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Figure 2 - Guachimonton, Teuchitlan, Jalisco.

Figure 1 - Regional map. Example of Teuchitlan tradition architecture.

Llano Grande is a Early to Middle Tabachines phase Teuchitlan tradition site located
along the western edge of the Magdalena lake basin of central Jalisco, in the far western
Mesoamerican highlands (Figure 1). By Early to Middle Tabachines phase, | mean
approximately AD 1-400, or the Terminal Formative to Early Classic period. By Teuchitlan
tradition, 1 mean the concentric circular public architecture (Figure 2) found throughout western
Mexico at this time, but particularly concentrated in the Tequila valleys of central Jalisco. |
would like to spend my 15 minutes discussing our preliminary evaluation of Llano Grande after 8
months of mapping and excavation this year.



Figure 3 - Central part of Llano Grande. Figure 4 - Llano Grande circle, contour interval
25 cm.

Llano Grande is not large among central Jalisco sites with public architecture - the
number of structures, and the volume of the circular complex would place the site towards the
bottom of the regional hierarchy (Figure 3). The Teuchitlan tradition circle is composed of a
circular patio with a central altar, and 8 rectangular structures evenly spaced around the edges of
the patio (Figure 4). This is believed on the basis on myriad points of evidence to represent the
public, ceremonial, and presumably authoritative center of the site. Another compound of
restricted access lies adjacent to the circle, and a working hypothesis is that these are the
residences of the ranking elite. The site also has over 50 other structures, organized into 12 more
compounds (Figure 5), although about 20 of these buildings are very small in square meterage
and unlikely to have had residential functions. The main section of the site covers about 20
hectares, not counting three compounds that are located another 600 meters back towards the
east, overlooking the valley there.

Figure 5 - Llano Grande. Contour Interval 5 meters.



The settlement is located in an
atypical context (Figure 6). Most sites
from this area and period are found on
the lakeshore, plains, and piedmont.
Llano Grande is instead in the hills to
the west, amidst a sparse and somewhat
stunted deciduous forest of oak. The
Regosols in these hills are moderately
fertile, but are shallow and drain rather
rapidly (Figure 7). Most of the soils in
the flatter areas are actually
impoverished Lithosols, however. None
are farmed today, unless you go far back
into the hills - there marijuana, some

beans, and maize for
animal fodder are planted
with only moderate
success. The marijuana
growers use these hills for
their remote access, not for
their fertility. But the
Phaeozem soils of the
valley floor beginning one
kilometer to the east are
much more fertile and
Figure 7 - Map of soil and water in vicinity of Llano Grande. extensive (Figure 8) .
Water is also a scarce
resource during the dry season, which runs from January through May (Figure 9). A few springs
are scattered through the mountains to the west, but in the Terminal Formative, the most likely
water sources would have been the springs one to two kilometers away along the edge of the
valley floor, or Lake Magdalena itself at 9 kilometers away. Things improve in the rainy season,
when the dry arroyos that bound Llano Grande to north and south become small streams.

Figure 6 - Entrance to Llano Grande pass.

Figure 8 - Maize in valley below Llano

Grande. Figure 9 - Llano Grande in the dry season.



Figure 10 - Orange and White on Maroon Figure 11 - Lobed vessel
vessel.

While certainly not prohibitive, this is inconvenient, especially when the floor below was
only lightly occupied. We do not have a systematic survey as yet, but it is a relatively small area
of 3 km?, and between reconnaissance and interviews, we can probably rule out settlements of
more than one to two compounds. Several cemeteries were identified, and looted material
photographed from local collections falls very easily into the Early to Middle Tabachines phases
(Figures 10 and 11). There is nothing remotely close to Llano Grande in size within this area in
the Early and Middle Tabachines phases. The site would have dominated settlement within this
pocket, despite its small size within the context of the larger lake basin. This dominant position
was not used to establish a direct presence over the best land or water access, however.

Figure 12 - Resources in vicinity of Llano Grande.



Figure 13 - Opal mines west of Llano Grande.

Figure 14 - Quartz crystal from circle, structure
5.

