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Fig. 1 Engraved circular palette with
hand-and-eye motif and intertwined
serpents; known in archaeological
literature as the Rattlesnake Disk:
Alabama, Tuscaloosa and Hale
counties, Moundville, A.p. 1300~
1450, sandstone, diam. 31.9¢m;
Alabama Museum of Natural History,
University of Alabama, Tuscaloosa.
Cat. no. 155. Research is revealing
that the mysterious imagery of this
disk formed part of a systern of
cosmological signs connecting the
Moundville leaders to their ancestors
and the forces of nature.

Moundville in its prime was one of the largest civic-ceremonial centers

in the Mississippian world, surpassed in monumental grandeur only by
the great Cahokia site near modern St. Louis. Situated on the banks of
the Black Warrior River in western Alabama, this site was founded around
A.D. 1100, grew to regional prominence soon after 1200, and continued

to be occupied until about 1600. Through most of that time it served as
the political and religious capital of a powerful chiefdom. Among its resi-
dents were important political officials, priests, aristocrats, and their
many retainers. It served as a place for ceremonies and rituals, including
funerals, for much of the surrounding countryside. And in this context it
produced and amassed a remarkable corpus of representational art—used
as ornaments, regalia, symbols of power, ceremonial implements, and
decorations on pottery. Indeed, this corpus remains one of the “big three"
from the Mississippian world—the others being from Spiro, Oklahoma,
and Etowah, Georgia—and has always played a key role in discussions

of Mississippian art.

HisTorY

As its name suggests, Moundville’s architecture was dominated by
pyramidal mounds arranged around a large, rectangular plaza (figs. 2-5).
Nowadays, twenty of these mounds are well preserved, but once there

were at |least thirty. At one time the site was protected by a bastioned
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palisade or defensive wall. The area outside the plaza
and within this wall was a residential zone that, at
its maximum, may have housed some one thousand
people. At its largest extent, this town covered some
75 hectares (185 acres).’ Most of the earthen mounds
were rectangular and had flat summits that origin-
ally supported elaborate wooden structures: public
buildings and the residences of chiefs. Some of the
mounds were quite large. Mound A, in the center of
the plaza, covers .8 ha (2 acres) and is 6 meters (20 ft.)

tall. Mound B, at the northern end of the plaza, is about

90 meters square at the base and 17 meters high (295 ft.
square x 56 ft.). The labor invested in building these
earthworks was enormous.

Ethnohistorical parallels suggest that Moundville
was originally built as a sociogram—an architectural
depiction of a social order based on ranked clans.
Paired groups of mounds along the plaza’s edge were
associated with specific clans, arranged according to
social power and prestige. The highest ranking clans
were situated along the northern edge of the plaza,
and the ranks decreased progressively as one moved
along both sides of the plaza to the south. Thus, itis
not surprising that the largest mounds and the most
elaborate burials were found at the site's northern end.

A century of excavations at Moundville, coupled
with decades of scholarship focused on the collections
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yielded by these excavations, has resulted in a reason-
able understanding of the site's history, at least in
broad outline.? The underlying chronology is based

on five ceramic phases, each 100-150 years long, that
span the period from a.p. 1000 to 1650 (see chrono-
logical chart, p. 12).* Here we present a brief social
history of this period, as prelude to our discussion

of Moundville's art.?




The eleventh century A.o. was a time of conflict
in this part of the South. Archaeological evidence
suggests endemic warfare, coupled with occasional
foad shortages. People lived in hamlets and villages,
densely clustered in certain areas, with large buffer
zones between clusters. These settlement clusters
must have constituted autonomous political units—
perhaps groups of related towns—that from time to
time made war against each other. People at this time
did not build mounds, and their burials showed few
signs of social inequality. One gets the sense that
political centralization was minimal. In this setting
occurred two important economic changes that set
the stage for later political developments.

