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1
Introduction

Larry Steinbrenner

DOI: 10.5876/9781646421510.c001

Welcome to The Archaeology of Greater Nicoya, the first 
major publication in more than two decades to pres-
ent new research focusing on one of Lower Central 
America’s most unique and confounding regions. The 
Archaeology of Greater Nicoya is a book that is long over-
due. Scholars of Greater Nicoya will doubtlessly already 
be familiar with the handful of essential previous col-
lections that have incorporated research from this 
archaeological subarea, a combined literature that is so 
sparse that it is not uncommon to refer its essential vol-
umes by color: the “orange book” (i.e., The Archaeology 
of Lower Central America, Lange and Stone 1984), the 

“blue book” (Wealth and Hierarchy in the Intermediate 
Area, Lange 1992), the “green book” (Archaeology of Pacific 
Nicaragua, Lange et al. 1992), and so on. Inasmuch as 
the most recent of these collections— Paths to Central 
American Prehistory (Lange 1996a)— was published in 
1996 and focused only partially on Greater Nicoya, we 
are confident that even specialists in Greater Nicoya 
will find more grist than chaff in the present volume, 
which is based, for the most part, on research carried 
out in the twenty- first century. For nonspecialists, we 
hope that The Archaeology of Greater Nicoya will serve 
as a useful introduction to this fascinating region and 
perhaps inspire you to dive even deeper into the still- 
murky waters of its culture history.

The uninitiated reader might well ask, “What exactly 
is Greater Nicoya, and what is exceptional about its 
archaeology?” As originally defined in the early 1960s 
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by archaeologist Albert Norweb (1961, 1964), Greater Nicoya comprised an 
archaeological subarea incorporating the supposedly “Mesoamericanized” 
portions of Pacific Nicaragua— effectively, Nicaragua’s entire west coast 
and its associated lakes— and former Nicaraguan territory in northwestern 
Costa Rica, including the entire Nicoya Peninsula and most of the rest of 
the modern province of Guanacaste (figure 1.1). This subarea was associated 
with a supposedly homogenous material culture characterized especially by 
stunning “Nicoya Polychrome” pottery (discussed in detail in chapters 9 and 
10), distinctive mortuary practices (chapters 14– 16), and a unique stone sculp-
ture tradition, among other things. This material culture showed links to the 
north— especially to El Salvador and Honduras but also to regions even far-
ther afield— and was also supposed to differentiate the subarea from non- 
Mesoamericanized territories to the east (in the highlands and Caribbean 

Figure 1.1. Greater Nicoya, indicating key sites discussed in this volume. The existence 
and potential boundaries of this archaeological subarea continue to be subjects of debate. 
Map by Larry Steinbrenner.
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watersheds of Nicaragua and Costa Rica) and south, which were collectively 
associated with different, “southern/Circum- Caribbean- oriented” traditions 
of material culture. Norweb’s characterization was precedented centuries ear-
lier by the first European reports of the country (cf. González Dávila 2002), 
which had described this area as “another Yucatán,” and reported that it was 
dominated by several different groups claiming Mesoamerican origin, includ-
ing speakers of Otomanguean and Nahua languages (see chapters 2 and 3). 
Not surprisingly, this earliest recognition of connections between Greater 
Nicoya and lands to the north led early archaeological research in the nine-
teenth century (e.g., Squier 1852, 1853) to uncritically view Greater Nicoya as 
the southernmost extension of a Mesoamerican culture area— a tendency that 
continued well into the twentieth century and that still persists, especially 
in Nicaragua.

Studies that treat Greater Nicoya as a sort of “Mesoamerica Lite” have 
become increasingly rare as modern scholars have recognized that it is prob-
lematic to assume either that the Mesoamericans who migrated to Nicaragua 
and Costa Rica in prehistory managed to transport their own cultures com-
pletely intact and unchanged or that the autochthonous Chibchan- affiliated 
populations that seemingly inhabited the area before the migrations (and who 
afterward continued to occupy the surrounding territories to the east and 
south) simply vanished following the arrival of the Mesoamericans or left no 
mark on the cultures that supplanted their own. As Fred Lange (e.g., Lange 
1971, 1978) and other influential Central Americanists (e.g., Fonseca Zamora 
1994; Hoopes 2005; Hoopes and Fonseca Zamora 2003) have long argued, and 
as the various scholars who have contributed to this volume (e.g., chapter 6) 
now recognize, the Mesoamerican aspects of Greater Nicoya have likely been 
greatly overemphasized in past research at the expense of earlier- appearing 
lifeways. Indeed, models of Greater Nicoya prehistory that are based exclu-
sively on old- fashioned notions emphasizing population replacement and that 
make no attempt to explore autochthonous cultural development (see, e.g., 
chapter 3) ought to be finally consigned to one of the shell middens that are so 
ubiquitous along Greater Nicoya’s Pacific coasts. It is time for a new paradigm 
in the archaeology of Greater Nicoya.

