river (Adams 2002). The 

village started with twenty structures, eventually growing to contain nearly 200 structures. As one 

of the first inhabited villages, the ceramics present suggest that it was occupied by individuals 

from the Little Colorado Valley (Bubemyre 2004). However, the village was occupied for the least 
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amount of time, with occupation dating until around AD 1285. With the depopulation of 

Homol’ovi IV, the construction of five other Homol’ovi villages occurred.  

Jackrabbit, like Cottonwood Creek, is a Homol’ovi village that has not been fully 

excavated. It was occupied from AD 1285 to 1305 and had around 120 rooms and one plaza. While 

the village was only occupied for twenty-five years, construction on the structures date to around 

AD 1350 (Adams 2002). Ceramic evidence shows that the individuals that lived in Jackrabbit came 

from the Hopi Mesas, and after abandoning the settlement moved to Chevelon (Adams 2016).  

 

Figure 1.1: Map of Homol’ovi Settlement Cluster (Produced by Fladd 2018) 
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Homol’ovi I 

Homol’ovi I was originally built in AD 1290 and occupied until AD 1400 (Adams 2002). 

It contained more than 1100 rooms, but no more than 600 appear to have been occupied. This 

settlement was located at one of the widest parts along the east side of the Little Colorado River. 

During its occupation, it went through a remodel when the population began to increase during the 

fourteenth century (Adams 2002). During this expansion, room blocks were constructed in one of 

three ways: C-shaped, L-shaped, or straight. These blocks contained at least ten rooms, but some 

contained as many as twenty rooms.  

In total, there are four enclosed plazas in Homol’ovi I. The North Pueblo was constructed 

first, with its three plazas constructed as more rooms were added. The South Pueblo was 

constructed during the population increase. Emulation of Homol’ovi II is evident, based on the 

construction of the South Plaza shortly after the construction of large plazas and kiva murals at 

Homol’ovi II (Adams 2002). This plaza is not only the latest of the four, but also the largest of 

them.  

Excavations of Homol’ovi I occurred between 1994 and 1999, with only 6.36% of the 

rooms uncovered and about 20% of the ritual structures uncovered. In total, 69 structures were 

excavated, and are believed to represent a cross section of room use within not only Homol’ovi I, 

but the Homol’ovi villages as a whole (Fladd 2018). Most of these rooms average between four 

and eight square meters in size, which is considered a medium sized room that is likely used for 

living and associated uses. Larger rooms, that average over eight square meters in size, have 

associated ritual connotations. The majority of these rooms have a mixture of adobe and stone 

masonry walls, with some rooms having just adobe walls or just stone masonry walls. Along with 
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this, 40% of the floors from excavated structures were made of clay, with flagstone as the next 

most used floor material, used in 15% of floors (Fladd 2018).  

Several different features were identified in the rooms of Homol’ovi. In Homol’ovi I, 56% 

of rooms had at least one thermal feature, to be defined as a hearth or fireplace (Fladd 2018). In 

total, thermal features make up 49% of the features found in rooms, with storage areas as the next 

most common feature of a room, with 17% of found features being storage areas. In addition to 

these, other features noted were benches, work surfaces, ash pits and boxes, and shrines.   

Several different room types are represented in those excavated from Homol’ovi I. In total, 

fifteen of the 69 excavated rooms were used for habitation, four were used as kivas, three were 

used for meals, nine were used for rituals, five were used for ritual storage, twenty-two were used 

for storage, and use could not be determined for ten rooms. One pika house was also present in 

Homol’ovi I. These numbers represent their final use, rather than their perceived initial use, as 

described by Fladd 2018. With these numbers in mind, storage rooms were the most common room 

type at Homol’ovi I.  

Fill underneath the Southern Plaza showed a high frequency of Jeddito Yellow Ware 

pottery, along with deposits from the Middle and Late Homol’ovi phases throughout the North 

Pueblo. The Middle Homol’ovi Phase is dated from AD 1365 to 1385, and the Late Homol’ovi 

Phase is dated from AD 1385 to 1400. Jeddito Yellow Ware makes up 87% of the decorated 

ceramics present at Homol’ovi I (Adams 2002). In analysis of the pottery, they appear to be 

standardized and designed for mass production for trade and export. Jeddito Yellow Ware was 

produced exclusively at the Hopi Mesas starting around AD 1300 (Adams et al. 1993). This 

suggests that the inhabitants of Homol’ovi I traded this pottery with individuals from the Hopi 

Mesas.  
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 A variety of different flora and faunal life can be found along the Little Colorado River. 