The first of these changes was a rapid intensification
of farming. In addition to the traditional wild staples
of deer and hickory nuts, people began to eat maize in
ever-increasing amounts. At A.D. 1000, Maize was an
insignificant part of the diet, hardly detectable in the
archaeological record. A century later maize was ubig-
uitous and a major part of the diet. This rapid shift to
a mare agricultural economy ameliorated local food
shortages, made possible denser concentrations of
people, and, perhaps most importantly, created a source
of wealth that could be mobilized and manipulated for
political ends. Equally important at this time was an up-
surge in local craft production, particularly in the man-
ufacture of shell beads. These beads were sewn onto
garments that were worn as regalia at ceremonial occa-
sions. They were also undoubtedly a source of wealth.
We suspect that this increase in craft production was
fueled mainly by ambitious individuals and families who
were competing economically and socially for prestige.

These trends culminated, shortly after A.p0. 1100, in
the first material signs of political centralization: two
small mounds were constructed on the Moundville
terrace, accompanied by a large, dispersed community
of households stretched out along the terrace’s edge.
Clearly, Moundville had emerged as a center of political
and ceremonial activity in the region, although still
modest in scale. This pattern continued until about
1200 or shortly thereafter, when Moundville was sud-
denly transformed into a major regional center. A new,
monumental plan was conceived and imposed on the
landscape. A huge central plaza was laid out and leveled
by cutting away high spots and filling in depressions.
Some twenty new mounds were then built around the
plaza’s edge, formerly dispersed houses were relocated
to the margins of this ceremonial precinct, and the
entire settlement was fortified by a massive wall. Thus
the sociogram described earlier came into being. A
powerful individual or family, whose name we shall
never know, took a particular vision of the social order
and literally shaped its representation into the earth,
thereby creating one of the grandest centers in the
Mississippian world. The construction of this center
clearly signaled, to all who saw it, the emergence of a
great chiefdom, ruled by aristocrats whose power in
the region was unrivaled. A number of smaller mound

centers, subsidiary to Mounduville, were also builtin
the region at this time.

Around A.D. 1300 the character of the Moundville
center changed once again. Archaealogical signs of
this change were several: (a) the resident population
at Moundbville substantially declined, as people relo-
cated to outlying settlements; (b) the number of burials
interred at the site increased dramatically; and (c) the
defensive palisade was dismantled and never rebuilt.
Moundville stopped being a fortified, densely popu-
lated town, and instead became a "vacant” ceremonial
center, inhabited principally by elite families, ritual
specialists, and retainers. As residential precincts at
Moundville were emptied, they were turned into ceme-
teries where people from outlying settlements were
brought for burial. Indeed, the absence of cemeteries
at contemporary outlying sites suggests that Mound-
ville became a necropolis, the principal place of burial
for much of the region’s population.

The increasing physical separation of elites from
commoners at Moundville was also accompanied by

Fig. 5 Plan of Moundville
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an increasing symbolic separation. During the four-
teenth century some of the most elaborate elite buri-
als were placed in Mounds Cand D, accompanied by
beautifully crafted copper and shell regalia. We see
this as a time when the power of Moundville's chiefs
was expressed most clearly in ritual, and may well
have reached its zenith in practice. Subsequent cen-
turies saw Moundville’s gradual decline. By 1400 most
of the mounds along Moundville’s southern flank were
no longer in use, and over the next century, most of
the remaining mounds were “decommissioned.” By
1450 the truly elaborate burials were no longer being
made, and the scale of mortuary activity across the
site was greatly reduced. A few mounds were still
occupied and used in the 1500s, and by 1600 the site
was no longer inhabited.

Throughout this period people continued to live in
the Black Warrior region, so Moundville's decline was
not a matter of regional abandonment. Quite the con-
trary, for, as the political and religious importance of
Moundville diminished, that of other, smaller mound
centers in the region seemed ta increase. Mounds at
these outlying centers became larger, and at least two
of these outlying centers were marked by the appear-
ance of cemeteries of the kind that had formerly been
found only at Moundville. Initially, Moundville’'s decline
signaled not so much a disappearance, buta redistribu-
tion of political and religious power in the region, as
outlying centers gradually became more autonomaus.
But by 1600 all the mound centers were gone, leaving
only villages with few material signs of chiefly power.

