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Abstract 

This study focuses on one of the few hallmark artifacts from the Hohokam Pre-Classic period: 

palettes. Previous research on palettes is synthesized and the nature of the prehistoric production, 

distribution, and use-lives of these artifacts is explored. The term "palette" is found to inadequately 

and inaccurately describe the many ways in which these artifacts were used within Hohokam society. 

In its place, the author suggests that the term "tablet" be used for the artifact class. hnportant byproducts 

of this study are life-size and highly accurate line drawings of over one thousand palettes, as well as a 

fully searchable relational database. 
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Chapter One 

Introduction 

Palettes have been defined as key elements of 
Pre-Classic Hohokam culture since they were first 
identified as a distinct artifact class by Emil Haury 
in the 1930s. The work at Snaketown by Gila 
Pueblo provided the context and set the standard 
for understanding Hohokam material culture. In 
fact, the observations and findings reached by 
Gladwin (1937), Haury (1937, 1976), and others 
are still heavily relied upon today by archaeologists 
working in the region. Palettes are no exception 
to this rule. Haury 's work on this artifact class was 
groundbreaking and well done. Subsequent published 
and unpublished studies by Haury (1937, 1976) 
and others (Adams 1995, 1997, 2002; Hawley 
1937; Krueger 1993; Lekson 1990, 1991; Lowell 
1990; Schroeder 1990; Woodbury 1954) build 
upon this original report. 

While Haury's studies were indeed 
significant, they were also necessarily limited in 
scope. Haury was looking at a large sample of 
palettes (nearly three hundred) from only one site: 
Snaketown, which is definitely one of the largest 
Pre-Classic villages in the Phoenix Basin and 
certainly the most extensively excavated Hohokam 
site to date. It is still a sample from only one site, 
however. Additionally, at the time of his analysis 
very little was known about what archaeologists 
now consider to be the Hohokam regional 
system-especially areas outside of the Phoenix 
and Tucson Basins. Haury was writing during the 
height of the culture historical mode in archaeology, 
where findings from a small handful of large 
excavated sites within a particular region were 
used as proxy measures for what was happening 
within the region as a whole through time. For the 
most part, this type of thinking has proved to be 
very successful for describing Hohokam culture in 
general. That the work of Haury and others from 
this era is still widely cited is proof of its enduring 

quality and influence. As more sites were 
excavated and more information was compiled 
( especially from Cultural Resource Management 
projects), though, it became clear that Hohokam 
culture was a great deal more complicated and 
variable than first thought. The established culture 
history was a good start, but it needed to be fleshed 
out in much greater detail to account for everything 
that archaeologists were finding at sites both within 
and outside of the Phoenix and Tucson Basins (see 
Chapter2). 

Compiling more complete descriptions and 
documentation ofHohokam material culture across 
time and space has been of particular interest to 
archaeologists during the "fleshing out" process, 
especially subsequent to Haury 's second set of 
excavations at Snaketown in the late 1960s. 
Among the artifact types reexamined were palettes. 
Haury himself realized the shortcomings of his 
original 1930s analysis of palettes and revised it 
somewhat in the 197 6 site report for Snaketown, 
The H ohokam: Desert Farmers and Craftsmen. 
Research carried out on palettes since this report 
has focused on filling in the "gaps" in Haury' s 
analysis, building and expanding on his conclusions 
(see Chapter 3). 

The main thrust of more current (but still 
sporadic and limited) palette research has been to 
( 1) better understand how palettes were used in 
Hohokam society (2) better understand how they 
were distributed across time and space, and (3) 
document the variability present within the artifact 
class. As will be discussed at length in later 
chapters, all of these studies and the original work 
of Haury form the foundation for the research on 
Hohokam palettes presented in this monograph 
but also tend to be fairly limited in scope. In addition 
to bringing all of this disparate research together 
in one place and synthesizing it for the first time, 
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this study of palettes also builds upon these earlier 
studies and explores the production, distribution, 
and use of palettes with much more comprehensive 
data set. By revisiting these topics, exploring them 
further with new data, and taking palette research 
in new directions, I hope to gain insight into not 
only the details of the use-lives of palettes, from 
the moment of their creation to their final use, but 
also larger issues within Hohokam prehistory such 
as the organization of prcxluction, composition and 
character of the ideological system within which 
palettes existed, and social complexity. 

Several scholars have added to Haury's 
work in attempts to create a more complete picture 
of the palette artifact class. Each scholar chose to 
focus on one particular piece of the puzzle. For 
Hawley (1937) , Schroeder (1990), Lowell 
(1990), and Adams (1995, 1997, 2002), how 
palettes were used was of particular interest. Not 
only do we now have a better understanding of 
the composition of mineral crusts in palette basins, 
but we have been forced to think "outside of the 
box" and consider somewhat unorthodox uses of 
palettes ( snuff trays) as well as rethink the one 
person to one palette ratio. Lekson (1990, 1991) 
was the main catalyst for the rebirth of palette 
studies in the 1990s and the driving force behind 
this study as well. His idea that differences in the 
temporal and regional distribution of palettes might 
give archaeologists some solid insights into 
Hohokamregional organization was revolutionary 
and spawned a huge documentation project carried 
out by Lekson and three other researchers 
(Bostwick, Krueger, and myself). The results of 
this project include very accurate 1: 1 scale plan 
view drawings of an overwhelming majority of 
palettes that have been excavated from Hohokam 
sites (1242). Not only did this project show just 
how many palettes are available to study, but it 
also created an invaluable data set that could be 
used by future researchers (including myself). Even 
with a rebirth in palette studies in the past fifteen 
years, Haury (1937, 1976) remains the only 
archaeologist who has said something definitive 

about the artifact class as a whole (apart from 
Krueger's attempt to do so in 1993). 

Using both traditional and more modern 
techniques ( see Chapter 4 ), data were collected 
from a sample of over twelve hundred palettes 
drawn by Lekson, Bostwick, Krueger, and myself 
(in addition to direct observations of over 300 
palettes by me) from throughout the regional system 
to answer very specific questions about certain 
aspects of the use-lives of palettes. The first set of 
questions addressed in this thesis revolve around 
the production of palettes: How was the raw 
material procured? What tools were used in their 
manufacture? What were the various stages of the 
production process? How much skill and 
specialized know ledge was required to make 
palettes? Where were they made? How was the 
organization of production structured? How and 
why did all of these aspects of production change 
through time? Chapter 5 contains a thorough 
summary of previous research on production and 
presents analyses that help answer the questions 
outlined above. 

The second set of questions explored 
focus on the temporal and spatial distribution of 
palettes within the Hohokam regional system: What 
attributes of palettes can be used to track spatial 
and temporal distributions? What are the 
distributions of these attributes and why do they 
change through time? What implications do these 
distributions have for the established core
periphery mcxlel of the Hohokam regional system? 
Chapter 6 contains the results of analyses th_at 
attempt to answer these questions. 

The third and final set of questions center 
on the use and function of palettes within Hohokam 
society: In what ways were palettes used? How 
and why did this change through time? What do 
we actually know about the function of palettes? 
What do we think we know about their function? 
Previous research on use, as well as analyses that 
highlight known and newly discovered use wear 
patterns, make up Chapter 7. Through the 
exploration of the above questions, placed within 



the context of previous research on palettes, this 

study seeks to provide a more comprehensive and 

far-reaching archaeolo-gical understanding of the 

artifact class and its role in Hohokam society. 

The findings of this study would appear 

to indicate that, just like the Hohokam culture as a 

whole, palettes are quite complex, variable, and 

sometimes counterintuitive entities throughout the 

Pre-Classic period. Not only do they change in 

general morphology and decoration over time, but 

the organization of production seems to have 

changed as well. At first glance palettes appear to 

gradually decline in quality (which goes against the 

general trend of increasing quality in finished goods 

during the Sedentary period-see Neitzel 1991) 

until one looks more closely and realizes that they 

are actually becoming more standardized with a 

greater amount of attention being paid to the size 

of the palette instead of how it looked. Palettes 

also appear to be made by craftsmen but 

decorated by individual owners during the 

Sedentary period. Palettes tend to follow the 

distribution of most Hohokam cultural hallmarks 

as populations spread out from the Phoenix Basin 

to "colonize" outlying areas. What is fascinating is 

that some of the ways in which they are decorated 

are only found outside of the "core" portion of 

the regional system, which suggests that information 

exchange on at least one level was not unidirectional 

(flowing outward from the core) and that outlying 

areas potentially expressed their autonomy and 

individuality on a small scale through such mediums 

as palettes. Additionally, palettes are used in only 

a few ways at first that are generally associated 

Introduction 3 

with funerary rites. Later in time the restrictions on 

their use are either lifted or ignored and a variety 

of new uses appear that perhaps speak to a greater 

degree of integration of the general Hohokam 

populace into, or at the very least changes in, the 

ideological system within which palettes were 

embedded. The social function of palettes is still 

somewhat of a mystery, although archaeological 

speculation leans towards their role as status 

markers that either reinforce or nullify the social 

status of the individual owner when they are 

intentionally destroyed at the time of the owner's 

death. Additionally, it is mainly due to the findings 

of my palette use wear analysis that I suggest that 

"palette" be retired from use as the label for this arti
fact class. In its place I offer the term "tablet," which 

is both more neutral with respect to implied use and 

more accurate with respect to general morphology. 

While this study attempts to address and 

explore aspects of palettes not covered by previ

ous research, there are far more topics and data 

than could possibly be addressed in work of this 

length. My hope is that the findings presented in 

this thesis will encourage further palette research 

and use of the "by-products" generated by my re

search and that of several other scholars. The 

important by-products are a fully searchable and 

detailed Access© database for Hohokam pal

ettes and a collection of accurate 1 : 1 scale plan 

view drawings of over twelve hundred palettes, 

both of which can be used by future researchers 

to verify or refute the findings presented here or 

even (hopefully) to ask questions about palettes 

that are not explored in this thesis. 





Chapter Two 

The Hohokam Pre-Classic Period: Resources, 
Culture, Structure. 

Understanding how~ Hohokam palettes were 
produced, distributed, and used requires that the 
artifacts be placed in their social context. This 
chapter discusses the environment within which 
the Hohokam people lived and the resources they 
exploited; how their culture developed; how they 
structured their communities; and the nature of their 
political, economic, and ideological systems. 
Hohokam influence was widespread in the 
Sonoran Desert and beyond due to vast trade 
networks. The canal irrigation systems that 
appeared early in the Pre-Classic period are 
monumental feats of community-level and regional 
cooperation. Most interestingly, the Hohokam 
tended to be highly sedentary, continuously 
occupying the same sites for hundreds of years. 
What will become clear to the reader is that 
Hohokam culture, the regional system that 
encompassed it, and the environment within which 
it operated were very complex and dynamic 
entities. 

ENVIRONMENT 

Most, if not all, of Hohokam culture in the Pre
Classic period is found within the northwestern 
reaches of the Sonoran Desert (Figure 2.1 ). This 
desert is perhaps the most complex in North 
America-not only in the sense that a great 
diversity of species can be found within its 
boundaries but also in its structure, both 
biologically and geologically (Phillips and Comus 
2000). The Sonoran Desert, when compared to 
other deserts, is relatively young. Its current form 
has probably existed for no more than about 

10,000 years. Surlace features include sedimentary, 
metamorphic, and volcanic rocks that vary widely 
in age from Precambrian to Quaternary. Basin and 
range topography-cut by meandering rivers
dominates the landscape. Among the important 
localized geological sources exploited by the 
Hohokam are outcrops of micaceous schist, 
phyllite, chert, obsidian, turquoise, argillite, and 
hematite. 
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Figure 2.1 Subdivisions of the Sonoran Desert in 
southern Arizona (Fish and Nabhan, Fig 2.1) 

While the complex geologic history-the 
working and reworking of rocks by water and 
wind, as well as the development of soil complexes 
on slopes and in the many basins-can go far to 
explain the diversity in faunal and floral species, 
one must also take into account the Sonoran 
Desert's bimodal pattern of rainfall, which allows 
for both winter and summer annual plant species 
(Phillips and Comus 2000). In the Sonoran Desert 
there are more than 250 native plant species that 
have served as food for Native Americans. Greater 
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rainfall also allows for an abundance of tree-like 
plants (as opposed to shrubs). The Hohokam 
chose to dwell among and rely upon two of these 
tree-sized plants in particular: the saguaro and the 
mesquite (Johnson 1999). 

Biseasonal rainfall in the upper Sonoran 
Desert also results in a higher percentage of 
ephemeral (short-lived) plants than in other deserts. 
These plants, which were generally energy-rich, 
were collected by the Hohokam for food. Even in 
the hottest, driest parts of the Sonoran Desert, the 
lack of food was not so much a limiting factor as 
the lack of potable water (Johnson 1999). 

Rivers and streams are a key feature in 
Hohokam settlement (Fish and Nabhan 1991, 
Johnson 1999). Indeed, the Hohokam were 
initially defined as a riverine people, before 
substantial desert/upland Hohokam sites were 
discovered. The two principal rivers of the 
Hohokam region are the Salt River and the Gila 
River, and it is along these two rivers that most of 
the largest Hohokam sites and canal systems are 
found. All permanent tributaries to the two major 
rivers were also heavily settled, with particularly 
large and important sites along the lower Verde 
River, just above its confluence with the Salt River, 
and the Santa Cruz River along its lengths of 
permanent flow (Crown 1991a, Fish 1989). While 
non-riverine Hohokam sites are known, the river 
settings of the Salt and Gila, and the Salt-Gila Basin, 
remain the best known and constitute the core area 
of Hohokam archaeology and, perhaps, the 
ancient Hohokam world (Fish 1989). 

CULTURAL SUMMARY 

The Hohokam were prehistoric desert farmers in 
central and southern Arizona below the Mogollon 
Rim from the Dragoon Mountains on the east to 
the Growler Mountains on the west, an area of 
nearly 45,000 square miles. They lived principally 
in the Upper and Lower Sonoran deserts. 
Several models have been advanced to charac-

terize the homogeneity perceived in Hohokam 
archaeological material across this broad geographi
cal space and over more than one thousand years 
in time. The Hohokam have been considered to 
be one ethnic group, a collection of related ethnic 
groups, an environmentally specific economic 
adaptation, a tradition, an interaction sphere, and a 
horizon style (Fish 1989). Traditionally, archaeolo
gists have tended to identify the Hohokam ceramically 
by their characteristic red-on-buff pottery. 

1rePre-Clas.5icHOOCKalll era is traditionally 
divided up into three main time periods based on 
the sequence for the Phoenix Basin: the Pioneer 
period (ca. 2000-1250 BP), consisting of the 
Sweetwater and Snaketown phases; the Colonial 
period ( ca. 1250-1100 BP), consisting of the Gila 
Butte and Santa Cruz phases; and the Sedentary 
period ( ca. 1100-850 BP), with its single Sacaton 
phase. The names assigned to these three time 
periods reflect early archaeological thinking on 
Hohokam cultural development ( Cordell 1997). 
Initially, it was thought that founding populations 
moved into the Salt-Gila Basin of the Sonoran 
Desert, possibly from northwest Mexico (the 
Pioneer period), and rapidly expanded their 
influence throughout the region (the Colonial 
period). In the following Sedentary period, 
populations settled down and aggregated into large 
centers (Gladwin et al. 1937, Haury 1976). 
However, as Figure 2.2 shows, the reality of the 
Hohokam Pre-Classic is much more complicated 
than the Pioneer-Colonial-Sedentary model 
presented here. Research carried out subsequent to 
the work of Gladwin and Haury has demonstrated 
that the dates associated with and duration of each 
section of the Hohokam cultural sequence can vary 
slightly depending on what part of the Hohokam 
region is being examined. Additionally, the name~ 
assigned to each one of these sections can be 
regionally dependent as well. While the nomen
clature differences are mainly due to researchers 
creating sequences in isolation from one another, 
the temporal differences are real and suggest that 
the Hohokam regional system neither developed 
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Recent research has shown that several 
basic Hohokam traits were present in the Sonoran 
Desert long before the Pioneer period, in the Late 
Archaic and Brownware horizons, however, 
instigating a great deal of rethinking about the 
Hohokamsequence(Whittlesey 1997).Additionally, 
there is disagreement on the precise dates assigned 
to these time periods, due in part to a reliance on 
radiocarbon and archaeomagnetic dating, and in 
part to regional variation in the timing of the 
occurrence of diagnostic material attributes. 
Radiocarbon dating in particular is problematic. 
As Schiffer (1986) has demonstrated, "old wood" 
can dramatically affect the dating of a site. The 
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Sonoran Desert is arid enough that dead wood 
can be preserved on the surface for hundreds of 
years. On occasion, since good timber is so hard 
to come by in the region, this wood was collected 
and used by the Hohokam for various purposes 
(fires, house construction, etc.) and they often 
salvaged wood from older structures and re-used 
it in new ones. When archaeologists radiocarbon 
date this wood, the features associated with it can 
appear to be decades or even centuries older than 
they really are. Schiffer suggests a revised 
Hohokam chronology that takes into account the 
age of the wood, where radiocarbon dates 
recovered from wood samples are essentially cut 
in half ( 1986:25) and/or annual plant species are 
more heavily relied upon for accurate dates. 

The areas that make up what is known 
today as the Hohokam regional system (Figure 2.3) 
are the Upper Verde, Agua Fria, Gila Bend, Salt
Gila Basin, Tonto Basin, Safford, Tucson Basin, 
San Pedro, the Upper Santa Cruz and the 
Papagueria (Crown 1991a). 

Figure 2.3 The Hohokam regional system (Crown 
1991 a) 

The Pioneer and Colonial periods are well
known from only a few of these areas because it is 
difficult to find an intact, single-component sites 
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from these early periods and less research has been 
conducted on these periods outside of the Phoenix 
and Tucson Basins. Detailed chronologies are also 
lacking for most of the regions above, with the notable 
exceptions of the Salt-Gila and Tucson Basins, whose 
chronologies (for subregions) can be found in 
Figure 2.2. The Sedentary period is better 
understood throughout the Hohokam regional 
system because large Sedentary sites are much 
more visible in the archaeological record. 

Material attributes (both artifacts and 
features) that have come to be identified as 
hallmarks of the Hohokam were first recognized 
and defined in the 1920s in the major ruins of the 
Salt and Gila river valleys by the Gila Pueblo 
Archaeological Foundation (Gladwin et al 1937, 
Fish 1989). Architecturally, the most diagnostic 
structures are oval ballcourts (possibly part of a 
similar phenomenon found in Mesoamerica), trash 
mounds, shallow pit houses ( or "houses-in-pits"), 
canal irrigation systems, and (perhaps) "capped" 
or surfaced trash mounds. Ceramically, the 
Hohokam are characterized by distinctive red-on
buff pottery, found in the Salt-Gila Basin and in 
most of the other areas that make up the regional 
system (Fish 1989, Crown 1991a). Other artifact 
classes, such as tripods, palettes, and censers, occur 
in roughly the same regional distribution as Hohokam 
ceramics, and these artifacts have also been used to 
recognize Hohokam sites. A suite of socioreligious 
items seem specific to the Hohokam. Figurines, 
censers, and palettes occur only rarely in the 
remainder of the Southwest, and are usually 
considered the result of trade or direct interaction 
with the Hohokam (Fish 1989; Doyel 1991 b ). In 
addition, shell work has sometimes been used to 
define Hohokam cultural traditions, but questions 
about sources, production and distribution make 
these exotic artifacts less specific to Hohokam than 
other artifact classes (Seymour 1988). 

Architectural and settlement patterns in the 
Pre-Classic period parallel the distribution of 
Hohokam pottery and other diagnostic artifacts. 
Villages consisted of dispersed houses and, more 

commonly, house clusters termed "courtyard 
groups," which were composed of several houses 
whose main entryways were oriented towards a 
shared courtyard (Gregory 1991 ). Larger 
settlements were often organized around formal 
plazas, with ballcourts and mounds located near 
the margins of the plazas (Gregory 1991), a pattern 
which is seen at Snaketown (Wilcox et al 1981, 
Figure 2.4). Hohokam sites, especially large ones 
like Snaketown and Grewe, have long and 
complex occupational histories (Crown 1991a; 
Doyel 1991a; Fish 1989; Gladwin, et al. 1937; 
Haury 197 6). 

NORTH 
P.ouibl1 Prehis1oric T'folt1: 

() 100 20.:, 

~ House concentrations 
• Caliche-capped mounds 
C Other mounds 
• Houses 

Figure 2 .4 Snaketown during the Sedentary period 
(Wilcox 1991 ) 

Unlike many other archaeological cultures 
in the American Southwest, the Hohokam were 
extremely sedentary from the early Pre-Classic 
through the Classic periods ( Crown 1991 a; Fish 
1989; Whittlesey 1997). Large sites often include 
substantial, stratified architectural remains spanning 
six to seven centuries. This deep sedentism makes 
the estimation of population across time and space 
extremely difficult (Fish 1989; Crown 1991 a, 



Whittlesey et al. 1997). 
Cremation was the primary method for 

disposal of the dead usually interred in clustered 
cemeteries near settlements (Fish 1989, Gladwin; 
etal.1937; Haury 1976; Whittlesey 1997). Canal 
networks tapped desert rivers and major 
tributaries, the largest carrying water more than 
20 miles from rivers such as the Salt and Gila. Ak 
chin farming on alluvial fans (away from major 
rivers) and a variety of techniques utilizing 
floodwater and runoff complete a versatile 
agicultural repertoire. Widespread trade networks 
involved large amounts of shell and other exotic 
goods from northern Mexico (Doyel 1991 b ). 

Settlements . 

Hohokam settlement can be usefully described as 
a series of nested patterns: irrigation community, 
settlement, house cluster/courtyard group, and 
house (Doyel 1987; Rice 1987; Cordell 1997). 
These patterns have been defined for both the 
Colonial and Sedentary periods (Henderson 
1987a, 1987b, 2001a, 2001b). Canals and canal 
systems are believed to have begun in Pioneer 
period, if not before ( there is some evidence from 
Santa Cruz Bend to support this idea-see Mabry 
1998); a canal community consists of the 
settlements sharing a canal or canal system 
(Gregory 1991; Henderson 1987a; 1987b; 
2001a; 2001b; Whittlesey 1997; Wilcox 1991a). 
A degree of supra-settlement organization would 
be necessary for the maintenance and operation 
of a multi-settlement canal. The largest Colonial 
period settlements, as far as data exist, appear to 
have been small, perhaps 100 to 200 people 
(Doyel 1991a; Fish 1989; Henderson 1987a; 
1987b; 2001a; 2001b). Sedentary period 
settlements consisted of house clusters ( discussed 
below) arranged around central plazas ( see Figure 
2.4 ), with trash mounds, capped trash mounds, 
ball courts, cemeteries, and other specialized 
architecture around the periphery of the settlement 
(Gregory 1991, Wilcox 1991a). Most of these 

The Hohokam Pre-Classic Period 9 

elements have been documented in late Snaketown 
and early Colonial contexts, but ballcourts do not 
generally appear until the end of the Colonial 
period. Presumably, the spatial arrangement of 
house clusters and other architecture survived in 
better-documented Sedentary settlements. The 
house clusters ( also called courtyard groups) are 
the foundation of Hohokam site structure and the 
framework for the analysis of Hohokam domestic 
organization (Figure 2.5); these are well documented 
in Colonial contexts (Gregory 1991). House 
clusters consist, typically, of three to six separate 
houses facing and surrounding a small corporate 
space or courtyard (Gregory 1991, Wilcox 
1991a). Pit house entrances face inward towards 
the corporate space, open work areas or 
courtyards, and associated features such as trash 
mounds, homos, and cemeteries are found outside 
the ring of houses. The courtyard group has a 
diachronic aspect representing the life span of a 
domestic group. 

o 10 20m 
-==-::::~ 

Figure 2.5 Examples of Pre-Classic Hohokam 
courtyard groups (from Sires 1987) 

Pit houses in this time period are sub
rectangular with a hearth offset from the center of 
the structure. These domestic structures consist 
of a pit dug about one meter into the earth and 
superstructure composed of wood, mud, and 



10 White 

thatch. They have at least one step located at the 
entrance to facilitate access. Most pit houses are 
of the same size across sites and geographic 
regions, but at sites like Snaketown (Gladwin, et 
al. 1938; Haury 1976) there are several much 
larger pit houses associated with individual 
courtyard groups that suggest organizational 
hierarchy ( chiefly houses) or communal structures 
( community houses). The very large pit houses 
are characteristic of the early Pioneer period, and 
they disappear in the later Colonial Period before 
the appearance of ball courts and capped trash 
mounds, which are perhaps the new types of 
community integrative structures (Fish 1989; 
Wilcox 1991a, b; Wilcox and Sternberg 1983). 
As evidenced by sites such as Snaketown and 
others with long occupational histories, the 
Hohokam tended to build a new pit house next to 
or partially on top of an old one instead of simply 
reoccupying it (Doyel 1991a; Fish 1989). 