The majority of the plant life is part of the desert scrubland commonly seen in the Colorado Plateau 

(Miljour 2016). A variety of plant life is present, from greasewood and prickly pear to coyote 

tobacco and sunflower. The location of the Little Colorado River borders other areas, like the 

Mogollon Rim and the White Mountains. Both areas are known for their diverse ecosystems, 

including several different biotic communities within less than 100 miles of the Homol’ovi villages 

(Miljour 2016). This would have provided the opportunity for other vegetation, to include juniper, 

oak, and ponderosa pines to be available for occupants to use. With such a variety of vegetation 

surrounding the settlement cluster, a variety of plants were available to the inhabitants of 

Homol’ovi I, all of which could be used for a multitude of purposes.  

 With all the abundant plant life available to inhabitants, faunal life became a significant 

part of rituals at Homol’ovi I. Both reproductive and non-reproductive parts of the plants were 

used, depending on the type of ritual being performed. Non-reproductive plant parts were used as 

fuelwood or firewood. Reproductive plant parts were found in ash related to subsistence activities 

(Miljour 2016). This is different than the plants represented in ritual or symbolic offerings, in 

which the ash has a high taxon diversity but a low volume of plant matter. Five different taxa were 

only found together in a variety of contexts. These taxa included species used for puddings, 

porridges, and breads. As a whole, this research provides us with important information on how 

plants were used at Homol’ovi I, and that different parts of the plants had different purposes within 

the society, and even within rituals. 

 Evidence of beans, cotton, maize, and squash were also found throughout Homol’ovi I. 

This shows a reliance on subsistence farming (Miljour 2016). With very little rain in the area, an 

average of less than eight inches a year, individuals had to rely on other means to water their crops. 



9 
 

Irrigation ditches and canals were used to move water from the Little Colorado River to the fields 

(Adams 2002). A large abundance of fish elements among the faunal remains recovered from 

Homol’ovi I suggests that water permanently flowed through the Little Colorado River throughout 

the 1300s, which would ensure the village had enough water for subsistence (Strand 1998).  

 A variety of faunal remains have been recovered from Homol’ovi I. Fifteen different taxa 

of birds, to include Charadriiformes (shorebirds), Anatidae (ducks, geese, and swans), and 

Podicepidae (grebes). The most represented taxon of birds found was Passeriformes, or perching 

birds, which include ravens, magpies, and crows. In total, over 2,000 bird elements were recovered, 

and over 1,300 of them have been identified to the taxonomic level of order or better (LaMotta 

2006). Three different taxa of carnivores are also represented, to include Canidae (coyotes, foxes, 

and wolves), Felidae (cats), and Mustelidae (skunks and weasels). Canidae, specifically coyote 

and dog, represent nearly half of the carnivore bones recovered. Of the 542 bones, 241 of them 

were identified to be coyote or dog (LaMotta 2006). Other significant representations include 96 

badger bones and 62 bobcat bones.  

 Over 2,000 bones from Artiodactyls have been recovered, but only 322 have been 

identified to the family level or better (LaMotta 2006). Three different taxa, Antilocapridae 

(pronghorns), Bovidae (cattle), and Cervidae (deer), are represented in the identified assemblage. 

Pronghorn and bighorn sheep represent the majority of the identified remains, with 123 and 134 

bones respectively. In regards to reptiles, 719 bones were recovered, with representation from three 

taxa: Colubridae (harmless egg laying snakes), Sauria (lizards), and Testudinata (turtles). 595 of 

the 719 elements recovered have been classified as Colubridae (LaMotta 2006). 18 total amphibian 

bones were recovered, with six being identified as Anura (frogs and toads), eight identified as 

Bufonidae (true toads), and four as unidentified amphibians.  
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 Human remains of at least thirty-five individuals have been recovered from Homol’ovi I. 