In sum, Moundville emerged as a political and reli-
gious center in the twelfth century; became a fortified,
densely populated town in the thirteenth century; and
evolved into a less-populated ceremonial center in the

fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, which, among other

things, served as a necropolis, a special place of burial
for the dead from the surrounding countryside. Most

of the elaborate representational art that has survived
archaeologically at Moundville dates to the last of these
periods, which correspond to the late Moundville Il and
early Moundville 11l phases in the ceramic chronology
(A.D. 1300-1450).

REPRESENTATIONAL ART

Broadly speaking, the artifacts considered here fall
into two classes. One consists largely of work in stone,
marine shell, and copper—mostly ritual items (such

as pipes and palettes) and regalia (such as gorgets,
headdress elements, ear disks, and beads). These were
generally found in elite contexts, associated with high-
ranking individuals or with places where such indivi-
duals carried out their public or ritual activities. The
other class consists of engraved or painted pottery
decorated with representational motifs. Such pattery
initially was used only in elite contexts, but by the
late fourteenth century also started to appear more
broadly, both in non-elite burials at Moundville and

at outlying sites.
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n the sections that follow we describe Moundville's
art, organized into categories based on material and
function. We also consider evidence of provenance,
that is, whether particular items were locally produced
or imported. As James Brown has persuasively argued,®
the assemblage of elaborately crafted objects found
archaeologically at any major Mississippian site is likely
to contain items from multiple, geographically dis-
persed sources. Such "stylistically mismatched assem-
blages” can only be sorted out by tackling questions of
pravenance. Here, we make such discriminations based

on both geological and stylistic evidence. Needless to Cat. no. 263




say, our camfort in making these assessments varies
according to the strength of this evidence, which differs
from item to itermn. Even so, we believe that the avail-

able information is now sufficient to make this line of
inquiry productive. While future research may refine
the picture and possibly revise some of our more tenta-
tive assignments, we are confident that, at least in
broad outline, these attributions will hald up under
further scrutiny.

Pottery

No artifact is more ubiquitous at Moundville or has
been more thoroughly studied than pottery. Typical
Moundville vessels range from purely utilitarian cook-
ing pots—mostly jars—to beautifully made serving
wares—maostly bowls and bottles. The latter were often
decorated with either geometric or representational
designs, executed by means of engraving, incising,

or painting. It is the representational work, with its
evocative subject matter such as the winged serpent
and the hand-and-eye motif, that has attracted the
most attention as art. We admit that it is not an easy
matter to draw a strict distinction between the sym-
bolic art and the merely decorative. We suspect that
at least some, if not most, of the designs that appear
to us as purely geometric originally had widely under-
stood conventional meanings. For present purposes,
however, we focus on the two categories of decorated
pots that show the most elaborate representational
designs: the engraved wares for which Moundville is

justifiably renowned, and the bichrome or polychrome
painted wares.

Typologically, the engraved wares with representa-
tional designs constitute a variety called Moundville
Engraved, variety Hemphill.” Such vessels are typically
thin-walled bottles and bowls, which were tempered