Economy 

The basic mode of subsistence in the Pioneer and 
especially in the Colonial and Sedentary periods 
was agriculture (Masse 1991). By the Colonial 
period, the vast and complicated system of irri
gation canals being fed by rivers was in operation 
and growing rapidly. Domesticated plants include 
com (Zea mays), beans (Phaseolus ssp. and 
Canavalia ensiformis), squash (Cucurbita 
mixta and C. pepo), cotton (Gossypium ssp.), 
barley (Hordeum pusillum and Hordeum sp.), 
cheno-ams, and tobacco (Fish and Nabhan 1991; 
Johnson 1999). 

The Hohokam also exploited many wild 
plants, including several species of cactus 
(saguaro, cholla, prickly-pear, and hedgehog), 
mesquite, agave (a possible cultigen), creosote
bush, and yucca (Fish and Nabhan 1991; Johnson 
1999). Agave was definitely domesticated in later 
periods, and may have been a crop in Colonial 
times. As noted above, saguaro and mesquite were 
of particular importance. There is also some 

evidence for the long-distance trading of conifers 
into the Hohokam area for use as roofing material, 
particularly in larger structures (Haury 1976). 

Faunal resources used by the Hohokam 
are known from trash mound and midden deposits. 
It is clear that they were exploiting a wide range of 
the animals available to them. Jack rabbits, 
cottontail rabbits, white-tail and mule deer were 
the principal game animals. Pronghorn (antelope), 
fox, badger, packrat, waterfowl, and turkey also 
appear in midden and other contexts (Johnson 
1999; Szuter 1991 ). Dogs are the only domesticated 
animal found at Hohokam sites. Turkeys do not 
appear to have been raised by the Hohokam; the 
rare examples could have been obtained through 
hunting or through exchange with turkey-raising 
Puebloan peoples to the north. 

At larger sites, like Snaketown, and at sites 
located at strategic points along trade routes or at 
the source of a particular raw material, there is 
strong evidence for craft workshops and production 
loci (Abbott 1988, 2003;Abbottetal. 2001; Van 
Keuren et al. 1997; Hoffmann and Doyel 1985; 
Seymour 1988; Harry 2000). The available 
evidence points to at least part-time specialists in 
the Colonial and Sedentary periods for ceramics 
(Snaketown, Las Colinas, West Branch) and shell 
(Snaketown, Shelltown). Sometimes these loci are 
found within courtyard groups (Kisselburg 1987), 
but mostly they are segregated from the habitation 
areas (Neitzel 1991). In the case of Snaketown, 
there is good evidence from aerial photography 
and pedestrian survey for a "road" connecting a 
ceramic production loci with Gila Butte, a large 
source of the schist used as temper in Hohokam 
ceramics (Motsinger 1993, 1998; Rafferty 1982a, 
1982b ). The sources of raw materials used in the 
production of what can be termed prestige goods 
( shell ornaments, palettes, censers) as well as the 
source of temper used in many Hohokam ceramics 
have very limited distributions. While shell was 
either traded in or procured directly from the coast 
of California and the Gulf of California, other raw 
material sources most likely fell under the direct 



stewardship of the Hohokam (Doyel 1991 b ). The 
extent to which access to these raw materials was 
controlled is unclear. The best example of possible 
resource monopolization comes from the site of 
Gila Butte. A Pre-Classic period village, a ballcourt, 
several schist mines, and the road linking the 
locality to Snaketown point to the possibility of 
restricted access (Motsinger 1993, 1998). Craft 
production in ceramics may also have existed as 
early as the Colonial period (Abbott 1988). 

At least in trade, the Hohokam culture 
operated as a regional system. Raw materials, such 
as timber and pigments from the periphery of this 
system, were clearly transported into more 
densely populated areas like the Salt-Gila Basin, 
and finished products seem to be transported back 
out to the periphery (Crown 1991 b; Doyel 1991 b; 
Fish 1989). There are some cases where finished 
products (like metates) were transported into the 
core from the periphery, however (Doyel 1991 b ). 
It has been suggested that the enigmatic ballcourts 
were loci of cyclical marketplaces that moved 
throughout the system (Wilcox and Sternberg 
1983; Doyel 1991b). 

Expressive Arts 

Hohokam expressive arts are best represented by 
ceramics, shell crafts, and carved and chipped 
stone (Gladwin et al. 1937, Haury 1976). The 
earliest Hohokam ceramics include plain and red
slipped vessels, often of semi-closed forms. Red
on-gray decoration marks the early Pioneer 
Period; later pottery was red-on-buff (the 
characteristic Hohokam style). Colonial period 
ceramic decoration typically consisted of densely 
repeated small independent figures or motifs, or 
very finely spaced hachure in running bands. 
Compared to later pottery, the designs are dense, 
with comparatively more painted design and less 
background. The exteriors of many Colonial period 
bowls were complexly engraved or grooved with 
strong geometric patterns. Other characteristic 
Hohokam arts and crafts, such as shell, carved 
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and chipped stone, best known from Sedentary 
Period contexts, begin during the Colonial period. 
Stone carving, in particular, was strongly 
developed in the production of palettes and 
censers, which are more finely made in the Colonial 
period than at any other time during the Pre
Classic. There was a degree of precision that 
characterizes much early Hohokam expressive art 
that diminishes markedly toward the end of the 
Pre-Classic period (Haury 1937, 1976). 

Sociopolitical Organization 

The technological sophistication and inferred social 
organizational complexity ofHohokam culture has 
long been recognized, and indeed the contrast 
between Pioneer period culture and the earlier late 
Archaic period culture was so marked that early 
archaeologists suggested a Mexican migration 
(Gladwin, etal. 1937; Haury 1976). Continuities 
are now documented between Late Archaic and 
Pre-Classic Hohokam material culture, but the 
differences are still striking. Large houses from the 
Pre-Classic period have been suggested to be 
chiefly or at least leader's residences, but they have 
also been interpreted as communal structures. 
Unfortunately, there is no consensus among 
Hohokam archaeologists on the nature of political 
organization within Pre-Classic Hohokam society 
(Fish 1989; Fish and Fish 1991, 2000; Rafferty 
1982b; Wilcox 1991a). By the Colonial period, 
community-level cooperatives might have been 
operating, although many have suggested that more 
hierarchical forms of leadership were necessary 
to construct and maintain the massive canal 
networks emerging in this period (Fish 1989, Fish 
and Fish 1991, Wilcox 1991a). 

A core-periphery model of Hohokam 
regional sociopolitical organization was proposed 
by archaeologists in the 1960s, and has structured 
much subsequent research (Crown 1991a; Fish 
1989; McGuire 1991; Whittlesey 1997; Wilcox 
1979). The Salt-Gila (Phoenix) Basin was seen 
as the core of Pre-Classic Hohokam, and its 
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periphery encompassed a large geographic area 
in all directions around the Salt-Gila Basin. While 
the name assigned to this system has changed from 
"core-periphery" to "regional system," the basic 
concepts remain. The earliest Pre-Classic 
Hohokam settlements are best documented from 
the Salt-Gila, but substantial early Pre-Classic sites 
are now known in other areas, most notably the 
Santa Cruz River Valley and the Tucson Basin 
(Doelle and Wallace 1991). The Colonial period 
was originally thought to represent an expansion 
of small groups of Hohokam people out of the core 
area (Gladwin, et al. 1937; Haury 1976). These 
groups colonized similar favorable environments 
in the periphery. In these peripheral areas, contact 
was established with people who had a less 
sophisticated way of life than that of the core area 
Hohokam. Raw materials would be procured on 
the periphery and sent back into the core area for 
use in the production of both domestic structures 
as well as utilitarian and prestige goods ( Crown 
1991 b; Doyel 1991 b ). These finished products 
would then be sent back out towards the 
settlements on the periphery. Characteristically 
Hohokam pottery and other artifacts do, indeed, 
appear throughout the region during the Colonial 
period. 

Large scale cultural resource management 
excavations of the last 20 years ( a result of the 
rapid urban development of southern Arizona) shed 
new light on the so-called ''periphery,'' demonstrating 
that these areas are much more complex than 
previously thought. The evident complexity of the 
periphery presents a challenge to the old core
periphery model. There are not clean "fall off 
curves" from the core out to the peripheries
different regions expressed Hohokam traits 
differently and at varying degrees of intensity
and this has caused much re-examination of current 
models (McGuire 1991; Whittlesey 1997). With 
larger and larger population centers found farther 
and farther from the proposed core, the centrality 
of the Salt-Gila Basin for the Hohokam is currently 
being challenged (Whittlesey 1997). It is hard to 

ignore the evidence that generated the original core 
concept for the Salt-Gila Basin, however. This 
region has the highest site density, the most 
elaborate canal systems, the largest settlements 
and populations, the most ballcourts, and the 
greatest concentration of both raw materials and 
finished goods ( ceramics and especially ritual/ 
prestige items). Additionally, the appearance of 
diagnostic Hohokam material attributes indeed 
drops dramatically (but irregularly) outside the Salt
Gila Basin (Whittlesey 1997). 

Religion 

Hohokam ritual paraphernalia, practices, and 
structures may be viewed as the manifestation of 
a regional religious cult linked to agriculture, the 
calendar cycle, and irrigation (Wilcox 1991 a; 
Wtlcox and Sternberg 1983; Wallace et al. 1995). 
The features of this possible cult, which is not 
without precedent in the American Southwest, 
include the water symbolism found on schist
tempered pottery, iconography, and reflective 
objects like mirrors; snake and bird imagery, 
probably derived from Mesoamerican motifs; ritual 
practices involving burning, including figurines, a 
cremation mortuary complex ( discussed below), 
caching, and associated ritual performances 
relating to censers and palettes; and the ball game 
(Wilcox 1991 b; Wilcox and Sternberg 1983; 
Wallace et al. 1995). There is also evidence to 
suggest that the Hohokam had a shaman-based 
religion that incorporated animal and geometric 
designs into its iconography, especially water 
symbols and that platform mounds served as ritual 
centers for shamanistic and communal cults 
(Bostwick 2002; Downum and Bostwick 2003). 

Ceramic figurines, resembling Meso
american figurines, are a conspicuous element of 
Pre-Classic ritual. These are thought to represent 
agricultural or ancestor-related ceremony. They 
first appear during the Pioneer period (Wilcox 
1987) and decrease markedly in numbers and 
(presumably) importance by the late Sedentary 



period (Haury 1976). 
In the Colonial and Sedentary periods, a 

ritual complex developed which focused on 
ballcourts and an associated mortuary complex of 
cremation. Ballcourt "systems" are defined by 
clusters of ballcourts along rivers and at river 
confluences (Whittlesey 1997; Wilcox 1985, 
1987, 1991b; Wilcox and Sternberg 1983). As 
can be seen in Figure 2.6, there are several of 
these "clusters" throughout the Hohokam regional 
system, and hence several ballcourt systems. This 
pattern begins to emerge in the latter part of the 
Colonial period. The ball game may have been 
linked in some fashion to ritual performances 
relating to the control and distribution of water 
among Hohokam irrigation systems or even the 
regulation of trade and exchange (Wilcox 1991 a; 
Wilcox and Sternberg 1983; Wallace et al. 1995). 

Figure 2.6 Proposed ballcourt systems (Lekson 1990) 

The primary form of treatment of the dead 
was cremation. The cremation ritual, which marks 
the major mortuary complex of the Pre-Classic 
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period, may have involved several stages of 
postmortem treatment. The most complete 
information on the cremation mortuary complex 
comes from the Salt-Gila Basin site of Snaketown 
(Gladwin, et al. 1937; Haury 1976). Elements of 
the complex include the following: ( 1) cemeteries 
isolated from, but adjacent to, house clusters; (2) 
separate crematoria; (3) pit, trench, and um 
cremations, the latter predominating after the 
Colonial period; ( 4) a few extended inhumations; 
(5) deliberate destruction of ceramic vessels and 
other mortuary offerings; ( 6) accompanying 
offerings including ceramic vessels, projectile 
points, palettes, axes, and stone vessels; (7) 
cremation of the deceased in personal clothing and 
ornaments; and (8) possible post-cremation re
working of the remains and division of cremated 
remains into multiple lots for separate burial (Haury 
1976; McGuire 1992a, 1992b). 

Other ritual performances and deposits 
may have been part of the mortuary ritual, as 
suggested by the associated burning and destruction 
of offerings. Caches of burned and broken objects, 
such as figurines, palettes, pottery vessels, effigies, 
and censers-evidently offerings-may be part of 
this complex. Burning of incense, minerals, and 
other items in censers and on palettes may have 
been performed at some time during the ritual 
process (Gladwin, et al. 1937; Haury 1938). 

One of the casualties of the Pre-Classic 
to Classic transition were the artifacts that are the 
focus of this study: Palettes. Palettes, along with 
censers, tripods, figurines, and the cremation ritual 
itself, appear to be connected to ballcourts. When 
ballcourts appear, so too, does this suite of artifacts 
and burial practices. When ballcourts are no longer 
used at the end of the Pre-Classic period 
(approximately AD 1150), the suite of artifacts 
disappears as well (Wilcox 1991 b ). In the follo
wing Classic period (AD 1150-1325), the loci of 
communities shifts from ballcourts to earthen 
mounds and the dead are cremated less frequently. 
Villages were composed of house clusters and 
surface rooms arranged around these mounds and 
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were often surrounded by rectangular-shaped 

walls. These "compounds were not inhabited by 
all Hohokam during this period, which suggest the 

possibility of consolidation of power and the 

emergence of elites (Doyel 199 la). While the canal 
irrigation system was expanded, the overall 

regional system contracted. Status items such as 

shell bracelets and the artifacts contained within 

the suite mentioned above were no longer made 
by craft specialists, but utilitarian items were 

(Nietzel 1991 ). Hohokam society appears to have 

wholly reorganized itself on several levels in the 

Classic period ( especially along ideological and 
political lines), although there was some continuity 

on others (including village organization within 

compounds). 

SUMMARY 

In order to understand Hohokam palettes, one has 

to understand the culture that produced, distributed 

and used them. This chapter has described the 
environment within which the Hohokam lived, how 

they organized themselves and their communities 

through time, their trade networks and economy, 

their ideological system, and their material culture. 
The Sonoran Desert is a diverse ecosystem that 

had many resources of which the Hohokam could 

take advantage. The Hohokam were extremely 
sedentary and tended to build on top of or expand 

existing villages--as a result it is difficult to estimate 

populations across space and time. Within villages, 

houses tended to be organized into small groups 

that shared courtyards and most likely kin as well. 
While the exact nature of Hohokam leadership in 

the Pre-Classic remains unknown, they had to be 

organized at least at the community level ( several 
villages in close proximity to one another) in order 

to construct and maintain the elaborate irrigation 

canal networks. The Hohokam economy consisted 

of part-time craft specialists, long-distance trade 

networks for raw materials and finished goods, 
and possibly used the ballcourts as loci for cyclical 

community markets. The ideological system, 

especially that which encompasses death, is 

important for this study. Palettes and other high 
status objects were generally included with the 

cremated remains of the deceased individual. 
Most archaeologists would classify the 

Hohokam as a mid-range society (tribe or 
chiefdom). However, the large villages, extensive 

canal networks, deep sedentism through time, part

time craft specialization, ritual elaboration, and vast 

trade networks all speak to a level of social 

complexity on par with or exceeding other groups 
in the prehistoricAmerican Southwest. Itis clear 

that most of southern Arizona was at least loosely 

integrated during late prehistory. The wide 

distribution of a distinct array of material culture 
speaks to exchange and interaction at a regional 

scale similar to that of Chaco Canyon in its heyday 
(AD 900-1150), which was operating at roughly the 

same time as the Hohokam Sedentary period. 



Chapter Three 

Studies ofHohokam Palettes 
Until fairly recently, the term "palette" covered a 
wide range of groundstone artifacts. Efforts by 
several archaeologists have led to a more concise 
definition through extensive analysis and docu
mentation of most of the palettes that have ever 
been recovered from Hohokam sites. This chapter 
explores the history of palette studies, beginning 
with the groundbreaking work of Emil Ramy and 
continuing to the present day. Early work focused 
on describing and defining the artifact class (Ramy 
1937, 1976), while more recent studies have 
centered on redefining the artifact class and 
documenting the variability present within it 
(Adams 1997, 2002; Krueger 1993; Lekson 
1990, 1991; White and Plummer 2002). 

DESCRIPTION 

The first archaeologist to define and systematically 
study palettes was Emil W. Ramy. Working with 

a team from Gila Pueblo in the late 1920s and 
early 1930s, Ramy and others excavated the Pre
Classic site ofSnaketown,just south of modem
day Phoenix along the Gila River. In 1938, the 
results of these excavations were published in an 
edited volume on the material culture from the site 
(Gladwin, et al. 1937). In this volume there was a 
section on palettes, written by Ramy. 

Palettes, as Haury notes, are a distinctive 
part of Hohokam material culture that are 
poorly understood. Archaeologists had found 
them in sites for decades, almost exclusively in 
cremations, but their function and meaning were 
still mysteries (Haury 1937:121). However, 
since Gila Pueblo sought to describe Hohokam 
culture as thoroughly as possible, palettes 
needed to be studied. 

Ramy first created a glossary of terms that 
would facilitate the description of palettes as an 
artifact class. The following diagram (Figure 3 .1) 
and terms are taken directly from his report: 

Side 

Medial 
groove 

' Border 

Mixing surface 

Grooved 
border 

Notches 

Figure 3.1 Haury's (1937:121) composite palette diagram and associated nomenclature 
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Palette Glossary 

Face: the upper surface, consisting normally of 
two parts 
Border: the raised part, narrow or broad, low or 
high, which complete encircles the face and usually 
carries a pattern. 
Mixing surface: the sunken area, framed by the 
border, usually flat or slightly concave, may be convex. 
Sides: the two more or less parallel lines forming 
the long dimension. 
Ends: the two more or less parallel lines forming 
the short dimension. 
Edge: the perimeter of the palette, the width 
depending upon the thickness. 
Back: the under side. 
Ornamentation: by incising, sculpturing, and 
painting. 

Incised treatment: 
Running patterns: triangles, diamonds, scrolls, 
simple geometric figures in repeated series, 
confined to border. 
Grooved border: one to five parallel grooves, 
continuous on the border. 
Medial groove: one to three parallel grooves on 
the edge. 
Notches: short, closely spaced V-shaped cuts, set 
laterally to and at outer limitofborder, or on the edge. 

Sculpturing: 
Sculptured border: life forms in bas-relief, on 
border only. 
Sculptured edge: animal, reptile, and bird forms 
in pseudo full-round, occurring at the edges on 
the ends. 
Effigy palette: outline of palette assumes life form, 
generally human or reptile. 

Painting: 
Painted borders: geometric areas on border 
painted to augment incising, rarely preserved. 
Crust: the vitrified mass, principally lead silicate, 
frequently seen on the mixing surface. 

Haury (1937:122) states that the use of 
the term "mixing surface" for the central area was 
adopted because several palettes show signs of 

the pulverization of pigments or other minerals in 
this area in the form of elliptical depressions. 
Mixing the pulverized materials with a liquid would 
result in paint-hence these artifacts are called 
"palettes." Haury suggests that the vitrified crust 
found on so many palettes suggests other possible 
uses besides pigment processing, but he does not 
discuss these uses in detail. 

Using the evidence for grinding and 
abrading present on palette mixing surfaces, Haury 
proposes an evolutionary development of the 
palette from simple stone slabs (1937:124). 
Records from the Snaketown Project archives at 
the Arizona State Museum show that Haury's 
developmental sequence went through several 
major alterations and revisions, ultimately taking 
the form of the idealized cladistic diagram that can 
be seen in Figure 3 .2. Starting with flat slabs in the 
Vahki phase, according to Haury, the palette 
"progressed" to a thick container made of 
crystalline rock in the Snaketown phase. By the 
Santa Cruz phase ( Colonial period), specialists are 
making the familiar thin and rectangular schist and 
phyllite varieties. It is at this time that palettes reach 
their peak with respect to artistry, craftsmanship, 
and numbers, with a decline to more "crude" forms 
and smaller quantities in the Sacaton phase 
(Sedentary period). Based on this decline, Haury 
predicts that palettes would be gone by the Classic 
period, and this indeed seems to be the case. In 
addition to the evolutionary sequence, Haury 
provides the reader with several photographic 
plates highlighting diagnostic artifacts from each 
stage in the evolution of the palette, including many 
that he refers to as "prototypes." 

Haury (1937: 125) points out that unlike 
figurines, mosaic plaques, and copper bells, 
palettes have no equivalent in Mesoamerica. 
Instead, he sees the development of this artifact 
type as completely indigenous to the Gila-Salt 
Basin. Haury sees palettes spreading east to the 
Mimbres area and north to the Ancestral Puebloan 
area but not into Chihuahua or the Papagueria. 
According to Haury (1937:125), these culture 
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Figure 3.2 Palette evolutionary sequence (from Haury 1937:124) 

areas did not develop until palettes fell into disuse. indicative of some form of communication between 
While palettes in the Mimbres and Ancestral the Hohokam and these regions. Haury briefly 
Puebloan areas appear to be made of local discusses palettes in relation to other artifacts from 
material and the craftsmanship is not good, it is the New World. He notes that some palettes 
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resemble wooden snuff tablets from Argentina 
(1937: 126). 

Haury revisits palettes in his 197 6 work, The 
Hohokam: Desert Farmers and Craftsmen, 
which contains the results of the second major set 
of excavations at Snaketown during the 1960s. 
His discussion revisits his 193 7 study, adding new 
evidence. Since the 1960s excavations were not 
focused on cremations (Haury 1976:286), the num
ber of palettes recovered was significantly smaller 
than had been recovered during the 1930s ( 63 vs. 
262). However, according to Haury, the relative 
frequencies of palettes within established phases 
deviated little from that presented in his 1937 work 
on the subject. 

Haury re-evaluated many of his 193 7 
conclusions on palettes, including that palettes were 
used as pigment processing stones and played a 
significant role in the mortuary ritual, and the vast 
majority ofhis results held up to scrutiny with only 
minor revisions. However, Haury admits that, 
despite over forty years of study, palettes "still 
remain something of an enigma" (Ramy 1976:288). 
For him, the origin of the idea for such an artifact 
is obscure. Neighboring groups used them only 
rarely and, unlike so many other things Hohokam, 
palettes appear to be an indigenous creation. In 
closing his analysis, Haury cannot help but wonder 
about a southern connection in palette evolution. 
The technique required to shape hard crystalline 
rock ( found in early palette forms) was mastered 
in Mexico, incense burning is prevalent in southern 
Mexico, and the concept of sacrifice (in this case, 
of the artifact itself) is also a strong Mexican trait. 
As a final bit of proof, Haury provides a drawing 
of a palette-like artifact from Classic period 
Guerrero and proposes that its similarity to human 
effigy palettes from the Colonial period (Figure 
3 .3a-b) is more than coincidence. 

The only other archaeologist to directly 
deal with defining palettes as an artifact class is 
Jenny Adams (1997). In 1996, she published the 
Manual for a Technological Approach to 
Ground Stone Analysis (revised in 1997). She 

b. 

Figure 3.3 a-b Artifact from Guerrero, Mexico (a) 
compared to a Hohokam human effigy palette (b) 
(from Haury 1976:289) 
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Figure 3.4 Adams 's (1997, Fig 25) diagram of palette 
attributes 



summarizes Haury's work, providing a simple 
definition of the artifact class (see Figure 3.4). 

