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Review

Among the pending issues in the archeology of the lowlands of 
the province of Tucumán, the construction of chronologies based 
on absolute dates stands out, which allows the elaboration of more 
reliable pre-Hispanic occupation sequences to have a more precise 
temporal control of local social developments. Despite having 
registered dozens of archaeological sites in these jungle and forest 
environments, most of them do not have absolute dates.

One of the cases that manifest this situation is the archaeological 
record of the eastern foothills of the Sierra San Javier, located in the 
central portion of the Tucuman pedemontana area. After decades 
of research [1-4] there were still no absolute dates in this sector. 
One of the main reasons can be attributed to the fact that most of 
the studies were short-term and with little funding - carried out by 
students of the Career of Archeology at the National University of 
Tucumán in the framework of final professorship or thesis-, which 
were generally not included in research projects or programs with 
higher subsidies.

To chronologically locate the registered sites, most of the 
previously mentioned authors have resorted to the comparison of 
the registered pottery sets (classified into types or groups) with 
the ceramic typology elaborated by Heredia [5], with which this 
author built the well-known sequence of periods and phases of 
sociocultural development for the pre-Hispanic occupations of the 
southern foothills of Salta and north-central Tucumán (grouped 
around the concept of “Candelaria Culture”). Particular emphasis 
has been placed on the presence/absence of certain characteristic  

 
features in decorated ceramics to indicate to which phase of said 
sequence the recovered ceramic remains would belong and, 
therefore, the sites studied. As a result of these typological or 
stylistic analogies, it has been generally proposed that the pre-
Hispanic human occupations of the eastern foothills of the Sierra 
San Javier would be located in the first millennium AD, limiting 
them to this chronological range [1,2,4].

The objective of this work is to begin to build a local chronological 
sequence for the eastern foothills of the Sierra San Javier based on 
absolute dates, to begin to understand the processes of occupation 
that occurred in pre-colonial times. To do this, we present the first 
radiocarbon dating for the study area, describe the samples and 
their contexts of origin, and discuss the implications of their results 
at the local and regional level.

The Eastern Foothills of the Sierra San Javier and 
the Horco Molle Area

In the eastern foothills of the Sierra San Javier, the best-known 
area from the archaeological point of view is Horco Molle (Yerba 
Buena). Four archaeological sites have been recorded so far 
(Figure 1). Two of them are located in sectors of the lower slope 
of the mentioned mountain range: The Funicular 1 and Anta Yacu 
1. The Horco Molle site, meanwhile, stretches for several hectares 
comprising the middle and distal portion of the alluvial cone of the 
Dead River and in summit and eastern slopes of the most-glacis. 
Finally, the Anta Yacu 2 site is located in the stream bed of the same 
name [2, 6]. In this work we focus mainly on the last two sites, since 
the radiocarbon dating that we present here comes from them.
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Figure 1: Map of the Horco Molle area and its archaeological sites.

Anta Yacu site 2

The registered archaeological remains consist of fragments of 
vessels that are scattered in a sector of the bed of the Anta Yacu 
stream and in the profile of its southern margin. These materials 
are found in a possible paleosol, located approximately 2 to 3 m 
deep, considering the upper limit of the mentioned profile. In an 
excavation carried out in the eastern sector of the site, four vessels 
were closely associated (without their upper parts) and aligned 
from south to north (Figure 2, A), whose bases reached up to 50 
cm in depth, considering the surface of the bed del arroyo [6]. 
The internal excavation of the urns (in the laboratory) allowed 

determining the presence of a juvenile human individual per vessel, 
without associated trousseau in any of the cases. This context 
suggests that in this place, the secondary burial of four individuals 
was carried out simultaneously [7]. Absolute dating of 2190 ± 20 
AP (UGA22274, bone collagen, δ13C = -8.10 / 00) was obtained 
from the bone material of one of these urns (Sample A). The sample 
selected for dating was a fragment of the lower jaw (maximum 
length: 34 mm) corresponding to the individual identified in ballot 
box No. 3, recorded at the bottom of the vessel (depth: 30-50 cm, 
approximately 330-350 cm from the upper edge of the southern 
profile of the stream).

Figure 2a: Funeral context registered in Anta Yacu 2
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It should be added that all the funerary vessels present a similar 
pottery, with certain distinctive characteristics in local archeology. 
Mainly the low wall thickness and the frequent presence of quartz 
in coarse granulometry, a scarce mineral in the local pottery 
for later chronologies, stand out. Although the four vessels are 
incomplete, in at least two of them it has been possible to infer their 
ovoid shapes. In addition, they were all manufactured using the ring 
coiling technique, have rounded bases, do not have handles or have 
decoration. This pottery is very similar to that recorded on the site 
surface.