b053 and Hale
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001450, Ceramic,
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mna Museum of
University of
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with finely ground shell, polished, and "smudged”
in firing to produce a glossy black surface. Chemical
studies leave no doubt that these vessels were made
of local clays.” The engraved designs on these vessels
are executed in a distinctive manner that has come to
be called the Hemphill style.? Approximately one hun-
dred and fifty whole or restorable vessels engraved in
this style are known. Most of these pots were found as
grave accompaniments, although it is clear that they
were not made strictly as mortuary vessels, having
been routinely used and broken in domestic settings.
The Hemphill style can be distinguished from closely
related engraved Mississippian pottery from the Ten-
nessee River valley, the central and lower Mississippi
valley, and the northern Gulf Coast. This style is highly
conservative and is confined to a small, repetitive range
of subjects drafted in accord with rather rigid artistic
canons. Its subject matter, although it overlaps with
that of other contemporary Mississippian centers, re-
flects a distinctive Moundville vision of the cosmos.
The vast majority of compositions engraved in the
Hemphill style are variations on only five themes, or
categories of subject matter (figs. 6a-e). The first of
these is a winged serpent, depicted as having the body
of a rattlesnake with either a reptilian or a mammalian
head affixed with deer antlers (fig. 63; see also fig.12in
the essay by George Lankford in this volume). Feathered
wings sprout from the back of this dragonlike creature.
Second is a crested bird, typically shown in multiples
knotted together in pairs around a central medallion
or knot, with four birds to a vessel (fig. 6b). This bird
has a long, sinuous neck, a straight beak, and a distinc-
tive flattened head crest. The third and last of the major
zoomorphic themes is a raptor, a bird of prey with a
hooked beak, a serrated crest, and characteristic eye
markings (fig. 6¢). Unlike raptor depictions elsewhere
in the Mississippian world, these birds show no signs
of being combined with human features or human
costume. A fourth theme is called center symbols and
bands (fig. 6d), comprising a number of geometric-
looking compositions that exhibit fairly obvious cos-
mological references by incorporating strategically
placed center symbols intercepted by wide, ribbonlike
bands, referencing four quarters or quadrants. Other
motifs, such as three conjoined fingers, sometimes
radiate outward from the center symbols at the semi-
cardinal points. The range of motifs that can act as
center symbols in these compositions include the
cross-in-circle, concentric circles, the swastika, the
radial T-bar, and the dimple. The fifth major category
of subject matter is the so-called “trophy” therme: com-
positions that show, in varying combinations, a small
checklist of motifs that include the human hand, the
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forearm bone, the skull, and the scalp stretched on
a hoop (figs. 6e and 7-8). Depictions of skulls show
what are arguably scalp marks at the back of the head.
Occasionally the head of a raptor is included in the
mix of motifs. The meaning of this set of associations
has proven especially difficult to penetrate, but George
Lankford has argued that most elements of this theme,
together with the winged serpent and raptor, allude to
the Path of Souls, a journey taken by the dead that is
well documented in the Native American traditions of
the Great Plains and Eastern Woodlands.™
Chronologically, Hemphill-style engraved pottery
spans much of the fourteenth century and the first half
of the fifteenth. Within this span there were probably
never more than a few potters working in this style at
any one time. The total number of known vessels is not
large, and duplicate vessels bearing "signature” charac-
teristics of the same potter have been identified in sev-
eral cases. The most elaborate, expertly composed, and
competently drafted pieces with winged serpent and
crested bird figures were made in the fourteenth cen-
tury.” These earliest pieces are also those with the most
obvious external stylistic connections, particularly with
certain early Walls and late Braden style engraving
from the central Mississippi valley. The style was prob-
ably originally inspired by engraving in other media
and was adapted to pottery. By the fifteenth century,
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Hemphill engraved vessels generally show a breakdown
in competency, a rather poor control of the medium,
and more stylistic independence, suggesting a disper-
sal of potters and workshops away from the Moundville
site proper and less importance attached to the engrav-
er’s skill. There is no indication that the circulation of
Hemphill engraved pottery was restricted only to elites.
The vessels are found in seemingly ordinary graves in
all parts of the Mounduville site. While these vessels are
most abundant at Moundville, Hemphill-style vessels
and sherds have also been found at a number of out-
lying sites including small farmsteads.

The second kind of pottery with representational
motifs consists of bichrome and paolychrome vessels
painted with red, white, and/or black pigments. The
first two are applied in the form of slips of colored clay,
while the last is a carbon pigment often applied with
a negative or resist technique. As with the engraved
wares, this painted pottery also tends to be a relatively
thin ware, tempered with fine shell and burnished
on the exterior. Two vessel shapes dominate this cate-
gory. The first is a bottle with a spherical body, usually
equipped with narrow, curving "carafe” neck. The second
is a terraced rectanguloid bowl, a Moundville specialty.
This kind of bow! is a vertical-sided, flat-bottomed,
rectangular vessel that has an eccentric rim, with one
side lower than the others as if to display the vessel’s
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contents. Stylistically, much of the painted pottery
found at Moundville closely resembles that found in
other parts of the Mississippian world. The resemblance
is particularly close with the painted pottery found
along the Tennessee, Cumberland, and lower Ohio
River valleys to the north of Moundville, and in the
central Mississippi valley to the west (figs. 9-10). That
much of this pottery, long suspected of being imported,
was not made of local clays has recently been borne