Palettes are thin, tabular pieces of stone 
that have been most frequently associated with 
Hohokam mortuary rituals. As specialized 
lapstones, many are embellished with border 
decorations, some have evidence ofhaving been 
used with censers, and others have various 
minerals burned on them. Others have depressions 
worn in them through use with a small, smooth 
handstone. These may have been used more like 
pigment-processing lapstones ( netherstones that 
served as bases upon which other artifacts were 
shaped or intermediate substances processed with 
a small handstone ). A chronological sequence for 
palettes has been developed, suggesting the 
elaborateness of decoration reached a peak in 
the Colonial and Sedentary periods (Adams 
1997:29-30). 

Adams (2002) observes that there is 
much variation within the established artifact 
class with respect to form and function. This 
variation led to a lot of confusion when it came 
to identifying palettes. The problem was a very 
loose definition of what a palette is, one that 
included even the most crudely shaped small 
pieces of groundstone. As long as there was 
some sort of central depression, the artifact was 
labeled as a palette. Adams notes that artifacts 
such as lapstones, palettes, and mortars do 
grade into each other, and the resulting confusion 
in their classification is understandable. Adams 
also points out that many of the artifacts Haury 
sees as being part of the developmental 
evolutionary sequence for palettes (including the 
above mentioned crude pieces of groundstone ), 
continue to be produced through the end of the 
Pre-Classic period (Adams, personal com
munication 2001 ), long after palettes split off 
and become their own distinct artifact class. 
That these other artifacts were still being 
classified as palettes was grossly inaccurate and 
the situation needed to be rectified. Adams 's 
retooling of the definition of a palette has greatly 
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helped in clearing up a lot of the prevailing 
confusion surrmmdingthese enigmatic artifacts. By 
her own admission, however, her definition does 
not go far enough because it does not encompass 
all of the different attributes (physical and 
contextual) that help distinguish palettes from other 
Hohokam artifacts (Adams 2002: 146-14 7). 

In an effort to address the deficiencies 
of Adams's definition, a new definition for 
Hohokam palettes was generated by the author 
that elaborates upon those set forth by both 
Haury and Adams. Palettes are thin, tabular 
pieces of stone, usually composed of schist or 
phyllite, which can usually be found, shattered, 
in mortuary and non-mortuary contexts during 
the Pre-Classic period. They are generally 
rectangular or semi-rectangular in shape with 
raised or at least delineated edges and borders 
that are often embellished with complex 
geometric and/or effigy motifs, and the basin can 
exhibit use wear patterns that range from 
pigment processing to mineral burning (White 
and Plummer 2002). This new definition, which 
is very much grounded in earlier ones, guided 
the selection of all samples used in the analyses 
presented in later chapters. 

DOCUMENTATION 

StephenH. Lekson (1990, 1991) has contributed 
the most to the documentation ofHohokam pal
ettes. When he began his research project in the 
late 1980s, only the palettes from Snaketown had 
been looked at in any great detail (Lekson, per
sonal communication 2000). While the ultimate 
goal ofLekson's study was to track spatial and 
temporal variability in palette decoration and mor
phology within the Hohokam regional system in 
order to distill out potential patterning in regional 
organization and social complexity, one of the use
ful byproducts ofhis work was the generation of 
a very large collection (1000+) of accurate plan 
view drawings of palettes. 
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Lekson ( 1990) set out to create a 
permanent, 1 : 1 scale plan view archival record 
for every palette he could find, which included 
almost every palette that had been unearthed up 
to that point in time. Creating these archival-quality 
drawings enabled Lekson to carry out his analyses 
at a later date without having to look at the artifacts 
themselves, which were spread out across a 
multitude of museum, government, CRM, and 
private collections throughout the United States. 
Accompanying these drawings were metric, 
stylistic, provenience, and use wear data. Several 
years later, most of these data were entered into 
an Access© database by Lekson for use by future 
researchers. 

Three other researchers have followed the 
lead of Lekson and created over two hundred 
additional 1: 1 scale line drawings of palettes. 
Todd Bostwick, City Archaeologist of Phoenix, 
documented the palettes found at the site ofPueblo 
Grande ( although no report or analyses were 
produced from his work); Kari Anna Krueger 
documented the palettes in an unprovenienced 
museum collection housed at Northern Illinois 
University; and Devin White documented palettes 
housed at various CRM firms in Phoenix and 
Tucson, and reexamined collections at the Arizona 
State Museum and drew those palettes that 
Lekson had either missed or could not draw at 
that time. Table 3 .1 breaks down the work done 
by these four researchers and Figure 3.5 shows 
examples of their drawings. 

Table 3.1 Researchers and the number of palettes 
each of them drew 

Researcher Palette Numbers Total 
Lekson 0001-1038 1038 
Bostwick 1039-1088 50 
Krueger 1089-1145 57 
White 1146-1242 97 

Lekson did the overwhelming majority of 
the work and set the standard by which the work 
of others is to be judged. His methodology and 
terminology is used extensively in this thesis and 
will be explained in detail in Chapter 4. 

Krueger's MA thesis from Northern Illinois 
University (1993) is the first attempt at a synthetic 
analysis of Hohokam palettes using Lekson's 
drawings and data, as well as her own. Her thesis 
utilizes a sample of 1095 palettes to describe and 
analyze: (1) aspects of their physical form (material 
and morphology), (2) design, and (3)possibleuses 
and social functions. 

Krueger's ( 1993) palette form analysis is 
centered on the lasting impact ofhuman decision 
making. She found that the material used to make 
palettes changed through time from hard, crystalline 
stone to softer materials like schist and slate. 
Krueger argues that the shift from one set of 
materials to the other was most likely caused by a 
shift in the uses of palettes from a functional 
grinding surface to something involving the mortuary 
ritual. Additionally, Krueger ( 1993: 14-15) shows 
that the surface to something involving the 
mortuary ritual. 

Additionally, Krueger (1993:14-15) 
shows that the material shift correlates almost 
exactly with the emergence of decorated palettes 
and points out that this shift could have been for 
the very simple reason that as decoration on 
palettes became popular in Hohokam society, a 
softer material was needed since it is veiy difficult 
to produce intricate designs on crystalline rock. 

With respect to morphology, Krueger 
looked at thickness, decoration, and general shape 
in order to see if there are any perceptible changes 
that occur over time. Palettes tend to be thin, flat, 
and small due to the nature of the raw material 
used in the Colonial period ( schist and slate), which 
easily separates into thin, flat sheets. The general 
shape of palettes is rectangular throughout the 
Colonial and Sedentary periods (92% _of her 
sample follows this pattern), but other shapes do 
occur in small numbers ( especially in the Colonial 
period). The width ofborders on palettes do not 
appear to vary much through time, but the types of 
designs contained within them changes drama
tically. At first1here are no designs; 1henhighly visible, 
deeply incised parallel lines; then lightly incised 
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Figure 3.5 Examples of 1: 1 scale line drawings of Hohokam palettes reduced here to roughly 1 :2 scale. 
Clockwise from top: Lekson,Bostwick, White,Krueger. 

complex geometric patterns that are quite difficult 
to see unless you hold the palettes at different 
angles to a light source. While Krueger reaffirms 
Hawy's observations that the relative quality and 

craftsmanship exhibited in finished palettes 
declines by the Sedentary period, she is at a loss 
to explain why this occurs. 

Perhaps the most interesting and specu-
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lative section ofK.rueger's thesis deals with the tackled edge design, which she discovered was 
stylistic qualities ofHohokam palettes. Her analysis limited to notches, medial grooves, and variations 
deconstructed the complex design elements on cross-hatching. Next, she took on the variation 
associated with palettes into smaller and more in designs contained within borders. Krueger 
digestible pieces so that she could systematically observed that the designs could be broken down 
document the vast amount of variability present into smaller repeating units. She catalogued all of 
( especially in Sedentary period palettes). First, she these units and recorded their frequencies within 
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her sample (Figure 3 .6). Krueger then analyzed 
the symmetry between design elements contained 
within borders. While the vast majority of palettes 
are symmetrical with respect to their border 
designs, Krueger pointed out that asymmetry pops 
up often enough to merit discussion (Krueger 
1993 :43). She cited four reasons that asymmetry 
might occur: (1) lack of skill, (2) indifference, (3) 
mechanical limitations, and ( 4) purposeful 
interruption. The animal and human effigy forms 
found in palettes, which constitute a small portion of 
Krueger's sample, are also of interest to her. They 
range from effigies that encompass the entire palette 
to small border embellishments. She asserts that their 
highly naturalistic qualities are uncommon among 
native groups (Krueger 1993 :58), however some 
do show signs of stylization in order to accommodate 
the medium or elaborate upon the design. 

The documentation efforts outlined above 
and the data they generated ( drawings, obser
vations), especially those ofLekson (1990, 1991) 
and Krueger (1993), form the basis of-or at least 
were the inspirations for-the analyses carried out 
in later chapters. 

SUMMARY 

The goal of this chapter was to explore the extent 
to which palettes have already been defined and 
documented by archaeologists. Previous research 
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on palettes demonstrates that, at least for archae
ologists, palettes can be contained within a 
coherent artifact class that shares semi-permeable 
boundaries with other types of groundstone arti
facts from which palettes most likely developed, 
which can lead to misclassification. Haury dem
onstrates that palettes do indeed change over time 
in many ways, an observation backed up by the 
documentary and descriptive work of Krueger on 
palette drawings made by Lekson and herself. 
These drawings, as well as others collected dur
ing the course of this study, are the foundation 
of all analyses presented in later chapters. More 
importantly, the work ofHaury (1937, 1976), 
Lekson (1990, 1991), Adams (1997, 2002), 
and Krueger (1993) greatly influenced the di
rections current palette research has taken, such 
as production, distribution, and use. Krueger's 
study provides information on the raw materi
als from which palettes are made and provides 
methods that allow one to break down, docu
ment, and analyze the complex design elements 
present on palettes. Lekson was the first to sug
gest that looking at the temporal and spatial dis
tributions of palettes and their design elements 
might be a good way to investigate Hohokam 
regional organization. Adams, in addition to re
fining the definition of the artifact class ( which 
is further refined by the author), provides the 
tools and methods necessary for documenting 
and interpreting use wear patterns. 





Chapter Four -

Methods 

This chapter outlines the methods used during the 
data acquisition, analysis, and interpretation phases 
of this study. Understanding the methods used to 
answer the questions outlined in Chapter 1 is inte
gral to both assessing the quality of the data that 
was analyzed and understanding the significance 
of the conclusions reached as a result of interpret
ing those analyses. 

In order to look for patterns in the 
production, distribution, and use of Hohokam 
palettes, one must gain a thorough understanding 
of the variation present in palette morphology, 
palette design, palette decoration, and palette use. 
The methods presented below were designed to 
capture this variation and, in the case of the 
database, allowed me to organize the data in ways 
that can greatly aid in answering specific questions. 
The plan view and cross-section line drawings, 
photographs, and scans provide accurate 
representations of the artifacts to facilitate analysis 
and interpretation. Revising and updating the 
established terminology for palettes allowed me 
to document and analyze more variation within the 
artifact class than previously possible. Obtaining 
accurate dimen-sional measurements from the 
artifacts and line drawings is integral to under
standing changes in morphology and production. 
Analyzing the stylistic patterns present on palettes 
and breaking them up into more digestible pieces 
enables the researcher to track changes in 
distribution and frequency through time and space. 
Finally, use wear analyses shed light on the use 
and social function of these artifacts. 

1:1 REPRESENTATIVE LINE DRAWINGS 

The collection of over 1200 plan view line 
drawings by Lekson ( 1990), Bostwick ( 1990), 

Krueger (1993), and myself (see Table 3.1) form 
the foundation for this study. The drawings were 
analyzed to collect relevant data on each palette 
and, where possible, were checked against the 
actual artifacts for purposes of establishing their 
overall accuracy. Lekson 's methodology for 
creating these 1: 1 scale drawings is very elaborate 
and serves as the standard to which all other 
representations of palettes should be held. 
Bostwick, Krueger, and I did not follow his 
methods fully and our drawings of palettes, while 
fairly accurate, are not as good as the 1038 done 
by Lekson originally. 

Lekson ( 1990) used terms developed by 
Haury (1937), specifically his use of"obverse" 
(upper or modified face of the palette) and 
"reverse" (lower or flat/unmodified face of the 
palette). Palettes were identified by the particular 
collection or museum and the catalog or other 
unique number assigned by the institution. This 
identification was supplemented by what I refer to 
as a "Lekson number": a unique number in a 
sequential series assigned by Lekson to each 
palette as he drew them (0001-1038). In this study, 
palettes drawn by others and added to the 
collection also received a Lekson number ( 1039-
1242). Table 4.1 shows where all palettes with 
Lekson numbers are currently housed. 

Lekson's (1990) methodology for recording 
palettes, as mentioned above, is quite elaborate. The 
primary record of each palette drawn by Lekson 
was a reasonably accurate drawing of the obverse 
face, an example of which can be seen in Figure 
4.1. This record was augmented by a series of 
measurements and observations noted on the 
drawing and several other observations recorded 
on separate note sheets ( discussed in detail next). 
The obverse face of a palette was drawn life-size 
by positioning a tracing stand over the palette, 
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attaching wet media acetate to the tracing stand, 
and then tracing the outline and detail of the palette 
onto the acetate with fine-point drafting pens ( see 
Figure 4.2). Although the tracing medium was as 
close as possible to the palette surface, care was 
taken to keep the eye, pen, and point/line being 
traced in perfect alignment; that is, to introduce as 

(' \ 

little distortion into the tracing as possible. 
Lekson generally used a handheld flash

light to illuminate the palette and its decoration. 
For palettes with lightly inscribed decoration, the 
flashlight was often held at different angles in order 
to highlight lines perpendicular to the light source. 
Thus, a fine cross-hatched pattern might require 
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Figure 4.1 Example of Lekson's 1 :1 scale palette drawings 
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Table 4.1 Locations of all palettes with Lekson numbers 

0072-0115,0299-0422 
0455,0461-0582, 0593,0772-0776, 0782-1035, 1178-1229 
0709-0771,0777-0780 
0216-0283 
0001-0071 
0284-0298 
1036-1038 
0657-0675 
0583-0592, 0594-0596,0781 
0636-0656 
0676-0702 
1089-1145 
1146-1177 
0116-0215 
0597-0635 
1039-1088 
0703-0704 
1230-1242 
0423-0454,0456-0460 
0705-0708 

Amerind Foundation 
Arizona State Museum 
Arizona State Museum (Grewe Collection) 
Arizona State Museum (Norton Allen Collection) 
Arizona State University Anthropology Museum 
Central Arizona Project Repository 
Joyce Well 
Laboratory of Anthropology, Museum of New Mexico 
Maxwell Museum of Anthropology 
Mesa Southwest Museum 
Museum of the American Indian 
Northern Illinois University Museum of Anthropology 
Northland Research, Inc 
Parker 
Peabody Museum of Anthropology, Harvard University 
Pueblo Grande Museum 
Silver City Museum 
Statistical Research, Inc. 
Western Archaeological and Conservation Center 
Western New Mexico University Museum 

Clear plastic, lO"xlO"xl/4" 

Figure 4.2 Lekson's palette recording methodology 
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tracing lines of one axis with the light held at one 

angle and lines of the cross-axis with the light held 

at a different angle. 
Lekson drew edges only if they were 

elaborately decorated. Usually he held the 

palette vertically (by hand) against a padded 
table edge and the plastic tracing platform was 

placed on the table surface above, placing the 

palette edge almost directly beneath the acetate 

tracing. If a decorative technique was used on 

all edges, it was usually represented by a 
drawing of only one edge marked "typical," 

indicating an identical treatment of other edges. 

The reverse face was drawn only if it was 

decorated or otherwise modified. In cases 
where a palette had two obverse faces, both 

were drawn. 
Most decoration was incised into a 

palette's edge and border. Lekson indicated 
incised decoration by a single line. Broader 

grooves, on both border and edge, were 

indicated by the notation "G" Grooved borders 
are indicated by the notation "G" with a 

directional dash outside the drawn palette, 

indicating that a line on the border is deeply 

grooved and not lightly incised. Typically, these 
"G"s were noted only at one end of grooved 

lines. Fine notching of the upper edge was 

indicated by simple ticks and the notation "N"; 

broader or deeper notching was indicated by 
representative drawing. Full, vertical notching 

of edges was generally recorded by drawing one 

or more edges. Bas-relief on borders (as 

opposed to incising) was indicated on the drawing 
by call-outs. Sculpted edges were drawn without 

call-outs. Perforations or holes through the palette 

were indicated by an "X" through the hole. 

Areas of probable decoration worn through use 
are marked "wear." Areas of probable decoration 

obscured by deposits or encrustation are marked 
"obs." or "obscur." or "obscured." Arrows 

running out from the notation indicate the 
affected area. 

Spalled areas on the obverse face were 

indicated by fine stipple, or by the notation 
"spalled" or-most often-''sp.'' Reconstructed 

portions of palettes were indicated by the 
notation "reconstructed," "reconstr," or "recon." 

Spalling on the reverse face is also noted in call

out notations. 
Measurements of all plan dimensions 

can be taken directly from Lekson's 1:1 scale 

drawings. The measurements implicit in the 

drawing were augmented by a series of depth 

or thickness measurements, in mm, taken with 

calipers. The thickness at each of the four interior 

corners of the border was indicated by a figure 
(in mm) noted at each outside corner of the 

palette. The maximum thickness of the palette 

is indicated by a figure at the approximate 

center of the length of one long edge. In some 

cases, the reverse of the palette was badly spalled 

or fragmented and thickness measurements were 
impossible. In those cases, a notation regarding 

the spalling replaces the thickness measurement. 

When maximum thickness measurements were 

impossible, a measure of the existing, "as-is" 

maximum thickness is indicated by a figure in 
parentheses at the approximate center of the 

length of one long edge of the piece. 
Lekson made an approximate measure, 

or series of measurements, of the depth of the 

recessed central portion of each palette (indicated 
by negative numbers). In practice, this was seldom 

directly measured, but was instead estimated by 

comparing the apparent depth to the measured 

thickness of the entire palette. These recessed 
central areas, also know as mixing surfaces or 

basins, could be on the same plane as the borders 

with an effective depth of"-0;" basins could be 

depressed and flat, with depths ranging from " -
1" to "-5" or more; basins could be concave, with 

smaller depths near borders and greater depths 

near the middle of the surface; and basins could 

be convex, with depths near the borders of up _to 
"-3" or more and depths in the middle of the 

surface of"-0." In addition, the basins of many 

palettes had a clearly defined area of intense wear 



which created a deep oval-shaped concavity in the 
center. These areas of wear are indicated on the 
drawings by dashed lines and a depth measurement. 

Lekson recorded several observations 
on separate sheets, keyed to the palette 
drawings by the collection name and the 
catalogue number. These included provenience, 
material type, Munsell color (to potentially 
differentiate between material types), presence/ 
absence of encrustation, general condition of 
the specimen, and a sketch of the cross section. 
Additional data, gleaned from the drawing at a 
later date, were entered into a small Access © 
database by Lekson. These data included each 
palette's Lekson number; the site and/or region 
it came from; length, width, and border width; 
shape; time period and cultural affiliation based 
on stylistic elements; type of end sculpture; 
some information on border decoration; and the 
presence/absence of notching, medial grooves, 
and grinding surfaces. 

As was mentioned earlier, the drawing 
methods employed by Bostwick, Krueger, and 
White were not as sophisticated as Lekson 's, 
but attempts were made to follow his methodology 
as closely as possible within practical limits. 
Therefore, their representations of palettes, 
while stylistically and surficially very similar to 
Lekson's, are likely to be a little less accurate. 
All three researchers used very similar methods 
(Krueger 1993; Bostwick, personal com
munication 2000). Each traced the outline of 
the palette by placing the artifact directly on the 
drawing medium and running a pen along the 
outer edge. Border width was measured in 
several places, allowing for a reasonable 
approximation of the shape of the entire border. 
Running patterns were highlighted using a 
flashlight or by tilting the artifact in different 
directions and then drawn into the approximated 
borders. Edge decoration (grooves, notches, 
sculpture) was also approximated and followed 
Lekson's technique of only drawing one edge if 
the same decoration was found on all four. All 
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three researchers recorded the same metric 
information as Lekson and used the same 
notation as outlined above. 

1:1 CROSS SECTION DRAWINGS 

In addition to the 1: 1 representative line drawings 
created during the course of this study, 1: 1 drawings 
of the cross sections of over 200 palettes from 
Snaketown and CRM collections were generated 
by the author. The purposes of making these 
drawings were: ( 1) to capture the subtle changes 
on mixing surface that are the result of use-wear 
and/or manufacturing; (2) to capture general palette 
morphology not easily or accurately recorded in 
plan view drawings ( which is also associated with 
manufacture and use); and (3) to obtain more 
accurate measurements for both palette thickness 
and the depth of the mixing surf ace in relation to 
the border. Obtaining cross-section drawings of 
as many as palettes as possible was important for 
several reasons. First of all, they add another 
dimension of m01phological variability that can then 
be documented, analyzed, and interpreted.Second, 
they directly supplement and enhance the 
dimensional measurements taken in plan view, all 
of which are used to address questions about 
palette manufacture, standardization, and use. 
Third, they can be used to document strong use 
wear and manufacturing patterns. 

The cross-section drawings were made 
using a series of custom-built balsa wood 
formagauges. The author built three formagauges 
of varying sizes that could fit any palette (Figure 
4.3a-b ). Balsa wood was chosen because it is light 
and soft, ensuring that the artifacts would not be 
damaged. Each "tooth" of the formagauge is 1/ 
32" in thickness, which allows for fairly accurate 
approximations of palette surfaces. 

The formagauge was placed on top of the 
artifact oriented along either the x- or y-axis, 
creating a transect through the center of the mixing 
surface or the underside of the palette, depending 
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on which side of the artifact was facing upwards. 
The "teeth" were pushed down by hand until they 
either became flush with the surface on which the 
palette rested or became flush with a part of the 
palette itself. 

The formagauge was removed and the 
resulting negative image was traced onto artist's 
sketch paper using a Rapidograph pen. This 
procedure was carried out for both sides of the 
palette along the same transect, after which the 
drawings were scanned into Photoshop and 
combined to create a composite cross-section 
(Figure 4.4). 

Figure 4 .3a-b Examples of custom formagauge used 
to abtain cross-section drawings 

COLOR PHOTOGRAPHS 

While the 1: 1 line drawings are very useful, 
photographs of the artifacts themselves contain 
much more information about the variability present 
in these artifacts. Photographs captured the color 
of palettes, the use wear and manu-facturing 
patterns present in the basins, and the colors of 
the mineral encrustations present in some basins. 
Additionally, it was hoped that digital image 
enhancement of the photographs might be able to 
bring out subtle patterns not detectable by any other 
means. The black and white photographs of 
palettesincludedinHaury's 1937 and 1976reports 
simply do not fully capture the kind of fine-grained 
detail needed to answer some of the questions 
central to this study. Only color photography using 
modern equipment, film, and developing techniques 
could produce an adequate data set that could 
complement the line drawings. 

The sample of palettes photographed was 
entirely composed of artifacts recovered from non
mortuary contexts. Palettes from Snaketown and 
several CRM collections were photographed using 
two methods. The CRM collection palettes were 
photographed using a Pentax K-1000 with a macro 
lens and Kodak Elite Chrome 100-400 color slide 
film, depending on lighting conditions. Due to 
incompatibility between the camera and the photo 
lab at the Arizona State Museum, the Snaketown 
palettes were placed in a color flatbed scanner, 
scanned in at high resolution, and burned onto a CD. 

When the two photographic methods are 
compared, high resolution color scanning proved 
to be more reliable and useful than standard color 
slide photography due to the author's lack of 
experience with the latter, the quality of the camera 
and lens being used, and the variability in lighting 
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Figure 4.4 Composite cross section drawing of a 
palette 

level of detail unattainable using standard 
photographic equipment. 
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REVISED BASIC TERMINOLOGY count decoration on both the front and back of 
the artifact (dorsal vs. ventral) and notching on 

In order to facilitate better and more complete both sides of the border (interior vs. exterior). 
documentation and description of the palettes ex- The rectangular border and edges were parsed 
aminedinthisstudy,the author expanded Hamy's out into four sections (Motif 1-4, Side 1-4) to 
1937 nomenclature and produced a composite better handle variability in running patterns and 
palette diagram (Figure 4.5) that highlights the decoration, especially in Sedentary palettes. The 
new and revised terms, which now take into ac- "mixing surface" was renamed "basin" in order to 

Dorsal Plan View Ventral Plan View 

4 4 

Dorsal Side 

Exterior --
Side 

t 

Side 1 

Motif 1 

Motif 3 

Side3 

~ Interior Side 

Cross Section Views 

1/ 
Medial Groove 

2 2 

Thiclmess{ 

Ventral Side 

Interior Notching 

Basin 

~ Border ___. 