These remains were excavated and given to the museum between 1997 and 2006. Of these remains, 

twenty are classified as fetus, neonate, infant, or subadult in the inventory sheets of the Arizona 

State Museum. While most of these remains were excavated as part of the Homol’ovi Research 

Program, some were transferred to the Arizona State Museum from other organizations, like 

Arizona State Parks. No fully articulated individuals were found during the excavations of 

Homol’ovi I. Most entries are described as fragmentary or partial skeletons, while others are 

simply teeth or small bone fragments that have been collected.  

 

Figure 1.2: Map of Homol’ovi I (Provided by the Homolovi Research Program) 

 



11 
 

LaMotta Master’s Thesis 

In 1996, Vincent LaMotta submitted a Master’s thesis to the University of Arizona 

examining the use of disarticulated human remains in abandonment ritual at Homol’ovi, with a 

focus on Homol’ovi II and III. In his thesis, he investigated six different hypotheses that could 

explain the use of disarticulated human remains at the Homol’ovi Settlement Cluster. These 

hypotheses are detailed below.  

Hypothesis I states that natural formation processes, to include burrowing animal activity, 

is the reason for disarticulated human remains at Homol’ovi. Natural formation processes were 

defined as evidence of rodent burrows or deposit mixing, the proximity of intact human remains 

that could be disturbed (formal cemeteries, etc.), rodent gnawing, and size of the bone elements. 

Evidence of perimortem and post-mortem gnawing would indicate that rodents moved the remains, 

and the smaller remains are easier for rodents to move. Finding skeletal material mixed in with a 

burrow, or even in a pack rat midden, would also show that rodents had moved the remains.  

Hypothesis II discusses that cultural disturbance, both modern and prehistoric, is the cause 

of the disarticulated human remains. The Homol’ovi sites do have evidence of disturbance by pot 

hunters, which would be shown in the skeletal material in a variety of ways (LaMotta 1996). Like 

Hypothesis I, the proximity to formal burials is considered, as is evidence of postmortem abrasion 

and wear that could occur when someone is digging through remains. This could include 

postmortem fractures. The ubiquity of redeposited fill, along with the size of the human bone, can 

also be associated with cultural disturbance.  

Hypothesis III states that secondary burial mortuary ritual could be the cause of the 

disarticulated remains. As a cultural practice, it would cause the disarticulation of the remains 

because only so much of the body can be moved, and often only particular elements are moved. 
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LaMotta describes that to accept Hypothesis III, evidence of a formal depositional space, like a 

pit, should be present, along with a bias towards larger, more robust elements because those are 

easier to transport and preserve in this process. Evidence of postmortem modification, like 

fracturing, may also be present from moving the bone. There should also be a discrete deposit that 

contains the remains of at least one, but potentially more, individuals, with all individuals 

represented by a significant number of elements. As part of secondary burial mortuary rituals, 

many individuals may be placed together due to familial ties (LaMotta 1996).  

Hypothesis IV discusses that disarticulated human remains may be because of conflict or 

violence. This violence does include ritual violence or interpersonal violence, either of which 

ended in the death and dismemberment of an individual. Evidence of this hypothesis includes bone 

modification in a large portion of the assemblage, some of which may be perimortem, and some 

form of butchering or cutting, along with percussion fractures, may be present on the bones. All 

of these must be met for this hypothesis to be accepted.  

Hypothesis V states that cannibalism is the cause of disarticulated human remains. While 

criteria for this hypothesis and Hypothesis IV overlap, there are key differences that determine 

whether the disarticulation is from violence or cannibalism. Nearly complete disarticulation is 

needed for this hypothesis, along with universal breakage of the cranial and facial bones, as well 

as the long bones. There should also be a unique sequence of cutting, breaking, burning, and 

gnawing on the bones, which would show processing, butchering, cooking, and eating. There may 

also be evidence of boiling, which would show as a polishing of sorts on the edges of bone 

fragments (LaMotta 1996). 

Hypothesis VI discusses the use of disarticulated human remains in structure abandonment 

rituals. For this hypothesis to be accepted there needs to be evidence that structures with 
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ceremonial uses are abandoned, that there are artifacts with ritual functions abandoned with these 

structures, and these objects exist for any site whose deposition is restricted to ceremonial 

structures. Overall, this means that there has to be evidence of the structure being ceremonially 

abandoned, artifacts that are present at the time of abandonment, and that these artifacts are only 

seen in ritual structures.  