out by chemical provenance studies.” Yet these same
chemical studies show that some painted pots were
made locally as well, including terraced rectanguloid
bowls and designs duplicated in Moundville copper

and stone pendants. The negative-painted pottery,
whether locally made or acquired from external
sources, circulated only in restricted contexts. Such
vessels often ended up as grave goods in elite ceme-
teries at the Moundville site, and neither negative-
painted vessels nor sherds are so far known from any

of the sites in Moundville’s hinterlands.
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Stone Palettes
Although notable examples of decorated stone palettes
have been unearthed in other contexts—including one

from Mississippi with plumed serpents now in the Ohio
Historical Society collection (fig. 11) and one of impres-
sive size with an engraved hand design at the Smith-
sonian Institution (fig. 12)—it is safe to say that such
palettes constitute another distinctive Moundville
artifact. Dozens of complete specimens and hundreds
of fragments have been found, more than at any other
Mississippian site. These palettes are typically circular,
about 20-30 cm (8-12 in.) in diameter, and 1-2 cm thick;
a few rectangular examples of comparable size are
also known."” They are incised with designs on one

or both sides and usuzlly show patches of red, white,
or black—traces of distinctively colored minerals that
were placed on these flat surfaces.™ We suspect these
palettes were used as ritual furniture, portable altars
on which medicines and other supernaturally powerful
mixtures were prepared.



The vast majority of the palettes at Moundville are
made of a fine, gray, micaceous sandstone that occurs
in great abundance at outcrops only 30 km (18.8 miles)
north of the site.” So there can be little doubt that
these artifacts were made locally. The obverse face of
the palette is usually decorated with a notched or scal-
loped edge and concentric lines drawn parallel to the
rim. This simple design shows clear iconographic paral-
lels to the scalloped edge and multilinear band often
found on copper gorgets." The palette’s reverse face is
usually undecorated, but the few known exceptions to
this pattern are iconographically spectacular. One such
exception is the aptly named Rattlesnake Disk, which
is decorated on the reverse with a masterfully executed
design showing two horned rattlesnakes knotted to-
gether into a circle (fig. 1). This ophidian circle, in turn,
surrounds a hand—a symbolic portrayal of a portal
into the celestial realm.” A second exception is the
Willoughby Disk, made of a dark gray, shale-like stone
(fig. 13). Although the specific geological source of its
material has yet to be identified, it is consistent with
the kinds of rocks that occur nearby and our best cur-
rent guess is that this palette was made locally as wel
Its reverse face is covered with a mélange of motifs: a
central rope-like element bearing two skulls, flanked on
one side by two hands and a bilobed arrow, and flanked
on the other side by a curious creature with the spiral
proboscis and wing of a math.” The meaning of this
mélange is not at all clear, but iconographic elements

I'Il

are all ones that occur in some form on local pottery
(the engraved and painted wares discussed earlier)

and are consistent with local styles. These stylistic links
strengthen our suspicion that the Willoughby Disk was
decorated by a Moundville artist, despite its atypical
raw material.

Stone Pendants

A specialty of Moundville's lapidary work is the pro-
duction of small, tabular, engraved stone pendants.
Fashioned from thin stone of uniform thickness, these
pendants were shaped, polished, and engraved to rep-
resent standard symbols. In most though not all cases
the material of manufacture is a blood-red, fine-grained
ferruginous stone. Although this material has not yet
been securely identified geclogically, tabular rock of
similar appearance has been noted in the superficial
geology of the upper Coastal Plain hills only a short
distance from Moundville. At any rate it is abundantly
clear that the manufacture of these pendants was local,
in that partially finished blanks, partially engraved
specimens, and specimens bearing evidence of having
broken during manufacture have all been found at the
Moundville site, along with a majority of the finished
specimens.” Blanks and unfinished specimens show
that the stone was first ground to a uniform thickness,
then sawn into shape by a groove-and-snap technique.
Edges and surfaces were then polished, fenestrations
and suspension holes were drilled, and the outer surface
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was engraved. No such production evidence has been
found at any of the other sites in Moundville's hinter-
land, and, to date, only one site in Moundville's hinter-
land has yielded an example. Two other sites, one in
the Tennessee River valley and the other in the Tombig-
bee valley, have produced one specimen apiece, both
no doubt originating at Moundville.”