Figure 4.5 Revised and expanded composite palette diagram 

Motif 1 

4 2 

Motif 3 

Basin Depth 

r-Basr;77 

Oblique View 

End Sculpture 

Exterior Notching 
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allow for a broader interpretation of palette use 
and "sculptured edge" was renamed to "end sculp
ture" becauseit seemed tofitbetterwithHaury's 
original terminology. By reworking and expanding 
Haury's nomenclature to encompass all of the 
morphological and stylistic variability present on 
palettes, it becomes much easier not only to 
document this variability but also to analyze and 
interpret it with respect to the main questions 
posed by this study that revolve around the pro
duction, distribution, and use of palettes. The new 
terminology also allows for the detection of even 
the most subtle changes in morphology and deco
ration-including ones missed by previous research
ers (e.g., interior border notching)-which greatly 
increases the accuracy of the analyses carried out 
in later chapters. 

METRICS 

Collecting accurate measurements for all palette 
dimensions (length, width, thickness, and basin 
depth) is integral for any study that attempts to 
look at artifact variation as well as the organization 
of production. If the dimensions change very little 
over time, it is possible that there is a great degree 
of standardization in production and, hence, craft 
specialists or at the very least societal/ideological 
restrictions on palette size. If the dimensions vary 
greatly over time, it might suggest non-specialized 
production or at the very least the absence of 
restrictions on size. 

I carried out direct measurements of 
dimensions on all of the palettes from Snaketown 
as well as all CRM collections analyzed during 
this study. Much of the metric data used during 
analysis were gleaned from the 1: 1 drawings 
themselves since they were the only reliable 
record available for a vast majority of the 
palettes used in this study. Length, width, and 
border width were recorded for every palette 
in this study using a standard metric ruler. 
Accurate basin depth and thickness were 
recorded using the formagauges discussed above 

and a standard metric ruler. This last procedure 
was carried out on all palettes from Snaketown 
and all CRM collections. 

DESIGN 

Documentation of palette design elements follows 
and expands upon Krueger (1993), who broke 
down the "running patterns" in the borders into 
smaller repeating elements she called "border 
motifs" and catalogued the independent designs 
present in the comers of the borders ("comer 
motifs"). Krueger's catalog is small, unorganized, 
and does not take into account the full range of 
variability exhibited by palettes in this regard. The 
entire sample of palettes was analyzed by the 
author for these repeating elements and new 
catalogs were produced for both border and 
comer motifs. A catalog for end sculpture motifs 
was also added. Examples of these catalogs can 
be seen in Figure 4.6 (the full catalogs are in 
Appendix A). 

Figure 4.6 Examples of border, corner, and sculpture 
motif catalogs 

Once a repeating pattern could be 
discerned in the border decoration for a palette, 
this pattern was drawn between two vertical lines 



spaced one centimeter apart using a fine 

point Rapidograph pen. Each drawing is oriented 

so that the bottom portion represents the outside 

edge of the border. As new patterns were found, 

they were added to the border motif catalog. 

The motifs contained within the catalog were 

grouped according to stylistic similarities and each 

group received a whole number designation (Table 

4.2). Each motif within a group received a two 

digit decimal designation. For example, "3.01" 

refers to the first member of motif category 3 

(Triangles A, inward orientation to basin). Corner 

motifs and end sculpture motifs were far less 

prevalent and each could be given a whole number 

designation within their respective catalogs ( see 

Appendix A). Each drawing, and when possible 

the actual palette itself, was analyzed looking for 

the motifs outlined above. All results were entered 

into the project database (discussed below). In 

addition to the motifs discussed, other design 

elements such as incised grooves, notches, and 

general morphology were systematically recorded 

in the database. 

TEMPORAL ASSIGNMENTS 

The temporal assignment for each palette 

(Colonial, Sedentary, or other) was determined 

using provenience information, when available. 

Of the 124 2 palettes analyzed during the course 

of this study, 688 had enough contextual 

information from museum and/or excavation 

records to determine the time period within 

which they were produced. Of these 688,513 

fell into either the Colonial or Sedentary period 

( see companion CD for provenience information 

on each palette). 
Assigning time periods to the remaining 

554 palettes was more difficult. I began by 

analyzing the 513 Colonial and Sedentary palettes 

for stylistic attributes that were exclusive to each 

time period. 
Conveniently enough, the two types could 
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be easily distinguished from one another based on 

suites of attributes that Haury (1937) originally 

noticed early on in his own analysis of Snaketown 

palettes. I found that the Colonial palettes I 

analyzed have very simple border designs (lines 

running parallel to the border) and also tend to 

have medial grooves, border notching, and 

complex sculpture protruding from one or more 

ends of the palette. The Sedentary palettes I 

analyzed have complex geometric border designs 

and generally lack medial grooves, notching, and 

sculpture. The two types are so distinct from one 

another that making temporal assignments for the 

unprovenienced or badly provenienced palettes 

was fairly straightforward. In general, border 

decoration was used as the primary determinant. 

Sculpture, notching, and medial grooves were only 

brought in when border decoration was absent. 

Using this method, 267 of the 312 unprovenienced 

palettes and 176 of the 242 badly provenienced 

palettes were placed into either the Colonial or 

Sedentary period, bringing the total for both time 

periods to 956. 
It should be mentioned that there are a 

few potential problems with using stylistic 

information alone to place unprovenienced palettes 

into a time period. First, some complex border 

designs that show up on Sedentary palettes may 

have originated in the Colonial period, which could 

lead to misclassification. Second, one border 

design that I perceived as "complex," and therefore 

of Sedentary origin, turned out to be unique to the 

Colonial period (Motif21.00, seeAppendixA). 

It was only when I looked at the provenience 

information for palettes with that border design 

that I realized my mistake. There are a small hand
ful of complex border designs that appear only on 

unprovenienced palettes, and it is entirely possible 

that some or all of these may originate in the 

Colonial period, resulting in misclassification. 

Third, based on studying pro-venience data, it is 

clear that more than a few "copies" of Colonial 

palettes are made in the Sedentary period. While 

they are often poor copies and are distinguishable 
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from actual Colonial palettes when examined in 
person, it is often not easy to see the differences in 
the line drawings. As a result, it is entirely possible 
that some of unprovenienced palettes classified as 
"Colonial" might in fact be Sedentary period 
products. It is also possible that museum records 
relating to temporal assignments may not be 
entirely accurate, which could introduce even 
further misclassification. 

A significant aspect of my study is 
comparing and contrasting palettes from the 
Colonial and Sedentary periods. While I have 
used standard dating methods responsibly, and 
I do believe that the vast majority of the palettes 
analyzed have been placed in the proper time 
period, some error has undoubtedly been 
introduced as a result of poor or nonexistent 
excavation records and stylistic assumptions. 
The impact of this introduced error on the 
diachronic analyses presented in Chapters 5-7 
is most likely negligible, but it is important to 
keep that error in mind. 

UsEWEAR 

Since the actual uses of palettes are poorly known, 
groundstone use wear analysis was employed in 
order gain some insight into the subject. The author 
looked for any evidence of use prior to discard, 
especially that which involved pigment processing. 
By using this form of analysis, one could also gain 
insight into the production process by identifying 
patterns present on the artifact that are not 
associated with use but are associated with 
manufacture. 

Use wear analysis follows Adams's 
Manual for a Technological Approach to 
Ground Stone Analysis ( 1997). The author was 
not formally trained in use-wear analysis, so only 
the most basic methods were employed. Using 
both the naked eye and a microscope set at a 
lower power (30x) with a fiber optic light 
source, a sample of thirty reasonably intact and 
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unburned palettes from the Snaketown mortuary 
collection was examined for macro-level 
evidence of grinding, abrading, pecking, and 
scoring in the basin. Additionally, the outer 
surfaces of the palettes were examined for 
evidence of hand-wear (see chapter 7). On a 
larger scale , most of the palettes used in this 
study were given a number ranking according 
to how badly they were burned, fragmented , 
and/or reconstructed so that I could get a better 
idea of just how many palettes were intentionally 
destroyed by direct percussive force or crematory 
fire. Appendix B contains a complete description 
of the rankings adopted for these analyses as well 
as the complete data dictionary and list of attribute 
codes used in the database. 

Any identified use wear or manufacturing 
patterns were recorded in the project database 
using a coding system where a whole number was 
assigned to each use wear or manufacturing pattern 
found during the course of analysis. 

DATABASE & STATISTICS 

All data collected during the course of this study
including drawings, provenience information, mea
surements, design information, and use wear 
findings-were entered into a Microsoft Access 
2000 © relational database constructed by the au
thor. All data were organized into a series of tables 
broken down by subject (metrics, design, etc.). 
Once all of the data were entered, relationships 
were created between all of the tables, which al
lowed the author to run very specific queries in an 
effort to answer the research questions of interest 
to this study. Of particular interest is the data entry 
form, designed to facilitate quick input of data gen
erated during the analysis phase. All of the linked 
tables were pulled into a form which was also linked 
to a directory containing low-resolution scans of 
every palette drawing on file. When the author 
pulled up a particular palette by Lekson number, 
all relevant data were displayed, including the 
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drawing. Being able to see the archived drawing 
while examining the actual artifact made a signifi
cant positive impact on the overall efficiency and 
accuracy of the analysis. The database itself is quite 
large (~900 MB) due to the importation of all of 
the drawings. When the drawings are unlinked from 
the database, the file size drops to a more 
manageable 14 MB. 

Data were exported from queries to 
SPSS© for statistical analysis. With the exception 
of coefficient of variation, only the most basic 
statistical methods ( cross tabulations, mean, and 
standard deviation) were used to analyze data 
produced from this study. The results of analyses 
were converted to graphs and charts for 
interpretive purposes using both SPSS © and 
Microsoft Excel 2000 ©. 

SUMMARY 

A wide variety of tools and techniques were called 
into service in an effort to better understand Hoho
kam palettes. Representative line and cross section 
drawings, photographs, scans, measurements, design 
information, and use wear data were all collected by 
the author and others, which were subsequently 
entered into relational database that encompasses 
most of the palettes that are known to exist. This 
database and the research on morphology, design, 
style, and use that filled it now make it possible to 
ask detailed questions about palettes, questions 
surrounding their production, distribution, and use 
through time. Subsequent chapters will explore each 
of these topics in-depth, relying on analyses of the 
data produced by using the methods outlined above. 



Chapter Five 

Production 

This chapter explores how palettes were produ
ced and how production methods changed 
through time. Observations made during the 
analysis phase of this project are supported by 
research carried out by other scholars (Bayman 
1999; Brumfiel and Earle 1987; Costin 1991; 
Haury 1937, 1976; Hoffmann and Doyel 1985; 
Kisselburg 1987; Krueger 1993; Lekson 1990, 
1991; Rafferty 1982a,1982 b; Seymour 1988) 
and analogies to more well understood Hohokam 
craft industries ( ceramics, groundstone, shell). The 
production ofHohokam palettes seems to have 
been accomplished by part-time craft specialists 
who made these artifacts during the Colonial and 
Sedentary periods. The production of ceramics, 
groundstone, and shell appear to be centered 
around individual households or small workshop 
areas, and it is not known whether or not these 
part-time specialists were attached to any particular 
leaders or social figures. The limited variability, use, 
and distribution of palettes in the Colonial period 
compared to that found in the Sedentary period 
suggests that some sort of control was being 
exercised over their production in the Colonial 
period but not in the Sedentary period. It is 
important to understand the production process 
and the social context within which it was taking 
place. Although no convincing manufacturing loci 
for palettes have ever been found, a great deal of 
information about production can be gleaned from 
the finished products themselves. 

RAW MATERIAL PROCUREMENT AND DIRECT 

EVIDENCE FOR MANUFACTURE 

Mexico. Groundstone and ceramic raw materials 
in particular hold true to this pattern. Hoffman and 
Doyel (1985) have shown that metates produced 
in the New River Basin and distributed through
out the Hohokam regional system are composed 
oflocally available raw materials. Abbott (2000) 
does the same for ceramics, proving that within 
the Salt-Gila Basin, some comrmmities utilized dif
ferent clay sources and exchange the finished prod
ucts differentially with other communities. While 
the situation is a bit more complicated for palettes, 
the same general pattern holds. Palettes tend to 
be made from locally available raw materials, but 
there is some amount of choice involved that per
haps reflects the aesthetic concerns of society in 
general and the more practical concerns of the 
craftsman in particular. 

Hohokam palettes are made from several 
different types of stone, ranging from sandstone 
to slate. There are also two documented 
occurrences of ceramic palettes: one at the site of 
Grewe (Craig, personal communication 2000) and 
the other at the site of Los Morteros (Heidke 
1995). The overwhelming majority, however, are 
made from schist or phyllite (Haury 193 7, 197 6; 
Krueger 1993 ). These rock types exhibit certain 
physical properties that would make it an ideal 
raw material from which to make palettes. Schist 
and phyllite have parallel planes of fracture that 
are very similar to those found in slate. When an 
outside force is applied to the materials, say a strike 
from a hammerstone or groundstone axe, they will 
tend to split into several thin tabular pieces. Schist 
and phyllite are "soft'' yet dense stones ( they range 
from 3 to 5 on the Mohs hardness scale) which 
lends itself to carving and shaping more easily than 

TheHohokamtendedtoprocurerawmaterialfrom sandstone and slate. Schist has the added 

areas close to where they lived, with the excep- advantage of containing small amounts of mica, 

tion of shell from the Pacific Coast and the Gulf of whose light reflecting and refracting qualities may 
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have held some significance for the Hohokam. 
Additionally, as will be outlined in more detail 
below, schist and phyllite outcrops are widespread 
within the central portion of the Hohokam regional 
system. This wide availability was another likely 
reason that these rocks were the raw materials of 
choice. 

Archaeologists and geologists working in 
the region have observed that schist outcrops in at 
least twelve places in rather substantial amounts 
(Figure 5. la-b ). The chemical composition of the 
schist varies from outcrop to outcrop, and Elizabeth 
Miksa of Desert Archaeology, Inc., submitted 
samples from each for Inductively Coupled Plasma 
Spectroscopy (ICPS) analysis to establish a set 
ofbaseline data for comparative purposes. The 
variation between outcrops is great enough that 
an ICPS analysis of artifacts made of the schist 
should be able to pinpoint the source of the raw 
material used in their construction (Miksa 1998, 
personal communication 2000). 

Figure 5.la-b Pinal schist outcrops in Arizona (a) 
and near Phoenix (b) (from Miksa 1998). 
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In one instance, Miksa was able to submit 
a palette fragment from the recently excavated 
Colonial period site of Grewe for ICPS analysis 
and the result was a positive match with Gila Butte. 
To date, Gila Butte is the only schist outcrop to 
exhibit clear evidence of prehistoric mining 
activities (Rafferty 1982a, b). This makes Gila 
Butte the most likely candidate for finding evidence 
of palette manufacture, considering the amount of 
raw material removed from the butte (Figure 5.2) 
and the fact that a substantial Pre-Classic village-
connected to Snaketown by a road discovered 
through aerial photography and pedestrian survey 
(Motsinger 1998)-was located right at the site. 

To date, however, no evidence has been 
found in Hohokam sites that would suggest 
workshops or manufacturing loci for palettes, even 
at a site as large as Snaketown or Gila Butte. The 
best possible indicators of manufacture would be 
(1) debris from manufacture found in association 
with (2) tools used in the manufacturing process, 
and (3) unfinished palettes. While unfinished 
palettes have been found (mostly shattered), debris 
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and tools have not been reported. Two possible 
reasons for why the latter two have not been found 
are that schist debris from palette manufacture 
might have been ground up and used as temper in 
Hohokam pottery ( see Rafferty 1982b; Motsinger 
1993, 1998) and the tools used in manufacture 
have been misinterpreted as other things during 
excavations and analyses. 

There is one other possibility, which is 
related to the topic of raw material monopolization. 
It is possible that palettes were being manufactured 
close to the loci of raw material extraction. The 
site of Gila Butte, which is named for the geological 
formation it sits at the base of, is less than 5 
kilometers from Snaketown. Geologically, the Gila 
Butte is one of the largest outcrops of schist in the 
entire Phoenix Basin. There was a large mining 
operation during the Pre-Classic period and raw 
material may have been transported to at least one 
pottery production facility at Snaketown via a road 
that archaeologists recently found during aerial and 
ground surveys (Motsinger 1998). In fact, the high 
frequency of schist fragments found along both 

Figure 5.2 Prehistoric quarries at the Gila Butte Site (from Rafferty 1982a) 
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sides of this road is one of the ways that 
archaeologists were able to find the road. One very 
conservative estimate of the raw material removed 
from the Butte's sixteen extant prehistoric mines is 
approximately 1200 tons (Rafferty 1982b ). It is 
possible that all of the schist extracted was crushed 
for use as temper, but this is highly unlikely 
considering the number of other artifact classes 
with members made of schist such as palettes, 
tabular knives, figurines, and censers. 

The archaeological site of Gila Butte has 
been investigated several times since the turn of 
the century (Connolly n.d.; Greenleaf and Vivian 
1971; Brooks and Vivian 1978; Rafferty 1982a, 
1982b; Motsinger 1993, 1998; Walsh-Anduze 
1993), but never in-depth. Only the 1920's 
excavations of the LosAngeles Museum (Connolly 
n.d.) were extensive enough to say anything about 
the site beyond the quarrying activities that took 
place there. Rafferty created an elaborate model 
of ceramic craft specialization for the site based 
on the schist quarrying, the high ratio of decorated 
to plain wares found on the surface, and 26 
"polishing stones" found at the site. What is 
interesting is that many of these ''polishing stones," 
only six of which were useable on ceramics 
(Rafferty 1982a), are described in a way that 
almost matches the "polishing and pecking" stones 
Haury finds at Snaketown (Gladwin, etal. 1937). 
These cigar-shaped stones (Figure 5.3) have 
evidence of pecking activity on one or both ends 
end and signs of rubbing/abrading over the whole 
length of the piece. In some cases, there are distinct 
rectangular impressions worn into the stones that 
could match up with raised features on palettes 
such as the border. Several "polishing and pecking" 
stones from Snaketown exhibit this characteristic 
wear; however, I was not able to investigate the 
potential link between these artifacts and palettes 
due to time constraints. The results of these kinds 
of manufacturing activities are found on at least 
one unused palette from the Snaketown collection, 
which has signs of polishing and pecking on the 
mixing surface. 
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Figure 5.3 "Polishing and Pecking" stones from 
Snaketown (Haury 1976) 

While it is not clear that these stones are 
part of the toolkit needed to create a palette, and 
hence could be suggestive of manufacturing loci 
when found in certain contexts such as houses, 
the idea is an intriguing one that merits further study. 
With plenty of schist debris around the quarry and 
possible manufacturing tools at the site unearthed 
in previous excavations, all that is missing are 
unfinished palettes. The fact that the site has not 
really been excavated or surveyed presents the 
possibility of workshops yet to be discovered. 
While excavation is no longer an option at the site, 
a surface survey of the quarry and the site itself 
might yield clues as to whether or not palettes were 
at least "pre-formed" at Gila Butte before final 
work was done elsewhere, perhaps at Snaketown. 
Manufactwing loci might still be found at large Pre
Classic sites. Shell workshops were found at 
Snaketown-despite Haury's belief to the 
contrary-when a graduate student at the 
University of Arizona went back to the unpublished 
Snaketown excavation records and examined the 
floor assemblages from excavated pithouses 
(Seymour 1988). 

The only documented potential palette 
production locus has been reported within the 
Moreland locus (Pre-Classic period) at the site of 
La Ciudad (Kisselburg 1987). The locus consists 
of several courtyard groups that appear to be 
participating in different types ofhousehold-based, 
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Table 5.1 Distribution of schist debitage and palettes within the Moreland Locus, La Cuidad (after Kisselburg) 

Type of System Artifact Class Inside In front Behind Implication of distribution 
Courtyard Schist debitage 38 8 

Single Structure Schist debitage 22 39 

Courtyard and Palettes 33 22 
single structure 

part-time craft specialization, ranging from pottery 
production to shell working. This type of 
manufacturing activity was widely practiced by the 
Hohokam (Wilcox 1991 a), but strong evidence 
for the inclusion of palettes within this system has 
been lacking. At La Ciudad, no tools were 
recovered, or palettes in various stages of 
production, but the presence of schist debitage 
( essentially indirect evidence) in several areas is 
both rare, fascinating, and encouraging. 

Kisselburg ( 1987) states that evidence of 
schist manufacturing activities ( debitage) is usually 
found outside of courtyard space. However, the 
southern courtyard, where schist manufacture 
seems to have been concentrated, does show 
single-structure depositional patterns in the 
beginning of its last occupation cycle; at that time 
schist debitage is found in larger quantities inside 
the courtyard than outside. Finished schist objects, 
however-especially palettes-had quite different 
distributions within courtyard systems. Palettes 
were more often found outside of courtyards in 
middens and cremations. Table 5 .1 shows these 
distributional differences clearly. 

Kisselburg concludes from these data that 
schist artifacts were being produced mainly by 
people living in the southern courtyard, but that 
everyone in the Moreland locus had access to the 
finished products. While it is possible that schist 
manufacturing activities were taking place in the 
other courtyards and that those craftspeople were 
depositing their debitage outside of the courtyard 
space, Kisselburg's findings are still fascinating. 
Evidence formanufacture outside of what Kisselburg 
found at La Ciudad is almost non existent. There 

53 Indoor production, dicarded behind house 

39 Indoor production, dicarded behind house 

44 Ceremonial paraphemelia, discarded on 
perimeter of commnunity 

are only two other published accounts of possible 
palette manufacturing loci. Both involve the 
discovery of small caches of palette "performs." 
The first was found at the West Branch site near 
Tucson (Whittlesey 1997:623) while the second 
comes from the Grewe site (Zofkie 2001 ). 

HYPOTHETICAL STAGES OF BASIC PRODUCTION 

The actual manufacturing process for Hohokam 
palettes is not well understood. However, through 
a careful study of the kinds of tools the Hohokam 
had available and the manufacturing scars present 
on palettes, experimenting with palette produc
tion using modem tools, and by using common 
sense and a little imagination, a hypothetical model 
of the production process can be generated. 

Due to the nature of the raw material 
selected for palettes, these artifacts tend to be fairly 
tabular in form, although variation in thickness is 
common. Both schist and phyllite have roughly 
parallel planes of fracture and are soft materials
making them easy to work with. Rough blanks 
were most likely quarried using groundstone axes 
from locations like Gila Butte, where the raw 
material appears in large outcrops, or from locations 
like the Phoenix Mountains, where small slabs are 
widely available on the surface. Once quarried or 
collected, these blanks were subjected to further 
reduction through the use of percussive force 
delivered via a hammerstone in order to produce 
a rectangular or semi-rectangular shape. (This 
technique works for other shapes as well). The 
use of a groundstone axe and hammerstones is 
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based on the experimental work of Todd 

Bostwick, City Archaeologist for Phoenix 

(personal communication 2000), and my own 

observations of what look to be "almost finished" 

palettes in museum and CRM collections. Using 

modem metal tools, including chisels, hammers, 

and axes, Bostwick was able to easily split schist 

into tabular pieces and shape the tablets into 

rectangular blanks. Additionally, based on 

personal observations, some palettes from 

Snaketown, Grewe, and Julian Wash have very 

rough edges and borders that look as if repeated, 

heavy percussive force was delivered from several 

different angles in order to produce the desired 

rectangular or semi-rectangular shape. 