LaMotta concluded that, based on the distribution of disarticulated human remains and 

inferred ceremonies, stratigraphic evidence showing that the remains were introduced to the area 

when the structure was closed, and other artifacts found with the remains were also only found in 

inferred ceremonial areas, disarticulated human remains were used during abandonment rituals at 

Homol’ovi. Distribution of disarticulated human remains in ceremonial structures was seen in 

Homol’ovi I, II, III. With that, other objects, such as crystals or turtle carapaces, found with 

disarticulated human remains were also only found with inferred ceremonial use.  

Although Homol’ovi I is discussed in LaMotta’s analysis, he also mentions that only one 

field season had been completed at the site, and that less than 0.5% of the site had been analyzed 

at the time he completed his research. The vast majority of the remains used to support Hypothesis 

VI were from Homol’ovi II and III, which at the time had been excavated more completely. With 

more of Homol’ovi I now excavated, it is essential to go back and analyze what is now available 

to compare new data with what LaMotta originally interpreted. My research intends to determine 

if disarticulated human remains from Homol’ovi I support LaMotta’s interpretation. Due to the 

time constraints of my research, only ritual structures and their associated storage rooms were 

analyzed. While I will be unable to confirm use in abandonment ritual of all types of structures, I 

can use ritual structures and their storage rooms to identify the use of disarticulated human remains 

in generalized rituals.  
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Chapter 2: Methods 

Faunal Sort 

An initial sort of faunal elements recovered from Homol’ovi I was conducted. The purpose 

of this sort was to remove any additional human skeletal remains that had been misidentified as 

animal during the excavation process or were accidentally placed in the faunal catalogue. In total 

83 boxes containing faunal material were sorted and reviewed over the course of nine months, 

from February 2018 to November 2018. This process started as volunteer work and transitioned 

into work for thesis credit at the beginning of the fall semester in August.  

The inventory sheet of each box was reviewed before starting the sorting process. If a box 

was found to have missing bags, this was noted on the inventory sheet by myself or the previous 

individual that sorted through the box at an earlier point in time. Each bag was then removed from 

the box and all contents were examined. Within each bag, smaller containers like film canisters, 

pill bottles, aluminum foil wraps, yogurt containers, and plastic bags were used. After completing 

the sort, all containers were returned to their original bag, which was then returned to the correct 

box. Potential human elements were removed for confirmation by Dr. James Watson. If a human 

element was found, all site information was recorded on a piece of paper and placed in a clear bag 

with the element. Found elements were stored in a separate box for the duration of the faunal 

sorting process. This documentation was then given to the Arizona State Museum as part of their 

annual report. 

 

Human Element Analysis 

Human element analysis began in November 2018 and was completed in February 2019. 

The first elements analyzed were those that were removed during the faunal sort. After these 
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elements were analyzed, the human elements initially recovered from Homol’ovi I were analyzed. 

Each element was evaluated for type of element, side, and condition, along with indicators of 

taphonomic processes, such as gnawing or chewing, burning, cutting, or secondary transportation 

or perimortem trauma. These processes were noted not only for the documentation of the Arizona 

State Museum, but for comparison to the types of taphonomic processes consistent with the 

different hypotheses presented by LaMotta. The following table displays the criteria outlined by 

LaMotta that was I used when analyzing the human remains. 

 

Hypothesis Criteria Used for Support 

Hypothesis I Rodent gnawing 

Hypothesis II Postmortem wear and abrasion 

Hypothesis III Bone modification to include fracturing 

Hypothesis IV Perimortem trauma, cutting, burning, 

butchering, percussion fractures 

Hypothesis V Cutting, breaking, burning, gnawing 

sequence; breakage of long bones and cranial 

and facial bones, polishing 

Hypothesis VI Artifact association 

 

Table 2.1: Criteria Used for Comparison Based on LaMotta (1996) 

 

After completing the initial analysis of the remains and completing the appropriate 

documentation, including dental charts where necessary, the number of elements, to include 

fragmented remains, was counted. The ratio of teeth, burned remains, and infant remains in 

comparison to the total number of fragments was then calculated. The number of elements that 

contained gnawing, fractures, cutting, and other criteria used to support the hypotheses developed 
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by LaMotta was also calculated. These counts were then used to support the rejection or acceptance 

of each hypothesis. 