The most common type, the oblong emblem (fig. 14),
is a design of central importance to Moundville iconog-
raphy, shared with other media including sheet copper
and negative painted pottery.” This design's original
prototype is an older Mississippian motif consisting of
a human scalp stretched on a frame, which also shows
up as an item of regalia called the "bellows-shaped
apron”in the literature.” Here the design has become
conventionalized over time beyond immediate recog-
nition of its scalp prototype. As translated in time and
space into Moundville art, the design had become an
independent emblem, and the upper and lower registers
were now fields for a standard set of locally important
motifs. As with the corresponding copper artifacts, the
upper register of the oblong stone pendants is occupied
by either of two circular motifs: the rayed circle or the
swastika-in-circle. The lower register may be blank, or
may contain the hand-and-eye motif with the fingers
downward, plus terrace motifs. Extraneous “eyes” may
appear in either the upper or lower register.

Copper Ornaments

Moundville's decorative arts include copper in a variety
of forms, including items of regalia cut from sheet cop-
per, copper-clad wooden ornaments, and copper-bladed
axes made for display.* All were manufactured of native
copper, that is, relatively pure nuggets that were cold-
hammered into thin sheets and cut into the desired
shapes. Native copper occurs naturally in many parts

of eastern North America, but nowhere close to Mound-
ville. Trace-element studies suggest that most of the
copper found at Moundville came from geclogical
sources in the southern Appalachian Mountains, while
some came from sources near the Great Lakes.” In this
case, however, the source of the raw material bears little
relationship to where a particular artifact was crafted,
as native copper from many sources circulated widely
across the Mississippian world, and was turned into arti-
facts at many different places. Thus, conclusions on the
place of manufacture must currently rest on the grounds
of style, iconography, technology, and distribution.

It seems clear that at least some copper-working was
done at the Moundville site, as sheet-copper scrap has
been found in midden contexts, particularly where there
is other evidence of craft activity, as at Mound Q.* It

is also likely on the basis of stylistic and distributional
evidence that some copper artifacts at Moundville were
imported from other Mississippian chiefdoms.

Let us first discuss the copper objects we believe were
made locally at Moundville. Among the items strongly
correlated with elite burials at Moundville are gorgets
of embossed sheet copper, doubly perforated for sus-
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pension along one margin.” They occur in only two
shapes, circular and oblong. Like their more diminutive
stone counterparts, the oblong gorgets feature a circu-
lar upper register that contains eithera cutout swastika-
in-circle or a scalloped circle motif (fig. 15). The circular
gorgets, which tend to possess embossed concentric
circles around the outer margin, share the same two
motifs, the swastika and scalloped circle, as their cen-
tral elements. Thus, all but one of the 32 known speci-
mens fall into a scheme of only four possibilities: oblong
with swastika-in-circle, oblong with scalloped circle,
circularwith swastika, and circular with scalloped circle.

Among these copper gorgets by far the most com-
mon type is oblong, with the upper register containing
a cutout swastika enclosed by two embossed concen-
tric circles, and a lower register containing a cutout
triangle. It seems highly important that this design
is the most frequently seen in copper at Moundville,
that it has almost exact stylistic counterparts in other
media known to be of local Moundville manufacture,
and that the design, as executed in this style, is ex-
tremely rare outside of Mounduville. Its combination
with a hand-and-eye motif is again precisely dupli-
cated in local stonework. These circumstances in our
opinion render it unlikely that the oblong copper gor-
gets found at Moundville, and by extension the circular
copper gorgets, were made at any other Mississippian
center. Indeed this set of copper gorgets, or more pre-
cisely the iconography they convey, is the closest thing
we can find to local emblems identifying Moundville's
elites. In this connection it is revealing that this small
package of elite symbols has so little in common with
the iconography shown on Hemphill style engraved
pottery, which is also indigenous to Moundville, but
has a very different pattern of circulation.