Once the desired shape was achieved, a 

large and very sharp piece of chipped stone was 

used to delineate the location of the border within 

the rectangular palette. It is highly likely that this 

piece of chipped stone was used to cut deep 

grooves into the surface of the raw material in the 

shape of a rectangle proportional in size to the 

blank itself. Lekson (personal communication 

2000) and I both noted that at the edges of the 

basins of many palettes from Snaketown, where 

the basin and border meet, are deep grooves that 

contain a high density of very fine scoring lines 

that run parallel to the border. These lines look as 

if they were produced by taking a thin, sharp knife 

and running it back and forth along the surface. If 

this process is continued for an extended period 

of time, the rectangular outline needed to delineate 

the basin could be easily produced. Once the 

desired depth was reached, the schist/phyllite was 

"chipped" away from the center of the palette 

towards the edge of the border, most likely using 

a combination of a groundstone axe and the 

pecking stones discussed above-as well as 

patient cutting, scrap_ing, and sanding. As this 

process continues, the center remains fairly 

shallow with respect to the borders but as one 

approaches the borders the depth increases until 

it reached that achieved by carving the deep 

grooves. The end result is a surface that looks 

quite a bit like a speed bump in cross-section. As 

Lekson (personal communication 2000) has 

pointed out, especially for Sedentary period 

palettes with little or no depth to their basins, this 

practice suggests that delineating the border was 

very important. 
Now that the palette has defined borders 

and a basin, pecking and polishing stones are used 

to clean up edges and smooth out rough areas, 

especially near the comers within the basin. I 

suggest that these tools are used at this stage of 

production due to the pecking and fine striations 

found at the comers of otherwise smooth and 

finished basins. In Colonial period palettes, the 

ventral sides are often smoothed out as well, most 

likely using some sort of rounded polishing stone. 

The ventral sides of Sedentary period palettes are 

generally left unfinished. This carefully prepared 

blank is now ready for decoration. 

Decoration 

One of the most characteristic attributes of 

Hohokam palettes is the elaborate decoration con

tained within the raised borders. In the Colonial 

Period, these decorative motifs consist of a few 

variations on the theme of multiple parallel lines, 

while during the Sedentary period a vast array of 

geometric and effigy patterns were utilized ( see 

Appendix A for the complete catalog of border 

motifs). 
Haury (1938) referred to the decorative 

border motifs as "running patterns" because they 

seemed to be made up of smaller repeating 

elements. Kari Anna Krueger (1993 ), beginning 

with Lekson's analyses, does this for all of the 

palettes drawn by Lekson as well as others drawn 

by herself Krueger found 68 different motifs ( see 

Figure 3.6). I chose to conduct a similar analysis 

of the same sample she used with the addition of 

palette drawings from other sources discussed in 

Chapters 3 and 4. In total, two hundred and four 

distinct forms of border decoration have been 

catalogued (seeAppendixAforthe full list). Only 



nine of these show up on Colonial palettes-the 
other 195 are found on Sedentary palettes. Once 
all of the nmningpattems were identified, they were 
grouped into 31 different categories based on 
similarities between elements within designs and 
their orientation to one another (see Table 4.2). In 
addition there are twenty-six designs found in the 
comers of the raised borders. All of these designs 
could have been carved into the border using a 
small, sharp piece of chipped stone. I suggest this 
type of tool because many of the designs are lightly 
incised into the border and consist of very thin 
lines. The only tool available to the Hohokam that 
could accomplish this task is a small, sharp edge 
produced by percussion flaking a lithic material 
prone to conchoidal fracturing (possibly chert). The 
deeper lines found in Colonial palette borders could 
be produced by using a larger piece of chipped 
stone. 

Decoration occurs outside of the raised 
borders as well. Notching along several of the 
edges of the border is fairly common in Colonial 
palettes, as are what Haury (1937) refers to as 
"medial grooves" ( see Figure 3 .1 ). These lines are 
carved roughly halfway between the dorsal and 
ventral sides of the palette and continue parallel to 
these two sides all the way around the artifact. Up 
to three of these grooves have been found on 
palettes, although one is more frequent since the 
grooves follow the plane of fracture of the raw 
material. Attempting to make more than one greatly 
increased the odds ofbreaking the palette along 
this plane. 

The most elaborate form of decoration 
known for palettes revolves around effigy forms. 
The whole palette might be carved in the shape 
of a homed toad, a person, but more frequent 
is the addition of small snakes, birds, and other 

, creatures to both the proximal and distal ends 
of the palette (Figure 5.4). The notching was 
most likely produced by scoring the edges of 
the palette with a piece of chipped stone 
because, as with the border designs, they tend 
to be lightly incised. The deeper notching could 
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be produced using a larger piece of chipped 
stone. The medial grooves could have been 
produced by running a rough piece of cordage 
back and forth along the edge of the palette, 
one possibly coated in grains of crystalline 
quartz or another hard rock to increase friction 
and remove more material with every pass 
(Lekson, personal communication 2000). I 
suggest this type of tool instead of the standard 
piece of chipped stone because the grooves 
produced are very regular in width, tend to be 
slightly rounded in cross-section, and running a 
string back and forth along the plane of fracture 
more evenly distributes the force being applied 
to the palette. Using a piece of chipped stone 
might drastically increase the chances of splitting, 
and therefore ruining, the palette. The effigy 
sculpture and end sculpture most likely required 
a great degree of technical proficiency with 
chipped stone, groundstone, and bone tools in 
order to produce the level of detail and accuracy 
observed, especially in many of the Colonial 
period palettes from Snaketown. 

Figure 5.4 Colonial palette exhibting end scultpture 

While the basic stages of production did 
not seem to change much over time, there are 
differences between palettes from the Colonial and 
Sedentary periods that have to do directly with 
the types of decoration described above. As 
mentioned earlier, bordernmningpattems are much 
simpler in the Colonial period, with more complex 
geometric designs appearing during the Sedentary 
period. End sculpture, notching, and medial 
grooves also appear to be design attributes that 
appear almost exclusively in Colonial palettes. The 
combination of all three attributes only appears on 
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Colonial period palettes (Table 5.2). 
Sedentary palettes have their own unique 

design qualities, however.For instance, decoration 
of the comers within the border does not show up 
on any Colonial palette examined during this study. 
Perhaps the most interesting shift in palette 
decoration comes in the form of variations on 
border running pattern symmetries. In the Colonial 
period, all four portions of the border (Motif 1-4) 
were decorated in a similar fashion. With Sedentary 
palettes, this pattern is followed most often (72% 
of the time), but other symmetries do occur (Figure 
5 .5). While less frequent (generally less than 5% ), 
these alternative symmetries suggest a "freeing up" 
ofhow palettes were decorated and less adherence 
to a notion of standardization in design. In fact, a 
few palettes from this time period have no 
perceptible symmetrical relationships at all. 

ORGANIZATION OF PRODUCTION 

The differences in palette decoration through time, 
along with an apparent decline in quality, attention 
to detail, and standardization ( see Haury 193 7), 
suggest that how palettes were made, and perhaps 
the motivations behind making them, changed 
through time as well. More specifically, Haury and 
others have argued that there was a fundamental 
change in the organization of production as it related 
to Hohokam palettes. They see palette production 
going from more organized and centralized in the 
Colonial period to less organized and dispersed in 
the Sedentary period. This section explores that 
idea and attempts to understand the nature and 
dynamics of part-time palette craft specialization 

□ . 
Colonial = 125 (98%) 

Sedentary= 241 (72%) 

Colonial = 2 (2%) 

Sedentary = 54 (16%) 

Colonial = o (0%) 

Sedentary= 7 (2%) 

□ Colonial =0 (0%) 

Sedentary= 4 (1 %) 

. 

Figure 5.5 Palette design symmetries 

in the Pre-Classic period. 

Colonial = 0 (0%) 

Sedentary = 9 (3%) 

Colonial = O (0%) 

Sedentary = 6 (2%) 

Colonial = O (0%) 

Sedentary= 7 (2% 

Colonial = O (0%) 

Sedentary= 3 (1 % 

Some Hohokam scholars have argued that 
shell ornaments, certain ground stone tools, and 
certain types of ceramics were made by craft 
specialists (Abbott 1988; Hoffmann and Doyel 
1985; Seymour 1988; Heidke 1995). Palettes are 
an important part of Hohokam mortuary ritual 
during the Pre-Classic period (Gladwin et al. 
1937; Haury 1976; McGuire 1992a; McGuire 
1992b; Whittlesey 1997; Wilcox 1991) and it is 
possible that they might have been made by 
specialists as well. Palettes are generally found in 
cremations along with censers, shell oma.JJ?.ents, 
and elaborate projectile points (Gladwin et al. 

Table 5.2 Palette design attnbutes, their frequencies, and statistical confidence using difference of Proportions Test for 

difference between Colonial and Sedentary populations 

Attribute Colonial (N=275) % Sedentary % Confidence (%) 

Medial Groove 180 65.45 24 3.52 99.99 
Border Notching 237 86.18 27 3.96 99.99 
Sculpture 37 13.45 22 3.23 93.45 
Combination 27 9.82 0 0.00 NIA 



1937; Haury 1976). In 1938, Haury suggested 
that Colonial period palettes were manufactured 
by craft specialists because they appeared to be 
so well made. He also suggested that these 
specialists ceased activity by the Sedentary period 
because palettes from that time appeared to be of 
much lower quality: 

"the culmination of palette development, 
gauged by the greatest range in form, 
the highest technical skill in their 
manufacture, and extensive use of 
sculpturing, is to be found in the Santa 
Cruz phase .... Then followed a type in 
which little attention was paid to accura
cy of outline; borders were low and 
broad, incised with crude running 
patterns. The proportions of the palettes 
became somewhat shorter and broader 
compared to the earlier types and little 
or no finishing was accorded the backs, 
a fact in keeping with the general lack of 
care in manufacture. Sculpturing of the 
edges was also waning and such few 
instances as occur show the same 
decline as shown in the palettes them
selves. This degenerate palette type may 
be assigned to both phases of the 
Sedentary Period." (Haury 1937: 123) 

However, there have been few compre
hensive studies of how palettes were produced 
since Haury's groundbreaking work ( see Adams 
1995, 1997; Krueger 1993; Lowell 1990; 
Schroeder 1990 for smaller-scale studies that 
involve palettes but not how they were made). I 
argue here ( and in White 2001) that during the 
Colonial period finished palettes were produced 
by a small number of individual part-time craft 
specialists and that by the Sedentary period there 
was a change to producing larger quantities of 
lower-quality, unfinished palettes by a similar or 
larger number of part-time specialists. 

While Costin's indicators of craft spe
cialization ( Costin 1991) seem to work best for 
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state level societies, some of her ideas can 
potentially be modified in order to better 
understand part-time craft specialization in 
intermediate societies, such as the Pre-Classic 
Hohokam. When clear, direct, and abundant 
evidence from the manufa-cturing process is not 
present for an artifact class, as is the case for 
Hohokam palettes ( only limited data are available, 
as outlined previously), Costin proposes that four 
indirect measures gleaned from the finished 
products themselves can indicate the nature of craft 
specialization present: 
Standardization: A high degree of standardization 
in manufacture and design is required. 
Efficiency: A high degree of efficiency must be 
present with respect to the amount of raw material 
used in the manufacture of a finished product as 
well as the amount of time and energy dedicated 
to the manufacturing and decoration process. 
Skill: A high degree of technical skill in manufacttrre 
and decoration must be evident. 
Regional Variation: There must be a large 
category of repeating attributes, both stylistic and 
manufacture-oriented, across a large geographic 
region. In other words, a low degree of regional 
variation (Costin 1991 ). 

In addition to Costin's four indirect 
measures, I propose adding a fifth indirect measure 
to the list: risk of failure. Certain stages of 
manufacture present higher probabilities of 
destroying the product than others, especially if 
the raw material is extremely delicate. Following 
through with these risky stages on a regular basis 
indicates not only a high degree of technical skill 
and experience on the part of the producer, but 
also a disregard for the possibility of wasting a lot 
of raw material in order to get the finished product 
'just right." Based on common sense, elimination 
of these high risk stages by producers may indicate 
a shift in the organization of production towards 
overall efficiency, one ofCostin's four measures, 
although there is no way to prove this conclusively 
at this time. 



46 White 

Costin 's and my indirect measures were 
to used data from nine hoodred and fifty-six whole 
and fragmentary palettes that could be placed via 
stylistic and/or provenience information into either 
the Colonial or Sedentary period. These palettes 
were from museums, CRM holdings, and private 
collections, including the well-known Pre-Classic 
site of Snaketown, and produced these four 
primary conclusions (with evidence to follow) that 
will frame the rest of this discussion: 
1. Colonial period palettes were highly standar
dized in manufacture and design. Sedentary 
palettes were even more standardized in manu
facture but not at all standardized in design. 
2. Much time was spent in decorating Colonial 
palettes carefully. Little time was spent doing the 
same for Sedentary palettes. 
3. A high degree of technical skill in stoneworking 
and a willingness to waste raw material were 
required to produce the more exotic design 
elements in Colonial palettes. These elements were 
abandoned in the Sedentary period in order to 
reduce the risk of failure and increase overall 
efficiency. 
4. There is little to no regional variation in form, 
design, or decoration for Colonial palettes. There 
is a great deal of variation present in Sedentary 
palettes, although it defies regional patterning. 

These conclusions strongly suggest that 
there was a small group of individual part-time craft 
specialists operating in the Colonial period. Then, 
during the Sedentary period, the organization of 

production changed to include a greater number 
of part-time specialists who were less interested 
in producing well-made palettes. 

There are four lines of evidence from 
manufacture and design that demonstrate this 
change in organization from the Colonial to the 
Sedentary period. First, there are more than twice 
as many palettes from the Sedentary period as 
from the Colonial period (681 vs. 275). These 
totals may, of course, be a result of how many 
Sedentary sites have been excavated as compared 
to Colonial ones, especially since single component 
Colonial sites are extremely rare. Having said this, 
however, the difference in numbers is still significant 
This evidence suggests that the difference could 
have arisen from an increase in manufacturing 
activities by a larger group of part-time specialists 
in the Sedentary period as opposed to a smaller 
group in the Colonial period. 

Second, measurements of several different 
aspects of palettes from both the Colonial and 
Sedentary periods point to a greater degree of 
metric standardization for Sedentary palettes than 
previously thought (Table 5.3). 

As can be seen in Table 5.3, Colonial 
palettes are smaller with narrower borders and 
deeper basins, which are extremely time
consuming, risky, and difficult to produce, while 
Sedentary palettes are larger with wider borders 
and shallower basins; Colonial palettes are slightly 
less standardized dimensionally as an artifact type 
than Sedentary palettes, which could be a result 

Table 5.3 Metric data for Colonial and Sedentary palettes using difference of Means Test 

Colonial Palettes Sedentary Palettes Comparative 

(N=126) Mean SD cov (N=376) Mean SD cov Confidence (%) 

Length 139.89 53.23 38.05 Length 159.12 56.97 35.80 99.99 

Width 76.18 25.81 33.88 Width 89.89 28.01 31.16 99.99 
L:WRatio 1.85 0.39 21.08 L:WRatio 1.76 0.28 15.91 99.16 

Border Width 8.83 3.92 44.39 Border Width 12.96 4.30 33.18 99.99 

(N = 90) Mean SD cov (N = 157) Mean SD cov Confidence (%) 

Thickness 8.50 4.61 54.24 Thickness 8.62 5.12 59.39 57.53 
Basin Depth 2.38 1.80 75.63 Basin Depth 1.68 1.76 104.76 99.85 



of the individual nature of production in the 
Colonial period, with the exception of thickness 
and basin depth, which show the opposite pattern; 
both extremely large and extremely small palettes 
show up mainly in the Sedentary period-when 
they do show up in the Colonial period, great care 
is taken in their manufacture. When Costin's 
indirect measures are applied to these metric data, 
it is suggestive of an increase in manufacturing 
standardization metrically during the Sedentary 
period because the coefficient of variation within 
each attribute (length, width, etc.) is generally 
smaller and the differences between means are 
statistically significant. The only exception is 
thickness, which changes very little over time and 
could be governed by the raw material and not 
the craftsperson. While other lines of evidence 
suggest that Sedentary palettes are far less 
standardized than their Colonial period counter
parts because less care is put into their manufacture, 
these data suggest that while standardization may 
have been decreasing in some areas, it was 
potentially increasing in others. 

Third, there is ample evidence from 
finished palettes that the complex design elements 
present in Colonial palettes ( sculpture, medial 
grooves, notching) that greatly increased the risk 
of failure and decreased efficiency were virtually 
abandoned by the Sedentary period. For example: 
border notching decreases drastically, medial 
grooves all but disappear, detailed end sculpture 
basically goes away, and few effigy palettes are 
made (Figures 5.6-5.8). 

Additionally, fully three quarters of 
Colonial palettes have carefully prepared squared 
edges while Sedentary palettes have this trait less 
than half of the time (Figure 5.9a-b-c ). All of the 
above design elements significantly increase the 
chances ofbreaking or splitting the palette since 
they require carving along the planes of fracture of 
schist or phyllite, the raw materials of choice. It 
would appear that the focus of the part-time craft 
specialists in the Sedentary period was directed 
more towards quickly and successfully producing 
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Figure 5. 6 Presence/absence of notching on palettes. 
Colonial N= 25 7, Sedentary N= 681 
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Figure 5. 7 Presence/absence of medial groove on 
palettes. Colonial N=257, Sedentary N=681 
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Figure 5.8 Presence/absence of end scultpure on 
palettes. Colonial N=257, Sedentary N=681 
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functional palettes and not time- and labor-intensive 

works of art. Costin's indirect measures as applied 
to this design data show that by the Sedentary 

period there was an increase in the efficiency of 

decoration and raw material use, and once again 

a decrease in applied skill and the risk of failure. 
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Figure 5.9a-b-c Squared (a) and unfinished (b) edge 
types and their frequencies(c).Colonial N=257, 
Sedentary N= 681 

Fourth, stylistic evidence suggests that the 
goal of the part-time craft specialists in the 

Sedentary period was producing unfinished 

products that were then decorated by individuals, 
a pattern that is opposite from what is found in the 

Colonial period. Vutually all Colonial palettes show 

the same design on all four sides of the border. 

While Sedentary palettes generally follow this 
pattern, other combinations of designs do occur 

( see previous section of a discussion of this 

pattern). Colonial palette borders are decorated 
in one of nine ways, all of which are variations on 

the theme of multiple parallel lines. Sedentary 

palette borders are decorated in 195 different 
ways, consisting mainly of complex geometric 

patterns (Figure 5.1 Oa-b ). Thereislittletonoregional 
variation in Colonial palettes (see Chapter 6). 

u,,1iJ , 

\'I.' 

Figure 5.JOa-b Border decoration on Colonial (a) 
and Sedentary (b) palettes 

Sedentary palettes vary greatly regionally and 

generally defy strong patterning. End sculpture is 

limited to five standardized forms in the Colonial 
period. When end sculpture does show up on 

Sedentary palettes, it is executed poorly and 

generally looks nothing like sculpture from the 
Colonial period (Figure 5.1 la-b ). The same is true 

for effigy forms. 

a. 

b. T 
Figure 5.lla-b Colonial (a) and Sedentary (b) 
period end sculpture 

Costin 's indirect measures with respect to 

general shape (Figure 5.12) speak to an even 

greater decrease in the standardization of design 

and avoidance of the risk of failure from the Colonial 

to the Sedentary period. Colonial palettes are on 
the whole rectangular with about one quarter 

slightly rounded, roughly 10% concave, and the 



inclusion of some effigy forms. Sedentary palettes 
have identical percentages for both rectangular and 
slightly rounded shapes to those of Colonial 
palettes, but now almost one quarter of the palettes 
have concave sides and very few effigy forms are 
present. It is clear that a rectangular or semi
rectangular shape was preferred through time, but 
that there was a little more experimentation with 
variations of this in the Sedentary period at the 
expense of more complex effigy forms. 
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Rectangular 
Colonial: 55% 
Sedentary: 55% 

Slightly Rounded 
Colonial: 21% 
Sedentary: 21% 

Concave Sides 
Colonial: 12% 
Sedentary: 21% 

Effigy 
Colonial: 5% 
Sedentary: 1% 

Figure 5;]2 Palette shapes and their frequencey 
percentages through time 

The evidence from manufacture and 
decoration indicates that standardization in design 
carried out by producers, the use of great technical 
skill, disregard for risk of failure, wastage of raw 
material, and smaller-scale individual production 
were generally abandoned in the Sedentary period 
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in favor of reduced quality, greater quantities, 
reduced risk of failure, larger-scale individual 
production, and individual variation in decoration 
carried out by consumers. 

ByusingCostin'sindirectmeasuresofcraft 
specialization as a guide, one can see that over 
time the manufacturers of palettes are increasingly 
more specialized according to some measures, 
while appearing less specialized according to 
others (Table 5.4). While regional variation in 
decoration increases, variation in dimensions 
decrease. While there is an aban-donment of 
design elements that require a great deal of skill to 
produce, this decreases the overall risk of failure 
as well as the time it takes to complete a palette 
and the amount of raw material used, increasing 
overall efficiency. While less time was spent on 
making palettes, more were produced. 

Table 5.4 The trade-off: aesthetics for efficiency 

Colonial Sedentary 
Regional Variation in Decoration Less More 
Dimensional variation More Less 

Complex Design Elements More Less 
Risk of Failure More Less 

Time Required More Less 
Raw Material Used More Less 

Overall Efficiency Less More 

The above patterns suggest a trade-off, 
an exchange of one form of production (small
scale, high quality) for another (mass produced, 
low quality) by these part-time specialists that made 
it possible in the Sedentary period to produce a 
greater number of palettes for consumption 
without requiring an increase in the dedication of 
time, energy, and resources by the producers 
themselves. Essentially, producing aesthetically 
pleasing, individual works of art may have been 
exchanged for producing more uniform "blanks" 
which individuals could then decorate themselves. 
The reason I suggest that individual owners, not 
craftspeople, were decorating Sedentary palettes 
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is that no Sedentary period running pattern 
catalogued, save a handful ofrelatively simple ones 
that are found throughout the regional system, 
appears more than a few times in the large sample 
examined for this study. When they do appear more 
than once, they never look exactly alike. 

SUMMARY 

The workshops where palettes were made, the 
tools used to make them, palettes in various stages 
of manufacture-these important pieces of 
evidence would greatly elucidate the palette 
production process, but, unfortunately, are in short 
supply. However, we are able to draw some 
conclusions about palette production from the 
finished products themselves. Using data gathered 
during the analysis phase of this project as well as 
the research of other Hohokam scholars, and by 
suggesting parallels to other more well-understood 
Hohokam craft industries, the dynamics of the 
production process have been illuminated. It is 

clear that the Hohokam were choosing schist and 
phyllite for its ease of workability, availability, and 
perhaps even some indeterminate spiritual quality. 
While the exact stages of production are not yet 
known, the hypothetical model presented 
here suggests that making palettes was a risky 
business, especially if the producer wanted the 
finished palette to be aesthetically pleasing. It is 
also clear that the amount of variation in palette 
decoration and the sheer numbers of palettes 
increased over time while the overall quality and 
amount of technical skill applied decreased. This 
change was necessary to meet the changing needs 
of an expanding and diversifying society, one 
where objects such as palettes were becoming 
everyday commodities that everyone could own, 
without having to increase the amount of time 
dedicated to production. By producing less 
elaborate standar-dized blanks instead of high 
quality finished products, the craft specialists could 
make more palettes in less time and include 
individuals in the production process because it 
was left up to them to decorate it as they saw fit. 



Chapter Six 

Distribution 

The question ofhow the Hohokam organized their 
regional system is a persistent one. The core
periphery model, as it has been applied to the 
Hohokam, assigns the Salt-Gila River region 
around Phoenix the role of "core" and all other 
areas that of"periphery," including the Tucson 
Basin, San Pedro, Lower Verde, Upper Verde, 
Gila Bend, and Tonto Basin ( see Figure 2.2). The 
Salt-Gila area does maintain the highest concen
tration of sites over time and important sites like 
Snaketown, Grewe, La Ciudad, Casa Grande, and 
Pueblo Grande fall within its borders. As a result, 
the Salt-Gila area is the largest consumer of raw 
materials and the largest producer of finished 
goods(Crown&Judge 1991;Gumerman 1991). 
Historically, this region has also been the most 
intensively studied archaeologically and is therefore 
better understood than the peripheral areas. 
Various models (regional interaction spheres, peer 
polities, world systems, etc.) have been proposed 
for the operation ofHohokam society and palettes 
can provide important evidence that will help in 
evaluating the accuracy of these models. One of 
these lines of evidence revolves armmd information 
exchange. More specifically, the distribution of 
stylistic elements within the regional system. If the 
core is dominating all aspects oflife, one would 
expect information exchange to be unidirectional, 
spreading out from the core. If outlying regions 
have some degree ( or even total) autonomy, the 
directionality of information exchange becomes 
much more complicated. By studying the temporal 
and spatial distributions of palettes and the stylistic 
elements found on palettes, we may be able to 
gain some insight into this process as well as other 
organizational aspects of the Hohokam regional 
system. 