Even as modern scholars have come to accept that Greater Nicoya’s “Meso-
americanization” was likely not as complete as was once believed— sometimes 
even going so far as to argue that Greater Nicoya was not part of Mesoamer-
ica at all (e.g., Lange et al. 1992:272)— they have also come to embrace the 
idea that there was actually substantial material culture variation across the 
entire extent of Greater Nicoya, which has proven to be a less homogenous 
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“subarea” than it was once imagined to be. By the 1970s, numerous scholars 
(e.g., Healy 1974, 1980; Lange 1971, 1978; Sweeney 1975) were already recogniz-
ing important differences in the archaeological records of Greater Nicoya’s 
northern and southern sectors— that is, Pacific Nicaragua and Guanacaste- 
Nicoya.1 These differences should surprise no one, given the diversity of cul-
tural groups that are documented as living in the area in ethnohistoric sources 
(chapters 2 and 3), and the evidence that has accumulated over subsequent 
decades (much of which is presented in this present volume) has made it 
even clearer that it is problematic to treat Greater Nicoya as a distinctive, 
full- fledged “culture area” in the classic anthropological sense. While there 
may be a loose correlation between “Greater Nicoya” and the broad distribu-
tion of “Nicoya polychromes,” it no longer seems prudent to infer a base level 
of cultural homogeneity from this: Greater Nicoya now appears to be yet 
another region where we need to think twice about equating pots with people. 
In light of this realization, it is worth noting that cultural homogeneity would 
not necessarily be a prerequisite for the existence of a constellation of practice 
linking individual communities of practice in Greater Nicoya to one another 
as well as to other communities of practice located beyond the boundaries 
of Greater Nicoya. A constellation of practice— as proposed for Lower Cen-
tral America by Rosemary Joyce (2016; following Roddick 2009 and Wenger 
1998)— might have comprised groups who were not necessarily closely related 
culturally but who might have produced similar forms of material culture 
because they were connected through other kinds of interaction, such as trade 
or competition.

So, if we can no longer treat Greater Nicoya as a homogeneous culture area, 
is it time to give up the label altogether? While that argument has been made 
by some scholars in the past (including one of the coeditors of this volume; 
i.e., Salgado González 1996), and is made here by at least one contributor (cf. 
chapter 3), perhaps we would be better served by recognizing that it remains 
useful as a sort of conceptual shorthand denoting a contiguous geographical 
region— that is, the coastal plains of Nicaragua and Costa Rica west of the 
Central Highlands— that seems archaeologically “different” from surrounding 

1. These differences partially explain why Mesoamerican influence continued to be 
emphasized in work that was Nicaragua based (e.g., Paul Healy’s 1974 dissertation, 
which was based on excavations carried out by Gordon Willey and Norweb between 
1959 and 1961), while it was also being downplayed in most studies that were based on 
fieldwork in more distant Costa Rica (e.g., dissertations by Lange 1971; Sweeney 1975; 
and Creamer 1983), where evidence for the persistence of Chibchan traditions seemed 
to be more visible.
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regions elsewhere in these two countries, even if we have moved beyond trying 
to explain this difference wholly in terms of Mesoamerican cultural affiliations 
or material culture homogeneity. If we choose to think of Greater Nicoya in 
these modified terms, then there can be no more objection to discussing the 

“archaeology of Greater Nicoya” than there would be to discussing the archae-
ology of any other well- established geographic locale, such as “Nicaragua,” or 

“the Ulua Valley” or “Outer Mongolia.”