It is useful to contrast these gorgets with other
copper items at Moundville which are less comman
but which do have close, if not exact, external counter-
parts at other Mississippian centers. There are, for
example, hair ornaments from Moundville made of
embossed sheet copper which have a riveted socket at
one end, made to receive a bone or bison-horn hairpin
(fig. 16). One complete specimen is in the form of a
curving feather notched on one side, another is in the
shape of a key-sided mace, and a third is in the form
of a bilobed arrow.** All three forms are immediately
recagnizable as closely identified with elite burials at
Etowah and related sites. Although we are not aware
of any detailed stylistic study of these artifact forms,
the Moundville hair ornaments seem to us to conform
stylistically to published examples from Etowah.* At
the Moundville-related Lubbub site has been found a
sheet copper plate bearing an embossed falcon that is
unguestionably realized in the "Etowah copper style”
as named by Philip Phillips and James Brown. In fact
an exact duplicate is known from northern Georgia.*
There is, in sum, evidence of an important copper
connection between Moundville and certain eastern
sites, including Etowah, that previously has been




underappreciated. Many of the artifacts in Moundville's
copper inventory were probably fabricated in that area.

Stone Effigy Pipes
Moundville has yielded an array of massive effigy pipes
made of stone, one of the biggest assemblages of such
pipes in the Mississippian world. These pipes depict
both animal and human forms in the round. They typi-
cally have two conically drilled holes connected by a
narrow passage: a bowl in the top to contain the sub-
stance (presumably tobacco) being smoked, and a hole
in the side to receive a stem. Four of these pipes are
examples of the Bellaire style.” As is typical of the style,
they depict a piasa—a supernatural being that com-
bines the features of a cat, a snake, and a bird, and
sometimes a human or a deer.” The Moundville speci-
mens have a distinctly feline head and body and an
unusually long, snakelike tail that runs up the crea-
ture's back and curls around the pipe’s bowl (fig. 17).*
Ethnographic and folkloric evidence leaves little doubt
that this being was the "Great Serpent,” a denizen of
the Beneath World in the Mississippian cosmos.™ All
four of these pipes are made of a cream-colored lime-
stone, which, based on distinctive fossils visible in the
surface, has been identified as a type called Clendon
limestone. Large outcrops of this rock occur near Vicks-
burg, Mississippi. Based on geological, stylistic, and
distributional evidence, a strong case can be made that
the Clendon limestone pipes were made in the lower
Mississippi valley and imported to Moundville.*
Another effigy pipe worthy of note is made of red
flint clay and shows a squatting man with no cloth-
ing.* The raw material has been mineralogically linked
to sources in eastern Missouri, and the pipe is of a style
believed to have been made during the twelfth century
in or near Cahokia (see the essay by Kent Reilly in this
volume).” Like the others just discussed, this pipe is
unquestionably an import.

Stone Effigy Bowls
Items in this category are rare, but they include two of
the best known and most beautifully crafted objects at

Moundville. Based on their shape and decoration, they
seem to be elaborated versions of the ceramic effigy
bowls that are relatively abundant at Moundville. They
may even have been used for similar purposes. A clue as
to what these purposes may have been comes from the
journal of Paul du Ru, a French Jesuit who traveled to
Louisiana in 1700. Describing the temple in a Taensa
village, he wrote:

At the door of this temple one sees only elders lameant-
ing and shouting, cantors praying, people bearing

offerings, and all with an extraordinary orderli

and restraint. Among ot

wooden th handles, of which ane represents
the tail of n and the other the neck, which are
filled with [maize] flour and carried solemnly to the

temple. The Athenian virgins did not carry their baskets

of flowers to the temple of Juno with greater dignity.®

Except for the material, his description of the bowls in
which offerings were made fits well the stone effigy
bowls from Moundville.