The temporal and spatial distributions of 
palettes can help address the issues outlined above. 

First, by looking at where palettes themselves are 
found through time, one can get a better idea of 
the reach of the ideological/economic/political 
system of which they were a part and, perhaps, 
which direction( s) influences were flowing. Second, 
by examining where certain stylistic elements show 
up can tell the archaeologist a great deal about 
regional interaction. While the utility of studying 
temporal and spatial distributions for palettes is 
apparent, finding ones to analyze is difficult. 

One of the most significant obstacles a 
researcher encounters when trying to study spatial 
and temporal distributions ofHohokam palettes is 
that many of the palettes housed in museum and 
private collections have little or no provenience 
information associated with them. In fact, of the 
1242 palettes analyzed during the course of this 
project, only 689 could be confidently placed into 
both temporal and spatial contexts. Despite this 
obstacle, the sample with information available is 
large enough so that generalized observations can 
be made about the distribution of palettes in time 
and space. 

Two provenience systems were used in 
this study in an attempt to track as much temporal 
and spatial variability as possible. The first, 
proposed by David Wilcox (1991 a), breaks down 
the Hohokam regional system into what he terms 
''ballcourt districts." Each of these districts contains 
within it several ballcourts and large villages (Figw-e 
6.1 ). These groupings are wholly spatial-no 
political, social, economic, or ideological meanings 
should be attached to them (Wilcox, personal 
communication 2000). What they allow the 
researcher to do is track how material culture is 
distnbuted and moves within what would otherwise 
be a fairly homogenous regional system. In all, 
Wilcox proposes 16 districts. Lekson (1990) 
assigns a unique number to each one of these 
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districts, and a tens-place decimal designation to 
specific sites within each district that follows the 
unique number for the district. For instance, the 
Lower Gila region is District 6 and Snaketown, 
which falls within this region, is designated 6.1 ( see 
Figure 6.1 for comparison).The second provenience 
system used was devised by Patty Crown (1991 a) 
and is very similar to Wilcox's (Figure 6.2). Her 
areas are essentially groupings ofWilcox 's smaller 
districts into larger, more coherent entities within 
the Hohokam regional system (see Table 6.1 for a 
comparison). The main difference between them 
is mainly a matter of scale. Wilcox's system allows 
for a more fine-grained analysis while Crown's is 
more useful for identifying larger-scale patterns. 
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Figure 6.1 Wilcox s ballcourt districts and their 
numerical designations (from Lekson 1990). 12-20 
are not included on this map because they are more 
generalized regions, not true ballcourt districts. 

Optimistically, I chose to 1Iymy distnbutional 
analyses using Wilcox's more elaborate and detailed 
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Figure 6.2 Crowns (1991) revised regional system 
and numeric designations (Zone 1 not pictured) 

provenience system, reserving Crown's for later use 
in case my early attempts failed. Unfortunately, 
Wilcox's system proved too difficult to use because 
the sample of palettes associated with many of the 
individual sites and regions he delineates tended to 
be far below the threshold of standard statistical 
significance (n = 30). In fact, only 6 of the 32 sites 
and regions available met or exceeded this threshold 
value. By comparison, when the finer-grained 
variability ofWilcox 's ballcourt district system is 
collapsed to conform with Crown's more general 
system (largerregions, no individual sites), the sample 
sizes for each region except those at the extremities 
of the system meet the established threshold value 
(Table 6.2). As a result of the statistical problem 
associated with Wilcox's system, Crown's system 
was adopted for analysis purposes . 

GENERAL TEMroRAL AND SPATIAL DISTRIBUTION 

With respect to general temporal distribution, 
Hohokam palettes follow what could be considered 
a predictable pattern if one adheres to the traditional 
view ofHohokam cultural dynamics in the Pre
Classic time frame. In theory, palettes should be 
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Table 6. la-b Lekson's decimal provenience system as it applies to Wilcox's ballcourt districts (a) and Crown's 
more general system (b) 

a.Lekson b. Crown 
Site Name Description Site Name Region 

1 Flagstaff 1 Flagstaff 1 
2 Upper Verde 2 Upper Verde 2 
3 Lower Verde 4 Gila Bend 3 
4 Gila Bend 4.1 
4.1 Gila Bend/Gatlin 4.2 
4.2 Homestead 4.3 
4.3 12-Mile 3 Salt-Gila Basin 4 
5 Lower Salt Phoenix Basin 5 
5.1 Los Muertos 5.1 
5.2 Pueblo Grande 5.2 
5.3 "Casa Buenaf"'Sec. 34""" 5.3 
5.4 Los Homos 5.4 
5.5 Palo Verde 5.5 
6 Lower Gila Snak:etown - Casa Grande 6 
6.1 Snaketown 6.1 
6.2 Grewe 6.2 
6.3 Casa Grande 6.3 
7 Queen Creek 7 
8 Buttes 8 
9 Tucson Basin 9 Tucson Basin 5 
9.1 Hodges 9.1 
9.2 Julian Wash 9.2 
9.3 West Branch 9.3 

10 San Pedro 10 San Pedro 6 
10.1 Tres Alamos 10.1 
10.2 KEG 10.2 
11 Safford 11 Safford 7 
12 Southeast Arizona "Dragoon, Cochise County" 12 SEArizona 8 
12.1 "Westfall/TX Canyon/'"'Dragoon" 12.1 
13 South Central Arizona Papagueria 14 
14 Mimbres Southwest New Mexico 13 Papagueria 9 
15 Tonto Basin 15 Tonto Basin 10 
16 Nog<:1,les 16 Upper Santa Cruz 11 
20 Outside Region "St. Johns, Mogollon Rim, etc." 20 Outside Region 12 

concentrated in the core area during the early 
Colonial period and, as the culture expands and 
begins to settle down in the Sedentary period, one 
should see an increase in palette frequencies in 
areas outside of the core. In fact, this is exactly 
what we see. During the Colonial period (Figure 
6.3), the Salt-Gila Basin contains the most palettes, 
followed by the Tucson Basin. Relatively few 
palettes show up outside of this central area, but 
some are found as far away as southwestern New 
Mexico (Mogollon). By the Sedentary period 
(Figure 6.4), palette frequencies increase for Gila 
Bend, San Pedro, and southeastern Arizona and 

begin to show up in areas to the north and northeast 
of the Salt-Gila Basin, including those that are 
outside of the regional system. The frequencies in 
some areas within the system do not change at all 
(Tonto Basin, Safford, Upper Santa Cruz, 
Papagueria ), and still no palettes are found within 
the Agua Fria. The frequencies presented in Table 
6.2a-b are most likely due to sampling problems 
associated with the low number of systematic 
excavations that have taken place in many regions 
compared to the Salt-Gila and Tucson Basins. 
However, the difference in palette frequencies 
between the core area and outlying areas is quite 
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Table 6.2a-b Frequencies and percentages for the appearance of palettes within each specified site or region 
using both Wilcox's (a) and Crown's (b) provenience systems 

a. Wilcox 
Site Name Frequency 
2 Upper Verde 3 
3 Lower Verde 2 
4 Gila Bend 1 7 
4.1 Gila Bend/Gatlin 7 
4.2 Homestead 10 
4.3 12-Mile 10 
5 Lower Salt 54 
5 .1 Los Muertos 13 
5.2 Pueblo Grande 30 
5.3 "Casa Buena/ 17 

5.4 
5.5 
6 
6.1 
6.2 
6.3 
7 
8 
9 
9.1 
9.2 

10 
10.1 
10.2 
11 
12 
12.1 

13 
14 
15 
16 
20 

Total 

"Sec.34" 
Los Homos 2 
Palo Verde 4 
Lower Gila 19 
Snaketown 228 
Grewe 71 
Casa Grande 15 
Queen Creek 3 
Buttes 6 
Tucson Basin 17 
Hodges 48 
Julian Wash 3 
San Pedro 4 
Tres Alamos 21 
KEG 7 
Safford 6 
Southeast Arizona 10 
"Westfall/TX Canyon/ 27 
"Dragoon" 
South Central Arizona 4 
Mimbres 12 
Tonto Basin 12 
Nogales 5 
Outside Region 2 

689 

Percent 
0.44 
0.29 
2.47 
1.02 
1.45 
1.45 
7.84 
1.89 
4.35 
2.47 

0.29 
0.58 
2.76 

33.09 
10.30 

2.18 
0.44 
0.87 
2.47 
6.97 
0.44 
0.58 
3.05 
1.02 
0.87 
1.45 
3.92 

0.58 
1.74 
1.74 
0.73 
0.29 

100.00 

substantial and probably meaningful. 
As can be seen in Table 6.2a-b, fully two 

thirds of the palettes with provenience information 
come from locations within the Salt-Gila Basin. This 
would in tum suggest that well-established general 
models for exchange of utilitarian worked stone 
implements may apply to "ritual" worked stone 
objects as well (such as palettes). As Doyel 
(1991 b) demonstrates, the flow of worked stone 
within the Hohokam regional system tended to start 
in the core area and move towards the periphery, 

b. Crown 
Site Name Region Frequency 

2 Upper Verde 2 3 
4 Gila Bend 3 44 
4.1 
4.2 
4.3 
3 Salt-Gila Basin 4 464 
5 
5.1 
5.2 
5.3 

5.4 
5.5 
6 
6.1 
6.2 
6.3 
7 
8 
9 Tucson Basin 
9.1 
9.2 
9.3 

10 San Pedro 
10.1 
10.2 
11 Safford 
12 SE Arizona 

12.1 
14 

5 

6 

7 
8 

13 Papagueria 9 
15 Tonto Basin 10 
16 Upper Santa Cruz 11 
20 Outside Region 12 

Total 

68 

32 

6 
49 

4 
12 

5 
2 

689 

Percent 
0.44 
6.39 

67.34 

9.87 

. 4.64 

0.87 
7.11 

0.58 
1.74 
0.73 
0.29 

100.00 

with very few exceptions ( see Figure 6.5). 'I)lere 
was also a sharp fall-off curve associated with the 
distributions of these finished goods, with the high
est frequencies occurring in the core area and the 
lowest in the peripheral areas. 

With respect to general spatial distribution, 
palettes seem to be following the same type of 
patterns observed for other forms ofHohokam 
material culture. As the Hohokam culture 
expanded, so, too, did the distribution of palettes. 
Since these results are more or less what was to 
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Figure 6.5 The flow of raw materials and finished 
goods within the Hohokam regional system (Doyel 
1991) 

be expected, what might be a more interesting 
question to ask is if how palettes were decorated 
follows this same distributional pattern. By 
understanding the spatial and temporal distribution 
of the main stylistic elements present on Hohokam 
palettes, we can gain insight into the dynamics of 
the information exchange process. 

TEMPORAL AND SPATIAL DISTRIBUTIONS FOR 

STYLISTIC ELEMENTS 

The sample of palettes analyzed for potential 
differences in stylistic distribution was chosen by 
running a series of queries within the Access 
2000© database created during the course of this 
study. As stated above, the original sample of 1242 
palettes was searched for all palettes that had 
stylistic and/or provenience information associated 
with them that would place the artifacts in either 



56 White 

the Colonial or Sedentary period. This list was 
then searched for palettes that had ( 1) decoration 
contained with all four parts of the border, (2) 
border comer decoration, (3) end sculpture, ( 4) 
notching, ( 5) medial grooves, and ( 6) data on 
general shape. Each of these six parameters were 
examined independently, producing six different 
samples with which to perform analyses. Each 
sample size is different (Table 6.3), so the level of 
statistical significance does vary, but each is above 
the standard normal distnbution threshold ofn = 30. 

Table 6.3 Attnbutes selected for analysis and the number of 

palettes that met the search criteria for each attnbute 

Attribute 
Border Decoration 
Comer Decoration 
End Sculpture 
Notching 
Medial Grooves 
Morphology 

Border Decoration 

Sample Size 
335 
221 
59 

2(>4. 

204 
689 

Of the 204 running patterns recorded during the 
course of this study, 105 appear on palettes with 
provenience information. The majority of these 
105 patterns (motifs) are found in the Salt-Gila 
Basin, with Gila Bend and the Tucson Basin 
coming in a distant second and third (Table 6.4). 

Of immediate interest is that the Salt-Gila 
Basin does not have all of the 105 extant running 
patterns. Twenty-six percent of the motifs are 
found exclusively outside of the core area (See 
Appendix C for the spatial distributions of all 
known border motifs). If the core was controlling 
all information exchange, one would think that all 
motifs would be present in this area. The fact that 
almost one quarter occur elsewhere suggests that 
people in the peripheral areas were inclined to 
develop new designs and not necessarily share 
them with others. Actually, several motifs only 
occur within one specific region. 

Table 6.4 Raw counts and percentages for running 

pattern occurence within Crown's region 

Region Motif Count Percentage of 
motifs present 

Flagstaff 0 0 

Upper Verde 3 3 

GilaBend 33 31 

Salt-Gila Basin 78 74 

Tucson Basin 17 16 

San Pedro 14 13 

Safford 4 4 

SEArizona 11 10 

Papagueria 2 2 

Tonto Basin 5 5 
Upper Santa Cruz 2 2 

Outside Region 1 

While the Salt-Gila Basin does have more unique 
designs than any other region, some peripheral 
areas do express individuality when it comes to 
palette decoration. In fact, as can be seen in Table 
6.6, a handful of designs are shared by peripheral 
areas but do not show up in the core at all. 

Some basic conclusions about1he distnbutions 
of running patterns in time and space can be made. 
During the Colonial period, border running patterns 
are limited to variations on the theme of multiple 
parallel lines (see Table 4.2). Due to the relative 
uniformity and standardization in palette decoration 
during this time period, it is extremely difficult to 
see differences in stylistic distribution. In fact, only 
one of the running patterns enjoys a limited spatial 
distribution (2.01 ), which appears solely in the Salt
Gila Basin. This is exactly what one would expect 
to find if people were leaving the core area to 
"colonize" outlying areas. 

Additionally, of the twenty palettes that 
exhibit the full range of Colonial period 
decoration (notching, medial groove, end 
sculpture), only two occur outside of the Salt
Gila Basin. One shows up in the Tucson Basin, 
the other within the Gila Bend area. During the 
Sedentary period, however, there is an explosion 
in the number of ways in which palette borders are 
decorated (Table 6. 7). This situation makes it much 
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Table 6.5 Border Motifs that show up in only one specific region 

Motif 
22.01 
"3.04, 3.05, 3.08, 6.00, 6.09, 8.03, 11.01, 15.00, 20.00, 
22.00, 24.04, 25.01, 26.01, 28.01, 29.00, 30.01" 

"2.01, 3.00, 3.10,4.02, 4.04, 4.06,4.10,4.11,4.14, 4.17, 
5.02, 5.06-5.10, 6.02, 6.05, 7.00-7.04, 8.01," 

"8.04, 8.06, 8.07, 9.03-9.05, 9.09, 11.02, 12.00, 13.00, 
13.01, 14.01, 16.00, 17.00, 17.01, 19.01,21.00," 

Count 
1 

16 

50 

Region 
Upper Verde 

GilaBend 

Salt-Gila Basin 

"23.00, 23.01, 23.03, 24.00, 24.01, 28.03, 29.02, 29.05, 31.08" 

"4.09, 30.03, 31.04" 3 Tucson Basin 

None 
None 
6.07 
None 
14.02 
None 
None 

Table 6.6 Border motifs found in multiple peripheral 
areas but not in the core 

Motif 
3.03 
"6.00, 8.02, 20.00" 

Region 
"Gila Bend, Tucson Basin" 
"Gila Bend, San Pedro" 

Table 6. 7 Temporal distribution of motif categories 

Time Period 
Colonial 
Sedentary 

Motif Categories present 
"I, 2, 21" 
"1, 3-20, 22-31" 

less difficult to track variability in stylistic 
distribution. One of the first noticeable patterns is 
that almost all of the running patterns fmmd outside 
of the core area can also be found within the core 
area. This suggests economic and perhaps 
ideological ties between most-if not all-of the 
areas and the core. This is especially the case with 
those areas closest to the core. Second, the Salt
Gila Basin contains the greatest number of motifs 
as well as the greatest number of unique motifs 
not fmmdanywhere else. Third, when unique motifs 

0 San Pedro 
0 Safford 
1 Southeast Ariz.ona 
0 Papagueria 
1 Tonto Basin 
0 Upper Santa Cruz 
0 Outside Region 

do show up outside of the core area, they generally 
do so only within one particular region. All of these 
observations suggest that, at least for border 
running patterns, information exchange between 
the core and outlying areas was unidirectional with 
a twist. Running pattern styles developed in the 
core area tended to flow outward, but outlying 
regions expressed some degree of individuality by 
developing their own forms of decoration that did 
not fmd their way back to the core. 

Only one comer motif ( a purely Sedentary 
stylistic element) enjoys a wide distribution within 
the palette sample used for this analysis. Comer 
Motif 1 (spiral, see Appendix A) appears 
everywhere except the Upper Santa Cruz, and 
this includes areas outside of the traditional regional 
system. Ten patterns do not appear at all ( they are 
only on unprovenienced palettes) while the other 
fifteen show up in only a few select locations, 
including Motifs 11 and 19, which only appear in 
the San Pedro and Gila Bend areas, respectively 
(Table 6.8). 
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It is clear fromthese data that beyond the 
simplest spiral pattern, almost all comer decoration 
variants ( except Motifs 1 and 2) occur only within 
the Salt-Gila Basin or regions adjacent to the Basin. 
This situation suggests that if palette production 
was occurring outside of the core area (very little 
evidence of production loci is available for any part 
of the regional system), decorative elaboration at 
this level was most likely not carried out by these 
craftsmen (beyond the spiral pattern) and that, 
perhaps, those palettes with comer decoration that 
are found outside of the core are trade goods. 

End Sculpture, Notching, and Medial 
Grooves 

Eight sculpture patterns appear on palettes with 
provenience information (Table 6.9). These data 

show that all sculpture patterns for both the 
Colonial and Sedentary periods can be found in 
the core area and elsewhere very infrequently. In 
fact, only three identifiable forms of end sculpture 
show up outside of the Salt-Gila Basin in the 
Tucson Basin and Gila Bend, and only one of these 
is from the Sedentary period (Coiled Snake 2). 
This suggests, as with corner decoration, that 
palettes found outside of the core with this type of 
elaboration are perhaps local emulation or direct 
trade goods. 

While there is less variation in notching and 
medial groove patterns when compared to border 
decoration, the distnbutions of these patterns (Tables 
6.10 and 6.11, respectively) are extremely 
interesting. The data indicate that all patterns for 
both notching and medial grooves present on 
palettes with provenience information can be fmmd 

Table 6.8 Distribution of comer motifs 

Comer Upper On Salt-Gila Tucson San-Pedro Safford SEAZ Papagueria Tonto Upper Outside 
MotifNo. Verde Bend Basin Basin Basin Santa Cruz Region 
I X X X X X X X X X X 

2 X X X X 

3 X 

4 
5 
6 
7 
8 X 

9 X X 

10 
11 X 

12 
13 
14 
15 X 

16 X 

17 
18 
19 X 

l) 

21 X 

22 X 

23 X X X 

24 X 

25 X 

26 X 



within the core area and that the simplest patterns 

appear almost everywhere. More elaborate 

patterns ( exterior and interior dorsal notching, 

multiple medial grooves) have more limited 

distributions but always show up in the core area. 

Again, as with comer motifs and end sculpture, 

when palettes appear outside of the core with these 

patterns they are most likely the result of local 

emulation or trade. 

Morphology 

Eight palette shapes show up in the sample used 

for this analysis (Table 6.12). It is interesting to 

note that half of the palette shapes can be found 
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throughout most of the regional system, one is 

unique to only the Salt-Gila Basin (round), one 

occurs solely outside of the core area (irregular), 

and that effigy forms are limited to the Salt-Gila 

Basin and Gila Bend. Of the half that enjoy a fairly 

wide distribution, variations on rectangularity seem 

to dominate in both the Colonial and Sedentary 

periods. This situation suggests that, while there 

might have been a great deal of variation in and 

independent development ofborder running pat

tern decoration during the Sedentary period in ar

eas outside of the core, palette shape was an 

extremely important characteristic of this artifact 

type and there was little to no experimentation with 

the general shape of palettes. 

Table 6.9 End sculpture type and distribution 

End Upper Gib Salt-Gila Tucson San-Pedro Safford SEAZ Papagueria Tonto Upper Outside 

Sculpture Verde Bend Basin Basin Basin Santa Cruz Region 

Coiled Snake 1 X X X 

Coiled Snake2 X X 

Snake? X 

Snake&Bird X 

Bird X 

Dog X X 

Handle X 

Unknown X X X X 

Table 6.10 Notching type and distribution 

Notch Upper Gib Salt-Gila Tucson San-Pedro Safford SEAZ Papagueria Tonto Upper Outside 

Verde Bend Basin' Basin Basin Santa Cruz Region 

ExtDorsal X X X X X X X X X X 

ExtDorsal 
andVentral X X X X X X X 

Extandlnt 
Dorsal X 

Table 6.11 Medial groove type and distribution 

Gtoove Upper Gib Salt-Gila Tucson San-Pedro Safford SEAZ Papagueria Tonto Upper Outside 

Verde Bend Basin Basin Basin Santa Cruz Region 

1 X X X X X X X X X 

2 X X X 

3 X X 
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Table 6.12 Palette shapes and their distribution 

Shape Upper Gib Salt-Gila Tucson San-Pedro Safford SEAZ Papagueria Tonto Upper Outside 
Verde Bend Basin Basin Basin Santa Cruz Region 

Irregular X X 

Round X 

Sub oval, 
Oval,Cwved X X X X X 

Subrectangular x X X X X X X X X X X 

Rectangular X X X X X X X X 

Rectangular, 
Concave Ends X X X X X X X X 

Naturalistic 
(effigy) X X X 

Other X X X X 

SUMMARY this analysis. Some peripheral areas do exhibit 
uniquenmningpattem designs found nowhere else, 

The above data provide some general conclusions and it is entirely possible that others were 
regarding the distribution of palettes and palette developed in these areas and found their way into 
decoration within the Hohokam regional system the core. This situation would support an argument 
and its relationship to the operation of that for bi-directional informational exchange. It is also 
system. During the Colonial period, palettes tended possible that the peripheral areas were only the 
to be concentrated within the core area.When they recipients of these shared decorative elements. 
appeared outside of the core area, it was in small When designs are clearly developed outside of 
numbers (less than 10 in any given region) and the core, they are generally not shared with any 
they did not differ significantly in style from palettes other peripheral area-an interesting phenomenon 
found within the core. This suggests that palettes that merits further study. Another pattern is the 
found outside of the core during this time period simpler the design, the more widespread it is. This 
were the result of trade with the core. During the is especially seen with notching, medial grooves, 
Sedentary period, palettes begin to show up in general palette shape, and the most basic running 
areas where none existed before, increased in patterns. Each of these enjoys a much wider 
frequencyinareasoutsideofthecore,andexhibited distribution than more complicated design 
forms of decoration that did not necessarily show elements, such as end sculpture. With respect to 
up in the core. This in tum suggests that by the the overarching question of information exchange, 
Sedentary period, there might have been palette these data suggest that for the most part all of the 
production outside of the core, or at least that the areas within the Hohokam regional system were 
blanks produced in the core were exported prior interacting on some level, some more than others, 
to decoration. It would appear, though, that the and that at least artistic information and ideas 
Salt-Gila Basin still contains the greatest amount tended to flow outward from the Salt-Gila Basin 
of diversity with respect to all attributes used in but not back into it. 



Chapter Seven 

Use & Social Function 

Understanding the use-lives of artifacts is a 

fundamental part of understanding the culture that 

produced them. Figuring out how particular objects 

were used, the contexts within which they were 

used, and how these uses and use-contexts 

changed through time allows the archaeologist to 

gain insight into several aspects of culture. 