 

Faunal Analysis 

 After the human element analysis, a faunal analysis began in March 2019 and ended in 

April 2019. After identifying which structures in Homol’ovi I were considered ritual rooms or 

ritual storage rooms using a dissertation produced by Samantha Fladd and submitted to the 

University of Arizona in 2018, the structures of the human elements analyzed were checked for 

overlap. Seven structures containing human remains were categorized as ritual rooms or ritual 

storage rooms. Faunal elements from the ritual structures were analyzed to determine if there was 

any artifact association, as necessary for LaMotta Hypothesis VI. The faunal remains were sorted 

for presence of the following elements that were considered for artifact associations: turtle 

carapaces, rabbit burials, canine crania, and bird talons. Rabbit burials are defined as an articulated 

rabbit skeleton found in a structure. 
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Chapter 3: Analysis 

Analysis of Taphonomic Processes 

Of the 525 fragments analyzed, no fragments showed evidence of cutting or gnawing of 

any kind. These are important criteria for LaMotta Hypotheses I, IV, and V. There was also no 

evidence of wear, abrasion, polishing, or bone working on any elements. There is some light 

surface cracking in elements that shows evidence of sun bleaching or potentially postmortem 

cracking, but there are no perimortem fractures or cracking in seen in any elements.  

 

Analysis of Burned Elements 

Of all the fragments analyzed, only one has evidence of burning. While there is one element 

that shows signs of burning, it is important to note that no cremations were found in the 

assemblage.  This fragment, a pubic symphysis from Structure 0, has a very distinct burn mark. 

This mark is dark black in color, more representative of a low temperature fire rather than a high 

temperature fire (Walker et al. 2015). This mark is a distinct line, about one-half inch thick, on the 

element. It goes around the element in a circle, like something was tied around the bone, and then 

burned. There are no fibers or hairs attached to the bone which could help identify if any rope was 

attached to the bone when the burning occurred. While burning is a component for LaMotta 

Hypotheses IV and V, this type of burning is not described by LaMotta. Drawings of the element 

are provided below. Photographs are not allowed per the current NAGPRA agreements with the 

Hopi.  
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Figure 3.1: Drawing of burn mark with an anterior view of the fragment (Young 2019) 

 

Figure 3.2: Drawing of burn mark with a medial view of the fragment (Young 2019) 
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Analysis of Location in Relation to Ritual Structures 

Ritual structures can be defined as rooms that have fire pits or hearths, shrines, benches, 

and ventilator shafts (Fladd 2018). The identifying feature that distinguishes ritual structures from 

others is the presence of ventilator shafts in conjunction with other features found in several 

different room types. Ventilator shafts are found in ritual structures or kivas and are defined as a 

system with an initial opening (vent) and a shaft that runs behind a wall of the structure. The 

opening can be rectangular or circular but is defined as a vent because it is too small to be a door. 

Vents without a shaft can be considered windows but are ultimately being used for ventilation. 

Hearths are found throughout the rooms, mostly in rooms used for cooking.  

Ritual storage structure rooms are identified due to their proximity to ritual structures, 

along with their narrow room size in comparison to other rooms of the site (Fladd 2018). These 

rooms also contain features like shrines and ash pits. These rooms are thought to have been utilized 

for smaller ritual activity, while also being used as a storage vessel for the larger ritual space. 

Of the 69 structures analyzed at Homol’ovi I, ten were ritual structures and four were ritual 

storage structures at some point during their use by the society (Fladd 2018). The analyzed 

assemblage contained remains from four of the ritual structures and three of the ritual storage 

structures. A variety of different elements were found in these structures, ranging from fetal to 

adult elements. 

Room 8, a ritual structure, contained an unfused proximal end of a femur. Based on the 

lack of fusion and the development of the element, it likely belonged to a subadult individual. This 

was the only human element found in this structure. While dark staining was present on the 

element, there is no evidence of burning. Another ritual structure, Room 104, contained three 
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human elements: one adult tooth and two infant vertebral fragments. All elements contained some 

staining and soil adhesion, but no evidence of burning was present. Room 210, another ritual 

structure, contained two fragments: one sacral fragment and one first metatarsal. Both exhibit 

staining and soil adhesion, but no signs of burning. Ritual structure Room 610 contained 

mandibular fragments and teeth of a subadult individual. These fragments were lightly stained. 