Horco Molle Site

Possible remains of poorly preserved architectural structures, 
consisting of alienated metamorphic rocks or scattered semi-buried 
in the ground) associated with ceramic fragments, lithic remains 
carved in quartz and quartzite were found in some summit sectors 
and on the eastern slopes of the Imbaud hills. , and grinding artifacts. 
Along with an alignment of stones, a pre-Hispanic occupation floor 
was found where large ceramic fragments were recovered in a 

horizontal position and some quartz flakes, located in a compacted 
sediment level [3]. On the other hand, contexts related to domestic 
activities were also found in the middle and distal portion of the 
cone of the Dead River, with abundant ceramic fragments, carved 
lithic materials, grinding artifacts, bone remains, among others [4]. 
Close to the latter, some funerary contexts were found in urns. One of 
them corresponded to a secondary burial of three infants contained 
in a vessel that was covered with a metamorphic rock (Figure 2, 
B1). Inside, in addition to the human skeletal remains, a trousseau 
consisting of three lithic beads and a zooanthropomorphic jug 
(figure 2, B2), polished, with ventral symmetry, with vertical handle 
and applique to the nose and eye model, was recorded coffee beans 
[2,8]. Radiocarbon dating for this site was obtained from the bone 
material corresponding to this funerary context, which showed an 
age of 1420 ± 20 AP (UGA22275, bone collagen, δ13C = -13.130 
/ 00). This sample corresponds to a femur (maximum length: 77 
mm) from individual n 2 of the three identified infants, who were 
deposited at the bottom of the vessel (depth: 40-60 cm).

Figure 2b: Urn zooanthropomorphic funerary and jug from the Horco Molle site.

In general, the ceramics at this site show greater variability 
and complexity than that of the previous one (Anta Yacu 2). The 
predominant shapes are “pucos”, pots and jugs, while the most 
frequent decorative features are patterned appliques (eyebrows 
and eyes, coffee beans), bulges or “mamelones”, incised or engraved 
geometric motifs, and monochrome (red) paint or bi-chrome like 
(red and suede or cream) [3,4].

Implications of Dating for the Local Pre-Hispanic 
Occupation Sequence

As we had highlighted, most of the previous studies carried 
out in the Horco Molle area in particular, and in the eastern 
foothills of the Sierra San Javier in general, locate the pre-Hispanic 
occupations recorded within the first millennium AD. However, 
the dating obtained for the Anta Yacu 2 site indicates the existence 

of previous occupations, which would be located at least a few 
centuries before the beginning of the Christian Era. The important 
antiquity that the dating gives to the Anta Yacu 2 site in the 
sequence of local pre-Hispanic occupation is in accordance with the 
topographic characteristics of the site and the registered pottery 
(homogeneous, little elaborated and without decoration), which is 
distinguished from other potteries corresponding to occupations 
registered in the Horco Molle area. This data agrees with the trend 
shown by other early dates obtained in nearby sites, such as the 
case of Acequia, in which a context of daily activities associated 
with a paleosol and composed of ceramic remains - rough, smooth 
and without decoration - and artifacts of grinding linked to a stove, 
was dated in 3,420 ± 40 AP [9]. On the other hand, the location of 
the site in the natural landscape of Anta Yacu 2 and its age, suggest 
the possibility that buried sites may exist in this area (under more 
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or less powerful sediment columns) that can provide valuable 
information on practices and the social processes that occurred in 
times prior to the 2000 years AP. In this sense, the pedemontanos 
water courses (their beds and banks) are erected as relevant 
geomorphological landscape units for the detection of this type of 
sites. These considerations may have implications for the study of 
possible early human occupations (Middle and Upper Holocene) of 
the lowlands of Tucumán.

The dated Horco Molle site suggests that its occupation would 
have developed in the middle of the first millennium AD, being 
therefore later than Anta Yacu 2. This result shows a concordance 
with the relative chronology proposed in previous studies (200-
700 AD) [4]. But at the same time it shows discordance with the 
time range that Heredia [5] gives to vessels with features similar 
to those of the zooanthropomorphic jar contained inside the urn 
burial from which the dated sample comes, since it places them 
between 200- 400 AD (Chuscha phase). This fact suggests that some 
care should be taken with the uncritical use of ceramic typology 
and the chronological sequence proposed by Heredia, since most 
of its phases have unsubstantiated chronological ranges based on 
absolute dates from local archaeological contexts. Furthermore, 
the ceramic materials with which Heredia [5] characterizes the 
Candelaria II Periods (Chuscha and Ceibal Phases, 200-400 AD) and 
Candelaria III (Choromoro and Molleyaco 400-700 AD) and which 
would best represent the “Candelaria style” (since the other phases 
have been questioned), they are recorded in various contexts with 
different chronologies throughout the first millennium AD, both in 
the south of Salta and the Tapia-Trancas Basin and in other areas 
of the Argentine Northwest (Valle de Santa Marie and surrounding 
areas), often sharing spaces with other styles, such as Condorhuasi 
for the earliest cases or Santa Marie for the later ones [9-12]. These 
data suggest that, in a very wide area, different communities have 
produced, used and / or exchanged similar ceramic sets throughout 
the first millennium AD, within the framework of social processes 
that still need to be elucidated.

Finally, it should be noted that the radiocarbon dates presented 
and their contextualization allowed, on the one hand, building a 
first pre-Hispanic occupation sequence for the eastern foothills of 
the Sierra de San Javier, and on the other hand, to question some 
proposals made in previous studies on the chronological aspects of 
the pedemontana archeology of Tucumán.
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