Hohokam palettes, one member of a small group 

of artifact types associated with the Pre-Classic 

period, were long thought to be surfaces on which 

pigments were prepared and an integral part of 

the mortuary ritual. Haury's work at Snaketown, 

combined with more recent research carried out 

by other Hohokam archaeologists, including 

myself, has shown that palettes actually enjoyed 

quite dynamic use-lives that often had nothing to 

do with either of the two proposed uses. After 

reviewing previous research on the subject of 

Hohokam palette use, this chapter discusses the 

results of a multi-tiered use wear analysis 

conducted on a large sample of Colonial and 

Sedentary period palettes and then reviews the 

potential social function of these artifacts in the 

Pre-Classic period. 

KNOWN AND SUGGESTED USES OF PALETTES 

Haury (1937) was the first to suggest possible uses 

of palettes. Based upon his observations relating 

to palettes recovered from Snaketown in the 

1930s, Haury proposed that not only did palettes 

play some indeterminate part in the mortuary ritual 

of the Hohokam, but that they might have also 

served as surfaces upon which pigments or other 

minerals were ground, a conclusion that is 

seconded by Woodbury (1954). The 1960s 

Snaketown excavations were not focused on 

cremations (Haury 1976:286), where the majority 

of palettes were folllld during the 1930s excavations, 

and predictably the number of palettes recovered 

was significantly smaller (63 vs. 262). However, 

according to Haury, the relative frequencies of 

palettes within established phases deviated little 

from frequencies he reported in his 1937 work on 

the subject, which only reinforces his original 

conclusions. Haury (1976) strengthened the 

functional tie between palettes and the death ritual, 

although he does not know what that function is. 

He states that very few palettes actually show signs 

of grinding activity in the center and that the 

available evidence points more towards palettes 

being used as containers for pre-ground pigments 

or other substances. Since the vast majority of 

palettes analyzed during the course of my study 

have very shallow basins, Haury's notion that they 

were being used as containers is problematic 

except for those few that have very deep basins 

and groundstone artifacts he classified as palettes 

but, based on more current definitions of the artifac~ 

class, would now most likely be called something 

else ( elongated bowls, small metates, etc.). Haury 

additionally suggested that palettes were subjected 

to fire outside of cremations to fulfill some ritual 

requirements, but again he does not know what 

these requirements might have been. Hawley's 

( 193 7) study of palette crusts-to be discussed 

at length below-was restated and expanded by 

Haury ( 197 6) in order to explain the presence of 

crusts that were black and green ( as opposed to 

the traditional red caused by lead oxide). Haury 

found through chemical analysis that the black and 

green crusts might have been caused by the 

inclusion of iron (magnetite), manganese, or 

copper to the heated solution. The huge range in 

palette sizes led Haury to believe that palettes had 

many uses outside of the death ritual, the best 

example of which is the rather large palette that 
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was used as a tray (Figure 7 .1) upon which two 
censers were placed and in which incense was 
burned. 

Figure 7.1 Palette with censers on the mixing su,foce. The 

footprints of these censers exactly match the clrvular 
di.scoloratoin mar'ks present on the mixing suiface itself 

Edith S. Lowell (1990) provides what is 
probably one of the most unique and fascinating 
explanations for how palettes were used, drawing 
on a brief comment by Haury about a possible 
connection between Hohokam palettes and 
wooden tablets found in South America (Haury 
193 7: 126). When palettes are compared on the 
basis of size, form, decoration, materials, and 
provenience with snuff trays (tab/etas de rape) 
from South America, it becomes clear that these 

A B 

two artifact types indeed look very similar to one 
another (Figure 7 .2a-b-c-d). This leads Lowell to 
suggest that palettes, like snuff trays, were 
associated with the use of hallucinogenic plant 
materials. She also is quick to point out how closely 
in time palettes occur in relation to tab/etas being 
used in Chile, Columbia, and potentially Guerrero, 
Mexico. Other Hohokam artifacts such as bone 
tubes, effigy vessels, and mortars and pestles also 
resemble utensils of the inhalatory complex found 
in archaeological sites in Mexico, Costa Rica, the 
Antilles, and SouthAmerica. 

While Lowell's explanation is very 
intriguing, there is only limited evidence in the 
archaeological record for the use ofhallucinogenic 
plant materials by the Hohokam. Datura and native 
tobacco, both of which would have been available 
to the Hohokam, can induce hallucinations and they 
were in widespread use among native groups at 
the time ofJesuit colonization in the 1700s. In fact, 
Haury found that datura pots were produced 
throughout the entire occupation sequence at 
Snaketown (1976). Nevertheless, the similarities 
between palettes and tab/etas, and the fact that 
both types of artifacts are found in similar 

Figure 7.2a-b-c-d Hohokam palettes (A, C) compared to arlifacts from San Pedro de Atacama (B) and the Amazon Basin 
(D) (from Lowell 1990) 



archaeological contexts (burials and house floors) 
begs for more research in order to determine if a 
connection indeed existed or if the entire situation 
is nothing more than coincidence and independent 
invention. 

Krueger, due to her familiarity with 
drawings of over one thousand palettes, has three 
interesting insights into possible uses. First, she 
points out that ten palettes in her sample have holes 
drilled in them. Krueger suggests that the smaller 
palettes with this trait could have been worn as 
jewelry or amulets while the larger palettes might 
have been suspended on walls or from rafters as 
reminders of their religious significance (Krueger 
1993 :70). Second, three palettes in her sample 
have "handles," which suggested to Krueger the 
possibility that objects were heated on them 
(Figure 7.3a-b ). Third, upon their breakage, some 
palettes show clear signs ofbeing reworked into 
more practical tools (scrapers), which suggests 

Figur~ 7.3a-b Examples of palettes with "handles. " The 
similarities between these two are strfldng and suggest the 
possibility that they were made by the same craftsman. 
Palette "a" is from Snaketown, palette "b" is 
unprovenienced 

Use & Social Function 63 

that the use-lives of palettes extend well-beyond 
their intended tenninus, which is fascinating if these 
objects were indeed considered sacred by the 
Hohokam. 

Jenny Adams has also made unique 
contributions to understanding the uses of palettes. 
Beyond noticing strong use wear patterns for 
abrading/ grinding, pecking, scoring, and polishing 
on many palettes, Adams has discovered some 
unusual activities surrounding the end of a palette's 
use life. In one case in particular, Adams (1995 :84) 
found the pieces of one heat-shattered palette in 
two different cremations, which goes against the 
long-held assumption of the one person/one palette 
ratio (Haury 1937, 1976). Adams also recently 
made the discovery that some palettes from Julian 
Wash near Tucson exlnbituse wear consistent with 
intentional breakage (Figure 7.4) prior to inclusion 
in a cremation (personal communication 2001 ), 
lending even more credence to the idea that palettes 
were part of a sacrificial offering made at the time 
of death of the owner. 

Figure 7.4 Example of intentionally broken palette. Note 
clean brealdine across the center of the arlifact and da.rk 
area in /Jasin that indicates grinding activity prior to 
discard ASM GP53514. 
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REsmUE ANALYSIS Snm1Es RELATED To UsE 

F. G. Hawley, a chemist employed by Emil W. 
Haury in the 1930s, was the first to explore the 
chemical makeup of the mysterious encrustations 
commonly found on the mixing surface of many 
palettes from cremation contexts. In over half of 
the specimens studied, one or more small pellets 
of metallic lead were found embedded in the 
thicker layers or lumps of the crust, in addition to 
trace amounts of other minerals. The results ofhis 
analysis on two palettes from Snaketown can be 
seen in Table 7 .1. The source of this lead is still 
something of a debate, although Hawley does 
suggest that it was either lead carbonate or lead 
sulphide rather than galena mainly due to the 
extreme difficulty of extracting lead from that 
mineral (1937:286-287). The fact that neither lead 
carbonate nor lead sulphide has ever been posi
tively identified within a Hohokam archaeological 
context containing palettes is frustrating. Hawley 
was also the first to hypothesize about how the 
crust got on palettes in the first place. He suggested 
the following sequence of events, which has been 
paraphrased for clarity (Hawley 1937:285-286): 

Lead carbonate was first ground to a fine 
powder, possibly on the palette itself The powder 
was then mixed with a liquid plant extract ( e.g., 
cactus juice or mesquite gum). The mixture was 
placed over an open fire that had been burning for 
some time (no yellow flames, only blue). The 
mixture boiled and spattered, sending the liquid 
toward the comers of the mixing surface. 

As the mixture continued to heat, the lead 
carbonate would settle and the liquid would either 
boil off or run over the sides. When the temperattrre 
was increased to 300 degrees Centigrade, the lead 
carbonate would reduce to lead oxide ( which has 
a strong red color). As an interesting side note, the 
presence oflead oxide could account for reports 
of red pigment being found on mixing surfaces. 
Instead of resulting from pigment processing, the 
red stains could be the result of pyrotechnic activity 
(seeAdams 2002:146-147). 

Table 7 .1 Substances present in encrustations on two 
palettes from Snaketown ( after Hawley 193 8) 

Compound 
(%) 

Lead oxide 
Copper oxide 
Lime 
Magnesia 
Potassium 
&Sodium oxides 
Iron and 
aluminum oxides 
Silica 
Sulphur trioxide 
Carbon dioxide 
Sulphide 
Phosphorous 
Pentoxide 
Water and 
Organic 
Chlorine 
Molybdenum 
Vanadium 
Arsenic+ 
antimony+ tin 
Total 

Palette 
(GP465741) 

73.90 
trace 
8.30 
0.70 

0.60 

3.20 
9.50 
3.40 
little 
trace 

99.60 

Palette 
(GP46593) 

57.20 
0.06 
1.89 
2.29 

8.53 

1.65 
1.56 

17.77 
3.66 
nil 

0.56 

2.35 
1.21 
nil 

trace 

trace 
99.39 

Some of the lead oxide would continue to 
reduce as the temperature increased, turning into 
metallic lead. When the temperature reached 
approximately 700 degrees Centigrade, the lead 
oxide softened and combined with silica present 
in the mixture to create lead silicate. If the mixture 
got hot enough, the lead silicate would clump into 
a homogenous mass and begin to form a glaze. As 
the mass cooled, the surface would reoxidize the 
metallic lead to lead oxide. The presence of other 
substances (lime, soda, potash, magnesia, sulphur 
trioxide, and phosphorus pentoxide) are explained 
as resulting from the addition of wood ash_ and 
perhaps sea shells or limestone to the mixture 
(Hawley 1937:285-286). 

To test his conclusions regarding the 
encrustation process, Hawley took two slabs of 
Pinal schist and placed them in a muffie furnace, 
adding scrapings of prehistoric encrustations prior 
to heating. The crust melted and formed a glaze 



Use & Social Function 65 

on the surface. When water was added, the 
mixture began to boil and spatter. When both the 
mixture and the palette were allowed to cool, the 
resulting mass looked very similar to that found 
on the mixing surface of many palettes (Figure 7 .5). 

and flames of different colors) and might have some 
sort of religious/ spiritual significance (Hawley 
1937:285). 

K. J. Schroeder (1990) reevaluated 
Hawley's findings using palettes obtained from 
excavations atAZ U:5:3, a site in the McDowell 
Mountains of Arizona. Through X-ray diffraction 
and electron microprobe analysis (Table 7 .2), 
Schroeder was able to demonstrate that, despite 
the age ofHawley's findings, the conclusions were 
still sound. The more exact forms of chemical 
analyses also provided new data on the types of 
substances that compose palette crusts. 

Figure 7.5 Example of lead-based compound found 
on palettes. ASM GP44409. 

Additionally, Schroeder (1990) suggests 
three possible explanations for why the Hohokam 
would create crusts on palettes. The first is that 
they were experimenting with ways of creating 
better paints ( sticking with the traditional idea of 
what a palette is). The second is that the palette 
was somehow involved in a one time only 
pyrotechnic display of color and light during the 
cremation ritual, after which the palette was 
destroyed. The third, and unsubstantiated 

As to whytheHohokam were melting lead 
compounds on palettes, Hawley's only expla
nation is that the process would most likely 
produce quite a pyrotechnic display (flying sparks 

Table 7.2 Substances present in encrustations on palettes from McDowell Mountains (after Schroeder 1990) 

Sample Type 

D Palette 

E Palette 

F Palette 

G Palette 

K Palette 

L Palette 

M Palette 

N Palette 
(Frag) 

p Palette 

Electron Microprobe, X-Ray Diffraction 

Lead Phosphate, Silicon compound, Titanomagnetite, Albite 
Quartz, Albite 
Sphene, Orthoclase, Anorthite, Titanomagnetite, Quartz, Clinopyroxene, 
Lead and Phosphorous compound 
Quartz 
Orthoclase, Sphene, Titanomagnetite, Quartz, Magnetite, Albite 
Orthoclase, Quartz 
Quartz, Pagioclase, Titanomagnetite, Barite, Orthoclase, Albite, 
Yttrophosphorous compound 
Quartz, Lead telluride, Pagioclase 
Mica, Quartz, Ferrous oxide, Hornblende?, Feldspar 
Sodium chromium tungsten oxide?, Magnetite?, Magnesium nitrate? 
Quartz, Illite?, Ferrous oxide 
Potassium iron silicate 
Orthoclase, Ferrous Oxide, Altered Cerussite? 
Orthoclase, Gutsevichite 
Quartz, Illite, Ferrous Oxide 
Quartz, Illite, Iron and Sodium oxides, Potassium aluminum silicate 
Ferrous oxide, Potassium Feldspar, Lead 
Sodium boron nitride?, Magnesium astrophyllite 



66 White 

explanation, is1bat1heHohokam were experimenting 
with metallurgy and chemistry. The presence in 
the crusts of particular compounds do suggest the 
possibility that the Hohokam were playing with 
ways to raise effective temperature and enhance 
certain chemical reactions, but there is no hard 
evidence outside of the compounds themselves 
to support this hypothesis. 

RESULTS OF USE WEAR ANALYSIS 

As discussed in Chapter 6, 956 of the 1242 
palettes that make up the sample utilized for this 
study have enough stylistic or provenience 
information so that they can be placed into one of 
the two time periods of interest for this study 
(Colonial or Sedentary). Of these 956 palettes, 
746 have some form of macroscopically detectable 
use wear patterns present. In some cases, the use 
wear patterns are as simple as the artifact being 
burned and/or intentionally broken (Adams, 
personal communication 2001) prior to discard 
in a cremation or midden. In most cases, though, 
the patterns present speak directly to the palette 
acting as a tool, a container, and/or a work surface 
upon which other materials were processed. 
Changes in the frequencies of these patterns over 
time, in addition to the appearance of entire new 
patterns, can help the archaeologist gain insight 
into the social context within which palettes existed. 
After the results of use wear analysis are 
presented, conclusions regarding possible changes 

in social context based on these results are 
discussed. 

The first stage of my use wear analysis was 
carried out on the entire sample of 956 palettes. 
Making the reasonable assumption that Lekson, 
Bostwick, Krueger, and myself would have noted 
all highly visible use wear patterns on our plan view 
drawings, I analyzed each drawing and recorded 
the use wear patterns present. The dominant 
patterns that appeared on both Colonial and 
Sedentary palettes, and their frequencies, can be 
found in Table 7.3. 

The first three patterns presented in Table 
7.3 are related to activities involving the palette's 
basin prior to any exposure to fire or intentional 
breakage and discard. The last three patterns are 
related to activities centered around the end of a 
palette's use life, although as Hamy (1976) suggests 
the exposure to fire might have been an ongoing 
activity prior to discard. As the reader can see, 
there are some differences between the Colonial 
and Sedentary samples with respect to all of these 
use wear patterns. With the exceptions of scoring 
and pigment processing, which are very low to 
begin with, the Colonial palettes have higher 
percentages for all patterns, especially burning and 
shattering. What is interesting to note is that the 
only strong use wear pattern is shattering as a result 
of intentional breakage or exposure to fire (it 
appears on over two thirds of the palettes in this 
large sample). Every other pattern, especially 
grinding/abrading and pigment processing, from 
which the term "palette" was derived for these 

Table 7.3 Use wear patterns found by analyzing plan view drawings, with frequencies, percentages,_ and 

statistical confidence using Difference of Proportion Test for differences between two populations 

Pattern Colonial % Sedentary % Total % Confidence 

(N=275) (N=681) 
Grinding/ Abrading 50 18.18 % 14.09 146 1527 7324 

Scoring 8 2.90 46 6.75 54 5.65 70.88 

Pigment Processing 2 0.72 12 1.76 14 1.46 55.96 

Mineral Crust 43 15.63 77 11.30 120 12.55 74.54 

Burned ~ 24.72 123 18.06 191 19.98 85.54 
Shattered 202 73.45 431 63.28 633 66.21 99.56 
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artifacts, had very low frequencies although the palettes were finding their way into cremations 
statistical confidence for differences between the during the Sedentuy period, which would account 
two populations was relatively high in most cases. for the smaller number that exhibit evidence of 
The high percentage of shattered palettes suggests mineral encrustation, burning, and shattering. A 
that intentional destruction of these objects prior check of palette proveniences from Snaketown 
to discard was very important, especially when only makes the situation more confusing, though. 
they were part of an assemblage of items included 
with the cremated ashes of an individual. 

To double-check the results of the use 
wear analysis carried out on the plan view 
drawings, a sample of 30 palettes from the 
Snaketown mortuary collection was analyzed for 
two of the more prominent use wear patterns 
( abrading, scoring), as well as one not detectable 
on the drawings themselves: hand wear. As a 
groundstone tool is used repeatedly for some 
purpose, oil from the user's hand will gradually 
"seep" into the stone itself, filling in any cracks or 
small empty spaces near the surface. The result is 
a series of small areas that have a characteristic 
"glossy" appearance very similar to modem 
varnish. Identifying hand wear on palettes that 
otherwise exhibit little or no visible signs of use 
would indicate that these palettes were being used 
for some purpose that is unidentifiable using 
conventional analytical techniques. The results of 
this analysis (Table 7.4) indicate that the patterns 
and percentages observed for the larger sample 
are suggestive of general trends in palette usage 
during the Colonial and Sedentary periods. It 
would appear, then, that Colonial palettes tend to 
be used most often in ways that archaeologists 
can detect. Of particular interest is the high 
percentage of Colonial palettes in the smaller 
sample that do show signs ofhand wear along the 
longer sides ( where the palette could most easily 
be held) but do not show signs of any other kind 
of use. While percentages for abrasion use wear 
are fairly constant over time, Sedentary palettes 
appear to exhibit far less signs ofhand wear. 

The exact meaning of the frequency 
differences between Colonial and Sedentuyvisible 
use wear patterns is elusive. At first glance, it would 
be reasonable to assume that perhaps fewer 

Table 7.4 Use wear patterns on a sample of palettes 
from Snaketown 

Pattern Colonial % Sedentary % Total % 
Hand Wear 6 66.67 5 23.81 11 36.67 
Basin Abrasion 4 44.44 8 38.10 12 40.00 
Basin Scoring 1 11.11 0 0.00 1 3.33 

As Table 7.5 shows, the percentage of 
palettes found in cremations stays fairly constant 
over time. The decrease in hand wear is also 
puzzling, considering how much larger the 
Sedentary sample is when compared to the 
Colonial one. This situation begs the question, "If 
some 'traditional' uses of palettes are in fact 
decreasing during the Sedentary period, then 
perhaps new ones are taking their place?" A search 
of the palette database compiled for this study 
produced some interesting results. 

Table 7 .5 Colonial and Sedentary palette contexts at 
Snaketown 

Context Colonial % Sedentary % Total % 
Mortuary 51 60.71 92 63.89 143 62.72 
Non Mortuary 33 39.29 52 36.11 85 7.28 

With the decrease in the traditional forms 
of use wear during the Sedentary period comes 
the introduction of use wear patterns never seen 
before. First of all, some palettes were re-used 
instead of discarded. Examples of this are two 
broken palettes re-used as a scraper and a tool 
sharpener (Figure 7 .6), as well as a broken palette 
reshaped into a new, smaller palette (Figure 7. 7). 

Additionally, small palettes are turned into 
jewelry or ornaments (Krueger 1993; Figure 7.8) 
while in at least one case, a large palette was used 
as a tray (see discussion above, Haury 1976). 
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Figure 7.oo-b Broken palettes re-used as a scraper (a) and 
a tool sharpener (b). Drawing (a) by White (2001), 
drawing (b) by Lekson (1989) 

Figure 7. 7 Broken palette that was made into a new, 
smaller palette. ASM GPA-26457. 

One explanation that could account for the 

differences in use wear pattern appearance and 

frequency between the Colonial and Sedentary 

period is that, perhaps, palettes became more and 

more "commodified" overtime. By the Sedentaty 

period, palettes were not the objects they once 

were: restricted in design, restricted in distribution, 

restricted in use. Instead, palettes appear to be 

more commonplace objects that almost anyone 

could own ( and decorate) and whatever previous 

restrictions were placed on their use were lifted 

(or ignored). Their role in the mortuary ritual 

appears to not change at all, and all the traditional 

use wear patterns are still there, but more and 

different uses appear during the Sedentary period 

that have nothing to do with death. Also, based on 

the lack ofhand wear on later palettes, many might 

not have been used at all prior to discard. 

PROPOSED SOCIAL FUNCTION OF P ALEITES 

Beyond Haury's linkage of palettes to the 

mortuary ritual ( although their exact function in the 

ritual remains a mystery), two researchers have 

offered up two intriguing but completely opposite 

explanations regarding how palettes functioned 

within Hohokam society. 
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Figure 7.8 Very small palettes used as pendants? A hole 
was drilled at one end of the basin, large enough for a 
small piece of cordage to pass through. Palettes shown at 

actual size 

Jill Neitzel's explanation is embedded 

within a larger argument that deals with the evolution 

of Hohokam social complexity. According to 

Neitzel, Hohokam society began to evolve into a 

more complex entity when three processes kicked 

in: the emergence of craft specialization, the 



increased labor investment in public architecture, 
and the elaboration of ritual. Through the skillful 
manipulation of craft production, public construction, 
and ritual behavior, a leader can legitimize a 
hierarchical social structure and strengthen his or 
her position within it. As a result, sociopolitical 
development can occur. Since palettes are mainly 
recovered from cremations, Neitzel ( as did Haury 
before her) assigns them a ritual function. Following 
this line of reasoning and Haury's obse1vations on 
palette craft specialization (that it peaked in the 
Colonial period), Neitzel argues that palettes, as 
well as other elaborate ritual objects, functioned 
as a way for Hohokam elites to legitimize their 
power in the Colonial period since they required 
great skill to make and were too "expensive" to 
be owned by everyone (Neitzel 1991). By the 
Sedentary period, there was a shift away from 
specialist-produced ritual objects in favor of 
specialist-produced status markers like shell and 
stone jewelry, which explains what Haury sees 
as a decline in the quality and quantity of 
palettes. 

Randall H. McGuire has a different take 
on the function of palettes within Hohokam soci
ety, drawing on data recovered from excavations 
at La Ciudad. He sees the Hohokam as having an 
egalitarian ideology, one that was reproduced and 
legitimated in the mortuary ritual through the pro
cess of expressing and then destroying apparent 
inequalities between groups within a community 
(McGuire 1992a, 1992b ). The loss of someone 
with achieved or ascribed status would create a 
crisis in the social order, that would be resolved 
by the cremation rite. In the cremation rite, the 
property that the deceased could call on with his/ 
her group or through obligations and relations with 
other groups, would be assembled and then de
stroyed (palettes, censers, projectile points, pot
tery vessels, etc.) The inequalities in the social order 
were ritually revealed in the assemblage of items. 
Then the destruction of the items would deny the 
permanence of such inequalities, and seemingly 
limit accumulation across generations. In the end, 
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the Hohokam gathered up the few remaining frag
ments ofbone and the broken artifacts, placing 
them in the ground. Even if a surface marker was 
left, the wealth of the funeral was confined to 
memory and the possible memorial ceremony. In 
the mortuary ritual, tensions between the egalitar
ian ideology of the Hohokam and the existing in
equalities in the social order would be revealed 
and then mediated. The egalitarian ideology is af
firmed and the social order is reproduced and le
gitimated. 

Essentially, Neitzel sees hierarchy where 
McGuire sees equality. These viewpoints drive 
what each of them sees as the social function of 
Hohokam palettes. In one case the destruction of 
palettes reinforced social status, while in the other 
it negates social status. Unfortunately, at present, 
there is no way to know which of them is correct. 
However, what both of their argwnents make clear 
is that palettes, and other objects that are 
characteristic of the Pre-Classic period, carry with 
them a certain amount of ritual and perhaps political 
and economic significance as well. 