This volume is divided into four parts. The chapters in Part 1, “Redefining 
Greater Nicoya,” are foundational in that they provide background informa-
tion concerning Greater Nicoya’s Indigenous populations and the development 
of the standard chronological sequence that is used by most archaeologists 
studying the subarea. My chapter 2, “Contact- Era Pacific Nicaragua: Indig-
enous Groups and Their Origins,” introduces the diverse Mesoamerican-  and 
Chibchan- affiliated groups that dominated the cultural landscape of Pacif-
ic Nicaragua and northwestern Costa Rica at the time of contact and goes 
on to briefly review the various lines of evidence— ethnohistoric, linguistic, 
and archaeological— that have contributed to the ongoing debates regard-
ing the nature and timing of the migrations that brought Mesoamericans 
(or Mesoamerican influences) into Greater Nicoya starting more than a 
millennium ago. Chapter 3, “Indigenous Peoples of Pacific Nicaragua and 
Nicoya in the Sixteenth Century: A Historical Approach,” by prominent 
Costa Rican ethnohistorian Eugenia Ibarra Rojas, argues that conceptual-
izing Greater Nicoya as a well- delimited “culture area” impairs our ability to 
truly understand the dynamic social relationships that bound Chibchan and 
Mesoamerican- originating populations together. In Ibarra’s view, precontact 
Pacific Nicaragua and northwestern Costa Rica represented a pluricultural 
confluence space, a crossroads for many different cultural groups that varied 
substantially through time and that were often intimately connected to other 
groups beyond the traditional boundaries of Greater Nicoya. Ibarra draws 
on colonial documents as well as archaeological evidence to explore not only 
how Chibchan practices and traditions might have endured following the 
arrival of Mesoamericans, but also how precontact sociopolitical structures 
could also have merged with and endured in later colonial institutions, such 
as cofradías.

The final chapter in Part 1, chapter 4, “A Critical Reevaluation of Pacific 
Nicaragua’s Late Period Chronology,” is a key chapter that follows up on an 
earlier- published paper by two of the coeditors of this volume (i.e., McCafferty 
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and Steinbrenner 2005), which reported a dozen new radiocarbon dates for 
the site of Santa Isabel in Rivas, by far the largest collection of 14C dates ever 
reported for a single archaeological site in Nicaragua. On the basis of this 
evidence and a reexamination of the preexisting radiocarbon database, that 
paper made the provocative and paradigm- shifting argument that the long- 
established and widely accepted standard chronological sequence (see tables 
4.1 and 4.3, this volume) for Greater Nicoya was seriously flawed. In particular, 
the cumulative 14C evidence indicated that virtually all archaeological sites in 
Greater Nicoya that had been previously attributed— based on the presence 
of misdated diagnostic ceramics— to the Ometepe period (conventionally 
dated ad 1350– 1550) were actually centuries older and more likely dated to the 
earlier Sapoá period (conventionally dated ad 800– 1350). Needless to say, the 
implications of this claim— which, while accepted by many modern scholars 
and strongly endorsed in most chapters in this volume— remain controver-
sial but are far reaching. We examine some of these implications in this new 
chapter, which begins with a historical review of the development of the 
Greater Nicoya chronological sequence (in an attempt to understand how 
the current version of this sequence came to be out of sync with the actual 14C 
database upon which it is ostensibly based) and then revisits and reinforces 
the argument of the earlier paper with additional radiocarbon dates from 
more recent archaeological work in the Nicaraguan departments of Rivas 
and Granada.

The chapters in Part 2, “Projects and Surveys,” provide summary overviews 
of major international archaeological projects in Pacific Nicaragua (several of 
which were directed by one of the coeditors of this volume), a major survey of 
archaeological sites in the department of Rivas, and a village site located on 
Costa Rica’s Bay of Culebra. Chapter 5, “The Managua Metropolitan Project: 
A Retrospective,” by Fred W. Lange, presents the first published summary in 
English of an important three- year project directed by Lange that ran from 
1995 to 1997 and that centered on Nicaragua’s capital of Managua and its envi-
rons. This project involved both North American and Nicaraguan archaeolo-
gists and— unlike many earlier projects in Nicaragua in the mid- twentieth 
century— was guided by a specific interest in exploring local cultural evolu-
tion rather than Mesoamerican influence. While reports on the project’s first 
two seasons were originally published locally in Spanish (Lange 1995, 1996b) 
and later posted online on a now- defunct website, the third season report 
was never released after funds earmarked for its publication were redirected 
to provide relief for Hurricane Mitch in 1998. As a result, information on 
the Managua Project has generally remained difficult to access, especially for 
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scholars outside of Nicaragua.2 Lange’s retrospective succinctly summarizes 
key sites and findings of this pioneering project.