There are several potential resources
specific to these hills that might have encouraged the settlement of Llano Grande in this location,
most of them non-utilitarian (Figure 12). Within the valley below and about 4 kilometers away is
the historic mining town of La Mazata and the adjacent hacienda town of La Estanciade Ayones.
Silver was mined out of the hills immediately behind La Mazata, and although this business died
out due to conflicts between labor and foreign investment in the middle of this century, opals
were discovered after World War Il in the mountains just a kilometer west of Llano Grande
(Figure 13) . The possibility arises that we had a Terminal Formative mining colony here, but no
opals were found in excavation. Red ochre, often reported from elite burials in this general
region, is found in some abundance directly below the opal mines. Two quartz crystals were
recovered during excavation (Figures 14 and 15), and likely possessed some symbolic
importance, but our workers, all miners, indicate that these are found directly behind the town of
La Mazata, at the opposite end of the valley pocket already described. Kaolin is also found in
various locations in these hills, and in one slope directly across the arroyo from the site center.
The fine Oconahua Red on White pottery commonly makes use of kaolin to obtain its white
appearance and fine paste (Figure 16).

Figure 16 - Examples
of Oconahua Red on
White sherds,
although not from
Llano Grande.

Figure 15 - Quartz crystal from circle,
structure 6.



Figure 17 - Projectile point of green obsidian. Figure 18 - Resources in vicinity of Llano
Grande.

But the most likely resource is
obsidian (Figure 17). Black, opaque green, brown, red, and blue obsidians are found everywhere
around and under Llano Grande. The surface is littered with the material, making surface
collection a largely pointless exercise, | might add. The outcrops extend to the west as far as the
opal mines (Figure 18) . Some previous research of mine indicates that distinctive visual types of
obsidian are being chosen in this area and period for particular kinds of artifacts, and control over
a multicolored source area such as Llano Grande is a good potential reason for settling here.

Figure 19 - Llano Grande, with walls highlighted. Contour interval 5 meters.



Figure 20 - A segment of Wall 1. The Figure 21 - Group 6, contour interval 25 cm.
settlement of Llano Grande is on the other side.

While the presence of obsidian perhaps justified founding Llano Grande on a waterless,
barren, obsidian-strewn slope, internal site organization reveals a strong military focus to the site.
(Figure 19). A layered defense system is oriented towards the west, and is composed of four
walls, spaced from 50-150 meters apart and each encompassing a more limited area. The
outermost northern wall lies along the south slopes of an arroyo (Figure 20), combining built
size and natural terrain to make a very substantial barrier. Along one section on more level
ground, an apparently official entrance through the wall actually funnels the visitor around a
second short wall segment behind the entrance. Those with a penchant for the dramatic call these

killing alleys , but we might view them as channels to control access. Similar wall features are
found in wall systems from the American Midwest to the lowland Maya. The second wall has
been greatly eroded in the center, but the two ends link a deep canyon with a smaller arroyo
internal to the mesa on which the site sits. This wall also has residential compounds along the
interior side, suggesting actual formal positions for people to monitor the wall (Figure 21). The
third wall is actually a double wall (Figure 22), with two parallel walls just about 3 meters apart,
running from one arroyo bounding the site to the other. A fourth wall peters out halfway across
the mesa due to erosion and roadcutting operations (Figure 23), but a residential compound
appears to be associated with this wall as well. There are tenuous remains that suggest that walls
may have existed along the edges of the arroyos that delimit the site, but these would merely
amplify the pattern, not change it. Control over access, specifically from the west since there is
only one possible wall along the eastern edge of the site, appears to have been the most
outstanding feature of internal site organization. Let us call this a control systenrather than a
defensive system.

Figure 22 - A segment of
Wall 3, showing two parallel
walls.

Figure 23 - Wall 4.