SUMMARY 

From the data presented above, it should be clear 
to the reader that palettes had complicated use
lives. At first, archaeologists believed that palettes 
were mainly used as surfaces upon which pigments 
were prepared and, at the end of their use-lives, 
were included in the set of objects that was ritually 
destroyed during the cremation of an individual. 
While some (1-2%) palettes do exhibit use wear 
patterns consistent with pigment processing, the 
vast majority do not. Intentional breakage and 
inclusion in cremations, however, are widespread 
phenomena across time and space. Where 
differences arise is when palettes from the Colonial 
and Sedentary periods are compared to one 
another with respect to the appearance and 
frequency of use wear patterns that do not involve 
the mortuary ritual. Colonial palettes exhibit a 
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limited range of use wear patterns ( abrading, 
scoring, pigment processing) and once broken, the 
palette is not re-used for another purpose. 
Sedentary palettes, while exhibiting this same suite 
of use wear patterns at lower frequencies, are also 
used as trays and even jewelry. In some cases, 
palette fragments are recycled and turned into 
another tool (like scrapers or sharpening stones) 
or reshaped into a whole new palette. The 
presence of hand wear on several palettes that 
show no other sign of use hints that palettes may 
have been used in ways that we cannot easily 
detect (i.e., snuff trays, game boards, extended 
pre-mortuary rituals or ceremonies during the life 
of the owner, etc.). The fact that overall use 
declines through time, despite the greater number 
of palettes circulating within the Hohokam regional 
system by the Sedentary period ( see Tables 7.4 
& 7.5), indicates that the place and importance of 
the palette in Hohokam society may have changed 

through time as well. The overall trend was perhaps 
moving towards commodification, where an object 
loses some ofits meaning, power, and significance 
as it becomes more widely available. 

It is clear from the use wear analyses 
presented above that the term "palette" does not 
accurately describe the many and varied uses of 
this artifact class within Hohokam society. ''Palette" 
implies painting, or at the very least pigment 
processing. Only a handful of palettes have trace 
amounts of pigment on them (1-2% ), and less than 
one quarter (15%) of all palettes show any signs 
of grinding, much less pigment processing, in their 
basins. Therefore, calling these artifacts "palettes" 
is a misnomer. I suggest that "tablet" be used 
instead. Not only is it more accurate with respect 
to general artifact morphology ( thin, flat, and 
rectangular), but it is also more neutral with respect 
to implied use, which allows for a broader range 
of interpretations by archaeologists. 



Chapter Eight 

Conclusion 

When Haury first studied Hohokam palettes in the 
late 1930s (Haury 1937), very little was known 
about them. He defined the artifact class, traced 
their development overtime, documented how they 
were decorated, speculated on the organization 
of production, and initiated the first research 
oriented towards understanding how they were 
used. While his work was significant, it generated 
as many questions about palettes as it answered. 
As a result, archaeologists have been trying to fill 
in the gaps in his work ever since. 

This study represents an attempt at both 
synthesizing research on palettes as well as 
exploring new directions that will contribute to our 
archaeological understanding of palettes as an 
artifact class. The three central questions of this 
study were: (1) How were palettes made and how 
did the organization of production change through 
time? (2) Is there regional patterning with respect 
to where palettes are found and how they are 
decorated through time? (3) How are palettes 
used, in what contexts, and how did this change 
through time? By focusing on these three questions, 
it becomes possible to explore the entire life 
histories of palettes, from the moment of their 
creation to the instant that they are discarded. By 
exploring the life histories of these artifacts, we as 
archaeologists can gain much needed insight into 
not only the world of palettes, but also glimpses of 
the internal dynamics of more general aspects of 
Hohokam culture such as social complexity, 
regional and community integration, social/political/ 
economic relationships between individuals, 
agency, and the place and function of ideology. 
With respect to production of Hohokam palettes, 
it is clear that some aspects remained the same 
through time. Schist and phyllite were consistently 
the raw material of choice due to both their physical 
properties and perhaps some spiritual ones as 

well; the loci of production were most likely 
households within courtyard groups, although we 
have no direct evidence for production itself; and 
craft specialization was apparently an independent, 
part-time activity. What is most telling is how 
production itself changed though time. By the 
Sedentary period, palettes, in general, became 
much less elaborate and began to vary greatly in 
how they were decorated. The number of palettes 
increases greatly, but the quality is far below that 
of those created during the Colonial period. At 
the same time that quality is decreasing, palettes 
are becoming more "standardized" dimensionally, 
which suggests that the shape of the palette was 
perhaps the most important aspect to the 
Hohokam. The more traditional explanation of this 
phenomenon posits that by the Sedentary period 
the craft specialists ceased their work and 
individuals began making their own palettes. The 
findings of this study, especially the increase in 
standardization, contradict this accepted viewpoint. 
What appears to be occurring is a reorganization 
of production by the part-time craft specialists, 
not their disappearance as Haury suggests. Rather 
than continuing to make smaller numbers of higher 
quality, individual palettes, these specialists began 
to create larger numbers oflower-quality "blanks," 
which were then decorated by individuals as they 
saw fit. The most logical explanations for this 
reorganization of production are a loosening of the 
societal restrictions on who could own palettes 
and, subsequently, an increase in demand for 
palettes within a broader cross-section of 
Hohokam society. 

The distribution of Hohokam palettes 
through time is an interesting phenomenon, that is 
difficult to explain with a high degree of certainty. 
An attempt was made to map their distributions 
with respect to Wilcox's highly detailed ballcourt 
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district model for the Hohokam regional system 
(Wilcox 1991a; Lekson 1990) for both the 
Colonial and Sedentary periods; however, the 
samples produced for each district and individual 
site were too small to say anything statistically 
significant about them. As a result, Crown's 
(1991a) more general model of the Hohokam 
regional system was used, that focuses on larger 
regions (Salt-Gila Basin, Tucson Basin, etc.), 
which did produce samples large enough for 
statistical analysis. The distributions of palettes in 
the Colonial and Sedentary period follow more 
general models proposed for the expansion and 
solidification of Hohokam culture. During the 
Colonial period, palettes look very similar 
regardless of location, and most are found within 
and near the core Salt-Gila Basin. This correlates 
very well with the notion that during the Colonial 
period, Hohokam culture was expanding beyond 
the core area into outlying areas. By the Sedentary 
period, expansion had ceased and population 
centers outside of the core began to grow 
substantially in tandem with the growth of the 
ballcourt system. Sedentary palettes may not be 
works of art-when compared to those of the 
Colonial period-but the number of ways in which 
they are decorated enable the archaeologist to see 
some basic patterns in the regional distributions of 
stylistic elements, and hence information exchange. 
As expected, the Salt-Gila basin dominates with 
the highest number of overall elements (running 
patterns, corner motifs) and unique elements. What 
is interesting, though, is that areas outside of the 
core are decorating some palettes in ways not seen 
in the core area at all. This in turn suggests that 
outlying areas, while recipients of knowledge from 
the core, did not necessarily accept and integrate 
all of this information and, potentially, developed 
their own forms of expression ( within limits) that 
they kept to themselves. 

The uses of Hohokam palettes are still 
unclear, although many theories have been put 
forward (Adams 1995; Haury 1937, 1976; Hawley 
1937; Krueger 1993; Lowell 1990; Schroeder 

1990, Woodbury 1954). The most widely accepted 
idea is that palettes were used as platforms on 
which pigments were prepared. Less than half of 
all palettes examined in this study showed any signs 
of grinding activity, and only a very small 
percentage ( 1-2%) exhibit any signs of pigment 
processing. The most common use wear patterns 
seen for both Colonial and Sedentary palettes are 
intentional exposure to fire and intentional 
breakage. In fact, the latter pattern shows up on 
roughly two thirds of all palettes. While Colonial 
palettes have higher percentages than Sedentary 
palettes for all of the patterns mentioned above, 
as well as for hand wear, Sedentary palettes exhibit 
signs of use that are not found on Colonial palettes 
at all. Palettes during this later time period are used 
as trays and jewelry, and some, when broken, are 
either re-shaped into smaller palettes or re-used 
as other tools (scrapers, tool sharpeners). The 
overall pattern discerned from analysis is the 
following. Palettes during the Colonial period were 
used in only a few ways in restricted contexts, while 
palettes in the Sedentary period appear to be more 
common. While the traditional use patterns 
continue--especially inclusion in cremations and 
intentional destruction prior to discard--new ones 
appear as perceived restrictions were loosened 
inten-tionally or ignored. In essence, it would seem 
that by the Sedentary period palettes had become 
"commodified." Due to the discovery of such a 
wide range of uses for palettes and the veritable 
absence of abundant and convincing evidence to 
support the notion of their use as paint palettes or 
pigment processing stones, I suggest that the term 
"palette" be replaced with "tablet" as the descriptor 
for this artifact class. 

Through tracking changes in the production, 
distribution, and use of palettes, it is possible to 
gain some insight into larger issues surrounding 
Hohokam prehistory. First, the organization of 
palette production, and hence the finished products 
themselves, changed to perhaps meet the changing 
needs and demands of the expanding general 
populace, suggests that by the Sedentary period 



the Hohokam regional system was highly integrated 
on many levels ranging from economy to ideology 
and that those not necessarily in charge could 
influence decision making on a large scale. Second, 
the actual distribution of palettes in both time and 
space closely follows established models for the 
development of the Hohokam regional system. This 
helps to reinforce the legitimacy of such models, 
for better or worse. Finding out that information 
exchange may not be unidirectional ( core 
outwards) or even bi-directional on some levels 
suggests that areas outside of the core were not 
necessarily dependent on the core for regular 
infusions of new ideas and art forms. Regional 
individuality, even writ small on a palette, is 
significant and may lend support to current thinking 
that the core-periphery model needs to be retooled 
to match what archaeologists are actually finding 
outside of the Phoenix Basin. Third, finding that 
many uses of palettes stay constant through time 
suggests that some aspects of Hohokam culture 
(perhaps ideology) were fairly stable and long
lasting. The appearance of new uses of palettes in 
the Sedentary period might speak to a greater 
degree of participation in rituals and functions that 
involved palettes, but also might indicate that 
palettes were appropriated by the general populace 
and used in ways not originally intended by their 
creators, especially as they became more widely 
available and popular. 

Certain methodological advancements 
made this study possible. Aside from adopting 
Lekson 's unique and highly effective method for 
drawing palettes, the use of custom-built soft wood 
formagauges allowed me to obtain accurate 1: 1 
scale cross-section drawings of a very large sample 
of palettes in a small amount of time with no 
damage to the artifact. These cross-section 
drawings were invaluable records that provided 
accurate data on palette thickness, basin depth, 
morphology, and production. The identification of 
hand wear ( due to the work of Jenny Adams) was 
also significant, for it speaks to the fact that some 
uses of palettes may not leave traces we can see, 
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although we can still conclude that they were indeed 
used for some purpose. The most important 
advance, though, is the database compiled 
throughout the course of this study.Not only did it 
allow me enter data quickly, easily, and accurately, 
it also allowed me to ask and obtain answers to 
very specific and complex questions about the 
palettes in my sample. My hope is that this vast 
resource of information on palettes will be of use 
to future generations of researchers who will ask 
even more interesting and fascinating questions 
than the ones presented in this thesis. 

This study has synthesized previous 
research on palettes and has attempted to take 
the study of these artifacts in new directions that 
will give archaeologists greater insight into the 
complexity and richness of Pre-Classic Hohokam 
culture. The questions addressed here only breach 
the surf ace of the vast sea of information palettes 
can provide on economy, society, politics, and 
ideology. While the potential for future research is 
endless, I would personally like to see four 
particular studies come to fruition. The first study 
is an intensive use wear and residue analysis of a 
large sample of palettes from as many parts of the 
regional system as possible. The results of this study 
would verify or refute many of the suggested uses 
of palettes as well as open the door to discovering 
new uses. The second study is a chemical 
characterization analysis of palettes made from 
schist. By subjecting as many palettes as possible 
to Inductively Coupled Plasma Mass Spectroscopy 
(ICPS) and comparing the results to similar 
characterizations for known schist sources, 
archaeologists could get a better idea of exactly 
which sources of schist were being used for palettes 
and could perhaps even begin to reconstruct 
ancient trade networks as accurate as those for 
obsidian. The third study is a comprehensive survey 
of excavation records and perhaps even carrying 
out new excavations in an effort to find workshops 
and tools associated with palette manufacture, as 
well as palettes in various stages of completion. 
This would greatly aid potential reconstructions of 
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the manufacturing process and provide more 
information on the actual organization of production. 
The fourth study would look at the relationships 
between palettes and other artifacts from the Pre
Classic period, especially those found with palettes 
in cremations and other contexts such as houses 
(see White and Plummer 2002). For too long 
palettes, and many other Hohokam artifacts, have 

been studied in isolation from one another. Some 
of these may actually be parts of larger complexes 
of items that move in certain directions within the 
regional system or are used together for certain 
purposes. By pursuing research in the four 
directions outlined above, we will come to know 
even more about palettes, their use-lives, and their 
importance within Hohokam society. 



Appendix A 

Motif Categories 

Motif 1: Blank 

1.00 

Motif 2: Lines A 

---- 2.00 

---- 2.01 

======== 2.02 

2.03 

2.05 

2.06 ======== 

Basin 

~ Border Motif ~ 

Outside Edge 

Border Motifs 

Motif 3: Triangles A 

3.00 A11}.. ~ 3.11 

m3.01 /4~ 3.12 

~ 3.02 ~~ 3.13 

ALii[dfl 3.03 

m3.05 

~3.06 

~3.07 

~3.08 

A:& 3.09 

~3.10 



76 White 

Motif 4: Triangles 8 

V'Z?V\7 
6/\6/"\A 4.oo 

~V& 4.04 

~~4.05 

~ ~.~~ 4.08 

WV A • .A 4.09 

~4.10 

A~ 4.11 

~ 4.12 

~4.13 

~ P': 
~ 

4 ,14 

~~ 4.15 

M\~ 

~ 

4.16 

4.17 

4.18 

4.19 

Motif 5: Triangles C 

\/'vVV 5.00 
t('\,AA/'\,_ 

2QO(XX5.01 

~5.02 

~5.03 

~5.04 

u:u:5.05 

ms.06 

nn:. 5.07 

m5.09 

1:In:s.10 

:mJs.11 



. Motif 6: Triangles D 

6.00 

6.01 

6.02 

6.03 

~ ' 6.04 

V\)V 6.07 

VV 6.08 

WW 6.09 

6.10 

~6.11 

Motlf 7: Triangles E 

P"~~~"l! 
~ ... 7.00 

~7.01 

~7.02 

7.03 

~7.04 

~7.05 

Motif Categories 77 

Motif 8: Waves 

~8.00 

~ 8.02 

lf).P~@"" 
~ · 8.03 

8.05 

~'©,PVJVW 
~8.08 

~8.09 

~ 
~ 8.10 

~8.11 

./?Z: 8.12 



78 White 

Motif 9:: Triangles F 

~9.00 

~ · 9.01 

~9.03 

~9.04 

~9.05 

~\~ 9.06 

.. 9.07 

~9.08 

Motif 10: Lines B 

X)X>(' 10.00 

™10.01 

~10.02 

1ilitlJfil 10.03 

Motif 11 : Lines C 

'\/VQ11.oo 

~\ 

NM 

11 .02 

11 .03 

11 .04 

2\ZS 11 .06 

Motif 12: lines D 

~ - 12.00 

~m;: 12.01 

~ 12.02 

12.03 

Motif 13: Lines E 

. ..Ml 13.00 

~ - 1-3.01 

~ - 13.02 

~13.03 

~13.05 



rvtotif 14: Medial A 

t l t t , 14.01 

zzzzzzzz 14.02 

XXXXX8&xX 14 .03 

~14.04 

Ul/22Zli«z/a: 
7//QYffff/4 14.07 

Motif ·15:: Media! B 

:ZSZ'.SZ\A · 15,01 

\I\ZS2\Z\ 15.02 

f I fflfl \ n Ut fl 15.04 

Motif Categories 79 

Motif 16: Lines F 

!77Zl!I 1e.01 

:L//7 1s.02 

JI fl jt/ 16.03 

Zll: 16.04 

dZ 1s.os 

m .. 16.06 

r@jfil 16.07 

HI' ·. 16.08 

fjfj_/ff 16.09 



80 White 

Motif 17: Une-s G 

/~~\ ¥ 1!7.00 

~~\\\e 17.01 

Motif 18: Lines H 

I \ u t \ J 1 s.00 

Il H I lf I 18·01 

Motif 19: Lines I 

rr t l \ I ) [ 19.00 

H+H 19.01 

Motif 20: Lines J 

U JJ Ll\ \ l 20.00 

i l l i I J .. 20·01 

@{UI 20.02 

Motif 21: Lines K 

Jt 21.00 
~!.L!..... 

~11111§~ 21 -01 

rvtotif 22: Unes L 

]! ill 22.00 

§ pj ·~ 22.01 

Motif 23: Mesh 

■ 23.00 

23.01 

~ 23.02 

23.03 

VIn ru 11 23.o4 

Motif 24: Triangles G 

H/L 24.oo 

~ · 24.01 

.ZH 24.02 

.J~~ 24.03 

th\ 24.04 

Motif 25: Triangles H 

25.00 

:::c 25.02 

;;] r I:: 2s.-03 



Mt;tif 26: Vine 

<. < <:<:< <<< 26.00 

~26.01 

·~26.02 

Motif 27: Diamonds 

~ 27. 00 

Motif 28: Sun 

.~ J.~ 1 28.00 

~~ 28.01 

¥ @& 28.02 

1

! 28.03 

Motif 29: Spira I 

f)~ @ 29.00 

x~x 29.01 

~~ 29.02 

~/29.03 

29.04 

~ . 29.06 

Motif Categories 81 

Motif 30: Meander 

@ZJf5J 30.00 

u@n;:::u 30.01 

\~~ 30.02 

t ffii61 ij 30.03 

~ 30.04 

30.05 



82 White 

Motif 31 : 0th er 

> >)) )) 31 .00 ll1JJ).:lJ[U].L 31 .12 = 

~ 31 .03 

it?!H 31.04 

~· 31.05 

m 31.06 

"7~+.-1<.. 

? ·~ 

31 .07 

31.09 

31 .10 

31 .11 

~ 31.13 

---------------~ 3· 1 ·14, 
~ . . . -r. • • ;.· 
~ 



Motif Categories 83 

Comer Motifs 

1 (@ 8 ~ 15 l><) 22 ~ 

2 @) 9 ~ 16 ~ 23 ffl 

3 UllJ7 10 ./ 17 \.0\ 24 ~ 

4 A 11 ~ 18 @ 25 u 

5 6 12 ' ♦ 19 0 26 <f; 

6 ◊ 13 ./ 20@ 

1 If# 14 fo 21 A 



84 White 

End Sculpture Motifs 
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2 Coiled Snake 2 

Snake? 

4~ Snake & Bird 

Bird 

6 ~ Dog 

7 Handle 

8 ? . Unknown 



AppendixB 

Data Dictionary and Database Attribute Codes 

No. 
ASM 
Site 

Length 

Width 

Length to 
widthratio 
Border 
Motifl 

Motif2 

Motif3 

Motif4 

Corner 

Shape 
Class 

Type 
Sculpt 

Groove 
Notch 
Grind 
Crust 
Scoring 
Pigment 
Burned 
State 
Comment 
Image 
Edge 
Context 

Unique ID number assigned to each palette drawn by Steve Lekson in 1989-1990. 
Catalog number assigned to each palette by the Arizona State Museum. 
Palette's location within the Hohokamregional system. Snaketown 's designation in 
this study is 6.1. 
Measurement (mm) oflonger side of a palette. Generally not reported if palette is 
fragmentaiy. 
Measurement (mm) of shorter side of a palette. Generally not reported if palette is 
fragmentaiy. 
Ratio derived from dividing length and width measurements where both are present 
for a given palette. 
Width of raised border around mixing surface. 
Corresponds to a repeating pattern in border from compiled motif catalog, top 
section of a palette. 
Corresponds to a repeating pattern in border from compiled motif catalog, right 
section of a palette. 
Corresponds to a repeating pattern in border from compiled motif catalog, bottom 
section of palette. 
Corresponds to a repeating pattern in border from compiled motif catalog, left 
section of palette. 
Corresponds to a design present in border from the compiled corner motif catalog 
where two sections of the border meet at aright angle. 
General shape of palette. 
Somewhat places palette in a temporal sequence but also has morphological 
components as well (inherited from earlier work by Lekson). 
More explicit placement in a temporal sequence. 
Corresponds to a carved design element present along outer edge of a palette from 
the compiled sculpture catalog. 
Number of medial grooves present on a palette 
Number of times notches appear along border. 
Presence/ Absence of grinding activity in the basin. 
Presence/ Absence of mineral paste encrustation on the palette. 
Presence/ Absence of scoring in the basin. 
Presence/ Absence of pigment on the palette. 
Degree to which the palette has been subjected to high temperatures ( cremations, etc.). 
Degree to which the palette is intact: ranges from small fragments to complete. 
Further description of palette attributes. 
Low-resolution image ofLekson 's drawing for each palette (notto scale). 
Morphology of the edge of the palette. 
Mortuary /Non-mortuary. 
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Thickness Tirickness of palette. 
Depth Distance from the top of the border to the bottom of the basin. 

Shape 
1 Irregular 
2 Round 
3 Sub-oval, oval, 

Does not conform to any regular geometric pattern 
Circular in form 
Shows strong convexity in form, angles greater than 120 degrees 
Curved fragment where edges meet 

4 Subrectangular, frag 
5 Rectangular, frag 

Angles between 95 and 120 degrees where edges meet 
Angles within 5 degrees of 90 where edges meet 
Angles between 85 and 95 degrees where edges meet 6 Rectangular, concave 

sides/ends, frag 
7 Naturalistic (Effigy) 

8 Other 
Portrays an animal, person, or other natural form 
Complex geometric forms 

9 Unknown 

Class 
1 Irregular/slab 
2 Proto-palette 

3 Mogollon 
4 Plain edges 
5 Colonial 

6 Sedentary 

7 Naturalistic 
8 Other 
9 Unknown 

Type 
0 Proto 

1 Blank 
2 Colonial 

3 Sedentary 

4 Unknown 

Cannot be placed into a defined category 

No border present, can be irregular in all dimensions 
No border present, fairly regular in dimensions. Generally show 
signs of grinding activity near center 
Irregular notching, dimensions, definining of borders; rounded edges 
No decoration present beyond definition of border itself 
Notching, medial grooves, squared edges, sets of parallel lines in 
border motifs or blank borders, deep basins, end sculpture, well made 
Fine etching, complex geometric patterns in border motifs, rounded 
and concave edges, shallow basins, no standardization in production 
Portrays an animal, person, or other natural form 
Simple zig-zag, Mogollon treatment on non-Mogollon pieces, real, other, etc. 
Cannot be placed into a defined category 

No border present, can be irregular in any or all dimensions. Generally 
show signs of grinding activity near center 
No decoration present beyond definition of border itself 
Notching, medial grooves, squared edges, sets of parallel lines in 
border motifs or blank borders, deep basins, end sculpture, well made 
Fine etching, complex geometric patterns in border motifs, rounded and 
concave edges, shallow basins, no standardization in production 
Cannot be placed into a defined category 



Groove 
0 No medial groove present 
1 1 medial groove present 
2 2 medial grooves present 
3 3 medial grooves present 

Notch 
0 
1 

No notching present 
Exterior dorsal notching 

2 
3 

Exterior dorsal and ventral notching 
Exterior and interior dorsal notching 

4 
5 

Exterior and interior dorsal, exterior ventral notching 
Exterior and interior dorsal, interior ventral notching 

6 
7 

Exterior and interior dorsal, exterior and interior ventral notching 
Interior dorsal notching 

Grind 
0 Absent 
1 Present 

Scoring 
0 Absent 
1 Present 

Pigment 
0 Absent 
1 Present 

Crust 
0 Absent 
1 Present 

No evidence of grinding activity on basin(s) 
Good evidence for grinding activity on basin( s) 

No evidence of cut marks on basin(s) 
Good evidence for cut marks on basin( s) 

No evidence of pigment on any palette surface 
Good evidence of pigment on palette surface( s) 

No evidence of mineral encrustation on any palette surface 
Good evidence of mineral encrustation on palette surface( s) 
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