Chapter 6, Geoffrey G. McCafferty’s “Twenty Years of Nicaraguan Archae-
ology: Results of the University of Calgary Projects” provides an overview of 
the various archaeological projects that McCafferty has directed in Pacific 
Nicaragua since 2000. Originally interested in the Mesoamerican migration 
question, McCafferty’s earliest University of Calgary– based work in Nicaragua 
from 2000 to 2005 focused on domestic contexts at the long- occupied Rivas- 
area site of Santa Isabel, first excavated in 1959 by Gordon Willey and Norweb 
(Healy 1974, 1980; Norweb 1961, 1964) and later identified by Karen Niemel 
(2003) as being the largest archaeological site in Rivas. Finding little com-
pelling evidence for distinctively Mesoamerican lifeways at this site (which, 
contrary to the expectation that it was a contact- period site, was apparently 
abandoned near the end of the Sapoá period), McCafferty relocated north to 
the department of Granada for a second project between 2008 and 2010. This 
latter project, which also focused on domestic contexts and similarly found 
only limited evidence for Mesoamerican migration, explored sites previously 
identified and visited by Silvia Salgado González (1996) during her disserta-
tion survey of the department, including Tepetate, the dominant center in the 
area from the Sapoá period until contact (largely destroyed by urban develop-
ment in the modern city of Granada), and El Rayo, a minor though better- 
preserved site on Lake Nicaragua’s Asese Peninsula, which provided evidence 
of the transition to the Sapoá period from the earlier Bagaces period (ad 
300– 800). McCafferty’s subsequent work in the Granada area has included not 
only additional field seasons at El Rayo but also an investigation of the much- 
debated ceremonial site of Sonzapote on Zapatera Island in Lake Nicaragua, 
long renowned for its monumental sculptures. As discussed in this chapter, 
McCafferty’s projects have both helped to redefine the standard chronological 
sequence for Pacific Nicaragua by greatly expanding the radiocarbon database 
(see chapter 4) and have produced unique insights into many aspects of life in 
precontact Greater Nicoya, ranging from foodways to architectural traditions 
to mortuary patterns to personal adornment to craft specialization. Chapters 
9, 10, 11, 14, and 15 in the present volume are all based on research linked to 
McCafferty’s projects.

2. Additional information about the Managua Project can also be found in master’s the-
ses by Dickau (1999), Finlayson (1998), and Aggen (2007). The former study focused on 
ethnobotany, while the latter two were lithic oriented. Note that much of lithic analysis 
associated with this project (including work by Finlayson and Aggen) is also summa-
rized in chapter 12, this volume.
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Chapter 7, “The Development of Social Complexity in the Rivas Region, 
Pacific Nicaragua,” by Karen Niemel Garrard, provides a summary of Garrard’s 
yearlong survey of the lacustrine coast of the department of Rivas in the late 
1990s, the foundation for her subsequent doctoral dissertation (Niemel 2003). 
Modeled after the survey methodology used by Salgado González (1996) in 
her own dissertation survey of the adjacent department of Granada as part of 
an effort to formulate a comparative settlement database incorporating mul-
tiple regions,3 Garrard identified four dozen sites in a 270 km2 area delimited 
by the Ochomogo River in the north, the modern city of Rivas in the south, 
and the Pan- American Highway and coast of Lake Nicaragua to the west 
and east, respectively. The development of these sites over more than two mil-
lennia, from the earliest Orosí period to the most recent Ometepe period (as 
defined in the standard Greater Nicoya chronological sequence), is traced, and 
the emergence of certain key settlements— most notably the eventual regional 
center of Santa Isabel— is chronicled. The chapter concludes with a discus-
sion of the challenges inherent in comparing the results of the Rivas survey 
with those obtained via other survey projects carried out in Nicaragua and 
northwestern Costa Rica since the 1970s, owing to varying research interests, 
differences in survey methodologies, and a general lack of fieldwork support-
ing survey work— a lack that work in the twenty- first century is only now 
beginning to address.