Figure 24 - Llano Grande pass. Figure 25 - Pintura de Nueva Galicia, ca. 1548.
The red dot is the approximate location of Llano
Grande, and the blue line shows the Camino

The main body of the site further Real.
emphasizes its emphasis on control over access.
The 11 compounds that make up the bulk of Llano Grande are located at the eastemmaost end of
an east-west pass through the mountains that define the western edge of the lake basins of central
Jalisco (Figure 24). The pass leads west from here until after about 10-12 km one reaches
another series of passes leading northwest towards Compostela, Nayarit. The latter corridors
appear to correspond to the early 16™ century Camino Real depicted in the Pintura de Nueva
Galicia (Figure 25) , and interviews with older residents of the towns suggest that this was a
supply corridor in use earlier in the 20th century as well. The system of walls at Llano Grande
thus blocks the terminus of a significant route through the mountains that links the coast with the
core of the Teuchitlan tradition. This is itself an interesting point - prior to the intentional
draining of Lake Magdalena this century (Figure 26), the core of the tradition was a much more
vibrant and diverse environment than it is today, and it stands out in this part of Jalisco where the
Sierra Madre Occidental and the Neo-Volcanic axis cross.

Figure 26 - Lake Magdalena, ca. 1890, as seen from Etzatlan.



Figure 27 - Valley below Llano Grande, in the Figure 28 - The same valley in the early rainy
late dry season. season.

A final point about site organization. There are three compounds slightly separated and to
the east of the main part of the site. All are located on slopes in locations with tactical or strategic
views of the surrounding area. Two very well preserved adjacent compounds share a tremendous
view of nearly all of the valley floor between Llano Grande and the original shoreline of Lake
Magdalena (Figure 27), more spectacular still in the wet season (Figure 28). These compounds
are very far from food and water sources and were probably dependent on supply from Llano
Grande, so | feel reasonably confident that they were up there for the view. Now these
compounds lack a direct line of sight to Llano Grande, potentially diminishing their tactical
importance, but a third compound below and across the arroyo holds an intermediate position
with lines of sight to these compounds and the site center.

Even the distribution of labor seems to suggest that Llano Grande is a militarily
specialized site. The walls are big (Figure 29). Big has yet to be quantified, but the labor
invested in constructing around 1000 meters of wall length indicates an extraordinarily high
investment relative to the total for the public or residential structures of the site, particularly
when half of the site s residential buildings are clustered at tactical points along the walls, and
are probably part of the site s control system as well. The walls would almost certainly have been
palisaded, as there is evidence for that elsewhere in this region. The labor invested in a control
system relative to the residential investment, and taking into account the site s distance from
basic subsistence resources, is impressive.

Figure 29 - Operation 2 - Cleaning of a
roadcut through Wall 3.



| argue that the site s
internal organization, labor focus,
and placement in the western pass
into the core of the Teuchitlan
tradition make little sense unless
the site is seen as a specialized
instrument of an overarching
political entity. During the
hierarchical extreme of the
Teuchitlan tradition in the Classic
period, several sites comparable to
Llano Grande were established at
key points of access into the
resource bonanza of the central
Figure 30 - Core area of the Teuchitlan tradition. Proposed  lake basins (Figure 30). These are
boundary sites are in red. small, specialized sites, just as

boundary sites are in most ancient
political systems, valuable more for their use of terrain than their size. | had originally seen this
development as taking place in the Early to Middle Classic, but the long awaited excavations that
have only begun in the past few years at the sites of Huitzilapa, Guachimonton, and Llano
Grande are pushing back the height of the Teuchitlan tradition. The boundary sites still
correspond to this peak, but may date 200-300 years earlier that previously expected.

Specialized and intentionally placed sites like Llano Grande are political tools of the
highest order. Quite apart from their military aspect, their role in dominating access and perhaps
trade makes them significant political symbols. We are no longer describing a natural landscape
when we encounter centers like these, but a political landscape. Our interpretations of landscape
tend to either focus on economic resources and points on a map, or interpret landscape features as
sacred or some cosmological symbol. But here Llano Grande s founders were evaluating a
landscape for what it could provide politically, not just economically or ideologically. This
project s next step is to formalize this analysis through quantification of labor costs of
construction and a GIS analysis that makes more detailed spatial reference to the range of
possible resources. | consider these necessary steps in creating a robust argument that evaluates a
range of different possibilities. But to me it is clear that an analysis that only compares resource
locations or strictly spatial data divorced from a more ample view of the potential uses of the
landscape will fail to convincingly account for sites like Llano Grande.