Room 310, a ritual storage structure, contained 58 fragments and complete elements. A 

variety of adult and subadult elements were present. Several long bone fragments, to include 

unfused femur heads, an unfused distal tibia epiphysis, an unfused femur distal epiphysis, and shaft 

fragments, were present in the assemblage. Along with these, a variety of vertebral, rib, and cranial 

fragments, as well as tarsal and metatarsal elements were present. The majority of these elements 

contained staining and soil adhesion, with several elements showing surface cracking due to sun 

bleaching. 

Another ritual storage structure, Room 503 had a single tooth present, which had some 

staining and soil adhesion. Most of the enamel was missing, and no root was present, so it is 

difficult to determine what type of tooth it is. Room 704, also used for ritual storage, contained a 

single adult tooth. This tooth did have enamel present, and there was light cracking in the enamel.  

Room 209 was initially discussed by LaMotta in his thesis as containing an “L-shaped 

shrine,” which shows that there was a ceremonial connotation with the structure. This structure is 

described as a piki house (Fladd 2018). A piki house is considered a female ritual space and is 

characterized by the presence of a three-sided hearth. Only one piki house was identified in 

Homol’ovi I. A fragment of mandible, including five teeth in socket and two out of socket, was 

found in this structure. Based on the teeth present, and the development of the adult first molars 
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(the two teeth out of socket) and that these molars had not erupted, this individual is a juvenile. In 

addition to these teeth, the distal end of a foot phalange is also present.  

 

Analysis of Faunal Remains Present in Ritual Structures 

After analyzing the faunal remains associated with each ritual structure, several different 

faunal elements of interest were found. Canine crania, rabbit burials, bird talons, and turtle 

carapace were the faunal elements of interest, but only two of these types of remains were found 

during the analysis. Of the four ritual structures that contained human remains, two of them also 

contained the faunal elements of interest. An analysis of the faunal remains from Structures 8 and 

601 resulted in no presence of these types of faunal remains. While a variety of faunal elements 

were present in these structures, no turtle carapaces, bird talons, canine crania, or articulated rabbit 

skeletons were found. 

Structure 104 had two different types of faunal remains represented in its faunal 

assemblages: bird talons and turtle carapace. Four large bird talons associated with PD 466, and 

eleven pieces of turtle carapace associated with PD 490 are from the structure. None of these 

elements showed evidence of burning, cutting, gnawing, or any other taphonomic processes. Along 

with the bird talons, additional bird foot bones were found. There were no remnants of scales or 

feathers on these bones.  

Structure 210 had one type of faunal element represented in the associated faunal 

assemblages: bird talons. Four different bird talons were found, with two sizes represented. Three 

of the talons were from medium sized birds, and one talon was from an incredibly small bird. None 

of these elements showed evidence of burning, cutting, gnawing, or any other taphonomic 
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processes. None of these elements were found in the same PD as the human elements recovered 

from the structure. 

With these results in mind, only half of the ritual structures that contained human elements 

also contained the faunal elements categorized by LaMotta as being necessary to accept 

Hypothesis VI. The presence of these faunal remains allows us to infer the possibility for their use 

in conjunction with the disarticulated human remains present in the structure for rituals. However, 

because the amount of faunal remains present is so small, a definitive conclusion cannot be made.  
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Chapter 4: Discussion and Conclusions 

Discussion of LaMotta Hypotheses 

Hypothesis I from LaMotta’s thesis discusses the possibility that disarticulated human 

remains from Homol’ovi are from natural formation processes, and, in particular, those from 

burrowing animals. When comparing his criteria to support this hypothesis with the skeletal 

material I analyzed from Homol’ovi I, no rodent or carnivore gnawing was found on any elements. 

With no gnawing evident, natural formation processes and animal burrowing cannot explain the 

use of disarticulated human remains in Homol’ovi I. 

Hypothesis II separates natural formation from cultural processes. In particular, to support 

Hypothesis II evidence of postmortem wear and abrasion should be evident on the elements. When 

considering this, very few elements had evidence of sun bleaching, which would cause minor 

surface cracking. LaMotta refers to the Homol’ovi sites being targeted by pothunters, or 

individuals illegally searching for and collecting artifacts to sell, which could explain the sun 

bleaching present on the elements. Other than the presence of sun bleaching, there is no other 

evidence to support this hypothesis. 