Chapter 8, “Social Practices at La Cascabel, A Village on Culebra Bay, ad 
800– 1550,” by Ana Cristina Aguilar Vega, presents the results of a smaller- scale 
research project at a nucleated village site on the Papagayo Peninsula, located 
on the north side of the Bay of Culebra in Costa Rica’s Guanacaste Province. 
Research focusing on the Bay of Culebra (also the focus of Herrera Villalobos 
and Solís Del Vecchio’s chapter 16) has contributed enormously to our general 
understanding of Greater Nicoyan prehistory since the 1960s, with important 
projects being carried out at the sites of Papagayo, Nacascolo, and Vidor (e.g., 
Abel- Vidor 1980; Baudez et al. 1992; Gutiérrez González 1993, 1998; Hardy 
1983, 1992; Lange, Ryder, and Accola 1986; Moreau 1980, 1983, 1984; Norr 1991; 
Obando 1995; Solís Del Vecchio 1998, 2002; Solís Del Vecchio and Herrera 

3. Salgado’s model was also emulated in a third doctoral dissertation settlement pattern 
survey carried out by Nicaraguan archaeologist Román Lacayo (2013) at roughly the 
same time. Román’s project focused on several municipalities in the department of 
Masaya, adjacent to both Rivas and Granada. Although a summary of this work is 
not provided in the present volume, the complete settlement dataset and dissertation 
can be accessed via the University of Pittsburgh Comparative Archaeology Database 
(http:// www .cadb .pitt .edu/).
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Villalobos 2009; Wallace and Accola 1980). La Cascabel was one of several 
similar contemporary villages around the bay that appear to have been occu-
pied by Chorotega migrants from Mesoamerica from the Sapoá period (ca. 
ad 800) until contact. Aguilar reports on the remains of shell deposits, craft 
production, architecture, sculptures, and funeral contexts and explores how 
all of these things played roles in maintaining a complex social hierarchy in 
the region.

Part 3, “Ceramics and Stone: Material Culture in Pacific Nicaragua,” is the 
longest section in this volume and focuses almost exclusively on research car-
ried out in Greater Nicoya’s northern sector (i.e., in Pacific Nicaragua or other 
parts of Nicaragua). The first two chapters deal with the distinctive archaeo-
logical ceramics that have long been recognized (as previously noted) as a 
hallmark of the Greater Nicoya archaeological subarea. My own chapter in 
this section, chapter 9, “Polychrome Potting Traditions of Pacific Nicaragua, 
ad 800– 1300,” summarizes some of the most essential findings of my doctoral 
dissertation research (Steinbrenner 2010). This research focused primarily on 
ceramics from the Santa Isabel site, which had previously provided much of 
the dataset used in Paul Healy’s influential Archaeology of the Rivas Region 
(1980). Healy’s book, which has served for many years as the de facto “hand-
book” for ceramics studies in Pacific Nicaragua, employed a type- variety- based 
typology to classify Rivas ceramics. My own Santa Isabel database (which 
included monochrome as well as polychrome ceramics, though only the latter 
are discussed in chapter 9) was also supplemented with a secondary data-
base of polychromes from the Managua- area San Cristóbal site (previously 
excavated by Wyss 1983) and a tertiary database of nearly 1,600 complete ves-
sels derived from museum and private collections. My study of this material, 
which incorporated analyses of aspects of variation in vessel shape and form 
(such as orifice size and wall thickness) as well as decorative variation, and 
which was also informed by the modified chronological sequence discussed in 
chapter 4, allowed me to refine and critique Healy’s original typology while 
maintaining a type- variety- based approach. It allowed me as well to argue for 
a significant degree of similarity and continuity between supposedly unrelated 
Nicoya Polychrome ceramic types that have usually been treated, in previ-
ous research, as products of rival cultural entities, such as the aforementioned 
Otomanguean Chorotega and the Nicarao, the most prominent of Greater 
Nicoya’s ethnohistorically documented Nahua groups.

Chapter 10, “Ceramic Economy and Communities of Practice in Granada 
and Rivas, ad 1– 1300,” based on Carrie L. Dennett’s recently completed doc-
toral dissertation at the University of Calgary (Dennett 2016), approaches the 
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study of Nicaraguan ceramics from a very different yet complementary per-
spective. Departing from the more traditional focus on vessel form and decora-
tion that has characterized most previous ceramics- oriented studies in Greater 
Nicoya (including my own work), Dennett’s work focuses instead on the sourc-
ing and production/manufacture of ceramics. This approach (long overdue in 
this part of Central America) employs both petrographic analysis and instru-
mental neutron activation analysis (INAA) that builds on pioneering INAA- 
based studies of Ronald Bishop and Fred Lange (Bishop, Lange, and Lange 
1988; Bishop et al. 1992; Bishop and Lange 2013) in the 1980s. Dennett’s robust 
dataset (which derived from McCafferty’s University of Calgary projects at 
El Rayo, Tepetate, and Santa Isabel) included 150 ceramic samples that were 
submitted for INAA compositional testing and nearly 200 thin sections from 
sherds that were subjected to petrographic analysis. Her findings challenge 
many long- standing preconceptions concerning relationships between differ-
ent key ceramic types, where and when these types were actually made, and 
who might have made them, and they also provide sophisticated new insights 
into the configuration of consumer distribution networks and communities of 
practice in Pacific Nicaragua over a span of more than a thousand years.

Chapter 11, “Exploring Technological Modifications: Variation of Non- 
vessel ‘Objects’ from El Rayo, Nicaragua,” by Sacha Wilke, takes an inter-
esting look at some of the less- glamorous and least- often- studied artifacts 
that are commonly found in the archaeological record of Greater Nicoya and 
considers the implications of differing frequencies of these objects in different 
contexts, both spatial and temporal. Among the more utilitarian objects exam-
ined in this study are net sinkers (fairly ubiquitous at sites on the shores of 
Lake Nicaragua, such as El Rayo); ceramic balls (possibly rattles from hollow 
vessels or projectile pellets); various types of reworked sherds; and an assort-
ment of other tools that were likely employed in textile production, including 
spindle whorls, weaving picks, needles, and awls. Other artifacts less likely to 
represent tools, such as figurines and items of personal adornment (including 
pendants, earspools, and beads), are also discussed.

The final two chapters in this part both provide historical perspectives on 
two very different archaeological categories based on stone. Chapter 12, “A 
Century in Stone: One Hundred Years of Lithic Analyses in Nicaragua,” by 
Adam K. Benfer, reviews the literature focusing on Nicaraguan chipped and 
ground stone tools from the nineteenth century— when collectors competed 
to supply “primitive” tools to American and European museums but made 
little attempt to understand these tools— to the twenty- first century, when 
processualist- oriented analyses have become much more commonplace and 
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many Nicaraguan archaeologists have adopted a standardized methodology 
inspired by the work of Georges Laplace (1974). Following this review, Benfer 
outlines research priorities for future lithic- oriented work, such as the need 
to identify sources of raw materials, better understand operational sequences, 
conduct more usewear analyses, and develop a comparative database for iden-
tifying microbotanical residues. Chapter 13, “The Development of Nicaraguan 
Rock Art Research” by Suzanne M. Baker, provides an overview of work in a 
field that has often been marginalized in Greater Nicoya studies, in spite of the 
ubiquity of petroglyphs and pictographs in archaeological contexts distributed 
throughout Nicaragua. Baker provides detailed summaries of important work 
in this field by international scholars Wolfgang Haberland, Dominique Rigat 
and Franck Gorin, Laura Laurencich Minelli and Patrizia Di Cosimo, and 
others, as well as Nicaraguan scholars Joaquín Matilló Vila (the avocational 
pioneer of modern rock art studies in the mid- twentieth century) and others 
and archaeologists associated with Nicaragua’s National Museum, including 
Jorge Zambrana Fernández and Rigoberto Navarro Genie. Baker, who has 
studied Nicaragua rock art since the 1980s, also summarizes her own work 
directing the Ometepe Archaeological Project, which has surveyed and iden-
tified more than 100 rock art sites on Ometepe Island in Lake Nicaragua (see 
Baker 2010 for an even more detailed account). Her chapter concludes with a 
call for the development of a common methodology for studying rock art in 
Nicaragua to facilitate future research.