Hypothesis III discusses secondary burial rituals, and, creating deposits of disarticulated 

remains when moving a burial site. To support this hypothesis, larger elements would be more 

common than smaller elements, due to them being easier to collect, and evidence of postmortem 

modification, such as fracturing, would also be present. When considering the size of the elements, 

a variety of sizes, ranging from fragments and phalanges to complete os coxae, were found. No 

fracturing is evident in any of the analyzed elements, although cracking from natural processes is 

evident in several elements.  
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Hypothesis IV describes the possibility of violence being the cause of disarticulated 

remains. LaMotta states that perimortem trauma, cutting, and burning are needed to support this 

hypothesis. There is no evidence of perimortem trauma or cutting, and only one element of the 

assemblage has evidence of burning, as discussed in Chapter 3. With the lack of evidence, this 

hypothesis cannot be supported.  

Hypothesis V discusses the possibility that disarticulated human remains are a result from 

cannibalism amongst the inhabitants of Homol’ovi. Evidence of breakage in long bones and facial 

bones and a sequence of cutting-breaking-burning-gnawing need to be present to support this 

hypothesis. There is no evidence of purposeful breaking of the long bones. There is also no 

evidence of the needed sequence, with no evidence of any cutting, breaking, or gnawing in the 

assemblage. With only one element showing evidence of burning, and the lack of other evidence, 

cannibalism as a cause for disarticulated human remains cannot be supported.  

Hypothesis VI describes artifact association with disarticulated human remains, to signify 

ritual use. While a variety of artifact associations were discussed by LaMotta, faunal element 

association was focused on for this thesis. Of the four ritual structures that contained human 

remains two contained a total of nineteen faunal elements that are considered associated artifacts. 

The presence of the faunal remains with the human remains in half of the structures analyzed 

provides evidence we can use to infer the ritual significance of disarticulated human remains. 

 

Discussion of Element Misidentification 

In completing the faunal sort, eight different human elements were removed from the 

faunal collection. Of these elements, three were fetal or infant. When considering the possibilities 
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as to why these elements evaded individuals, especially when considering similar infant and fetal 

elements were separated appropriately during the initial excavations, several different factors come 

to mind. Small elements of animals, such as carpals, are often mistaken for fetal or infant bones 

due to their size (Harsányi 1993). There is also an unfamiliarity with fetal remains, as most 

osteology courses focus on adult osteology or do not have comparative collections of fetal, infant, 

or child remains.  

There are some methods that can be used in the field if individuals are unsure of the origin 

of an element, especially when distinguishing between small animals and human infants. Using 

macroscopic morphology or osteological features can be an indicator in many cases (Franklin and 

Marks 2013). However, this does require the individual to be familiar with not only human 

osteology but the osteology of animals from the region. This is possible if a comparative collection 

is available, but often a comparative collection cannot be brought into the field. If an individual is 

not familiar with the osteology of the animals in the area, looking at osteological features and 

determining if they are seen in human osteology is ideal (Franklin and Marks 2013). If a feature 

present is not consistent with human morphology, then there is a strong possibility that the bone is 

not human.  

In analyzing the human remains, a particularly interesting element was found: a fish 

cleithrum. This cleithrum was mixed in with fetal humans remains. There are several features of a 

fish cleithrum that can be used to distinguish it from human remains. Initially, the surface texture 

of the cleithrum is significantly different than that of fetal remains; it is much smoother. The shape 

of the element should also be considered, as it is unlike that of most human elements. However, 

as discussed previously, many individuals are not familiar with fetal elements, and I believe a 

combination of unfamiliarity with fetal and fish elements can explain this abnormality.  
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Conclusions 

Based on where in Homol’ovi I human remains were found, the lack of evidence to support 

LaMotta Hypotheses I-V, and the presence of necessary faunal elements in ritual structures with 

human elements, LaMotta Hypothesis VI is the most probable to explain the use of disarticulated 

human remains at Homol’ovi I. While a more complete analysis is necessary to identify if 

disarticulated human remains and associated artifacts are present in other structures of Homol’ovi 

I, a preliminary conclusion that disarticulated human remains are used in rituals can be inferred. 

With no significant evidence to support other hypotheses, LaMotta’s initial conclusion can be 

upheld based on the limited scope of this study.   
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