The final section of this volume, Part 4, “Mortuary Practices in Greater 
Nicoya,” begins with a comparison of mortuary practices at three sites on the 
shores of Lake Nicaragua in Pacific Nicaragua and then moves on to more spe-
cific studies of human remains from one of these lacustrine sites and at a Pacific 
Coast site in Costa Rica. Chapter 14, “Raising the Dead: Mortuary Patterns 
in Pacific Nicaragua”— by Geoffrey G. and Sharisse McCafferty, Andrea L. 
Waters- Rist, Celise Fricker, and Jessica Manion— examines evidence from 
the three key sites excavated by the University of Calgary’s Santa Isabel and 
Granada projects: Santa Isabel, Tepetate, and El Rayo. Burial practices and 
offerings for all three sites are summarized, including primary extended buri-
als in simple earthen and stone- lined graves and secondary burials of partial 
remains in large ceramic vessels. The results of osteological analysis vis- à- vis 
age- at- death, sex, demography, dentition, and pathology from Santa Isabel 
and El Rayo— the two sites where human remains were well preserved— are 
also presented and compared. Chapter 15, “Osteoarchaeological Markers 
of Health and Identity at the Site of El Rayo, Nicaragua, ad 550– 1200,” by 
Andrea L. Waters- Rist (Western University) and Geoffrey G. McCafferty, 
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looks more closely at skeletal and dental data from this habitation and mortu-
ary site, which provided a notably larger sample of human remains for study 
than Santa Isabel. As a site spanning the transitional period when historically 
documented groups of Mesoamerican origin appear to have first arrived in 
Greater Nicoya, El Rayo provides unique insights into the health and dietary 
practices of the peoples who lived on the lakeshore both prior to and following 
the transition.

The last chapter in this section, “Human Bone Artifacts: Ancestor Cults 
and Human Sacrifice in a Community of Mesoamerican Origin in Culebra 
Bay, Costa Rica,” by veteran Costa Rican archaeologists Anayensy Herrera 
Villalobos and Felipe Solís Del Vecchio, provides a fascinating and detail- rich 
study of how the bones of ancestors (as well as possible enemies) recovered 
from the Jícaro site were transformed into wearable artifacts. Jícaro, like chap-
ter 8’s La Cascabel site, is located on the much- studied Papagayo Peninsula 
and has been identified by its excavators as being a Chorotega site during 
the Sapoá period. Herrera and Solís discuss burial practices and artifacts that 
range from beads made from human teeth to jaw and maxillary bones worn 
as pendants and bracelets. Evidence for manufacturing techniques is also cov-
ered. The chapter concludes with a discussion of how these artifacts mirror 
Mesoamerican practices related to ancestor cults and human sacrifice and how 
they might have been ritually used by male warrior- leaders to emphasize their 
roles in the new social context created by the arrival of migrant populations 
in Greater Nicoya.

Wrapping up The Archaeology of Greater Nicoya is chapter 17, “Greater Nicoya 
through the Looking- Glass: Merging Culture History with Social Theory” by 
Alexander Geurds, one of the coeditors of the present volume. Geurds, who 
has been directing archaeological research in Central Nicaragua on the eastern 
flanks of Greater Nicoya since the mid- 2000s, reflects upon several common 
threads running throughout the book from a useful etic perspective, and, look-
ing forward, proposes some new avenues of investigation for archaeologists 
working in Greater Nicoya, such as the roles of land-  and waterscapes and the 
sorely neglected transition to the colonial period. In closing, Geurds anticipates 
a future when archaeological research in Pacific Nicaragua and Nicoya will be 
rooted in empirical research and informed by social theory in equal measure.

As even a cursory reading of the various chapters in this volume will make 
clear, our knowledge of the prehistory of Pacific Nicaragua and northwestern 
Costa Rica is growing rapidly, and many of the simplest facts that were taken 
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for granted in the last century are now being challenged and replaced with a 
deeper, more sophisticated understanding of the region that we call Greater 
Nicoya. With an ever- increasing number of investigators taking an interest in 
the archaeology of this region (not to mention the rest of Nicaragua and Cos-
ta Rica, areas that are also experiencing a boom in research), the twenty- first 
century promises to be an exciting time for Greater Nicoya scholarship, but 
there are challenges ahead. Nicaragua’s current political turmoil (which began 
with protests against the government in the spring of 2018 and is ongoing as 
of this writing) and the much- heralded yet perpetually delayed construction 
of a massive transoceanic canal across southern Nicaragua (first announced 
in 2013) are not the least of these. While an exploration of the potential en-
vironmental and economic consequences of the canal project in particular 
would take us beyond the scope of traditional archaeology, we cannot help 
but recognize that such an enormous undertaking, though potentially offer-
ing opportunities for extensive archaeological exploration via mitigation work, 
would almost assuredly result in the destruction of dozens or even hundreds 
of archaeological sites (many of which have yet to be identified) as well as 
the loss of everything that they might reveal. It is our fervent hope that such 
a worst- case scenario will never play out, that the archaeological record of 
Nicaragua and Costa Rica will receive the attention that it so richly deserves, 
and that The Archaeology of Greater Nicoya will not prove to be the last major 
publication to focus on this exciting region, but the first of many.
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