First and foremost is a spectacular vessel (fig. 18),
carved from a massive piece of dark green, metamor-
phosed diorite, which the excavator called “a triumph of
aboriginal endeavor, the 'Portland vase’ of prehistoric art
in the United States."” The object so praised is a very
large hemispherical bowl, some 30 cm in diameter and
16.5 cm high (1% x 6% in.), decorated with a band of in-
cised parallel lines just below the lip—the same design
that is usually found on ceramic effigy bowls. Rising
another1z cm above the rim on one side is the gracefully
curving neck and head of a creature that was originally
identified as a wood duck. Superficially, the head does
indeed resemble that of a duck, but a closer examination
in light of current understandings of Mississippian
iconography leads to a very different conclusion regard-
ing the creature’s identity:

The neck is serpentine and of a length far out of pro-

The design surrounding the eyes is teardrop shaped

s combination of details, along with the crest of the

ongly with the amphisbaena, a double-

ardinary wood duck, but rather a monstrous super-

natural, one partaking of both snake and bird in its

~aarized Form %0
cognized form

The geological source of this metamorphosed diorite
is still unknown, but it could be somewhere in the
southern Appalachian Mountains. At this point we
are unwilling to say whether the artifact was locally
made or imported.

A companion to the stone vessel just described
is another large bowl, 23 cm in diameter and 10 cm
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high (9 x4 in.), that also portrays a subject with avian

features (figs. 19-20).“ On this piece the neck emerges
from the side of the rim and curves horizontally an
eighth of the way around the circumference, where the
tip of the beak meets the rim once again. The vessel's
exterior is incised with lines showing feathers, wings,
and talons in the round. Lines on the head and below
the neck of the creature suggest the fleshy wattle

and feathered “beard” of a wild turkey. But it also has
features—an unusually long neck, two trilobate ele-
ments (incised on the neck), and the concentric semi-
circles (incised on the legs)—that iconographically
mark serpents.* In other words, this bird can only be
a supernatural one. The raw material is a limestone
very different from the Glendon limestone often seen
in the effigy pipes, and its source is unknown.

Marine Shell Ornaments and Cups

In contrast to other Mississippian centers, the medium
of engraved marine shell was of only minor importance
in Moundville’s artistic repertoire. Well-appointed, elite
burials at the site, while rich in copper, tend to lack
engraved shell artifacts. That is not to say that marine
shell per se is rare at Moundville, as strands of simple
marine shell beads are common accompaniments of
elite burials. As for engraved shell art, however, there
are on record only eight shell gorgets and three shell
cup fragments, among the 3,022 documented burials
from the site.* Despite their relative infrequency, those
gorgets and cup fragments that do occur at Moundville
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are of much interest, because they exhibit a variety of
styles having external connections.

The shells themselves ariginated in the Gulf of Mex-
ico, but, just as with copper, knowing the source of the
material tells us little about where these artifacts were
crafted, as raw shell circulated widely across the South-
east and was worked in many places. Nevertheless, it
can safely be said that the majority of such artifacts at
Moundville are nonlocal. This is most clearly the case
with the engraved shell cup fragments, all three of
which have stylistic counterparts at the distant Spiro
site in the west.* The best example of these shell cups
is a fragment showing portions of at least two elabo-
rately dressed individuals.* The style of depiction is
unmistakably Classic Braden as designated by James
Brown (see his essay in this volume), a style indigenous
to the central Mississippi valley and one elsewhere
dated considerably earlier than the context of the find
at Moundville.*

Engraved shell gorgets from Moundville are a highly
diverse lot from the standpoint of style and subject
matter. Some are obvious examples of documented
styles having centers of distribution elsewhere, most
prominently the central Tombigbee River valley to
the west and the middle Tennessee area to the north.”
A striking gorget found by Clarence B. Moore in 1905
depicts a supernatural piasa, in this case part panther
and part human, with perhaps some bird and serpent
components as well (fig. 21).*® In this piece, while the
style is unrecognizable, its foreign origin is nonetheless




style is unrecognizable, its foreign origin is nonetheless
apparent. The subject matter, for one thing, is patently
nan-Moundvillian, being much more at home in the
Mississippi valley. Human-animal composites in gen-
eral are not among the subjects of local Moundville art.
The depiction of the panther is otherwise known only
in the stone Bellaire-style pipes that are independently
sourced as nonlocal. The details of the depiction rein-
force this assessment. At the hip of the figure is the
object known as the "bellows-shaped apron” in the
literature; at the neck is a whelk columella pendant,
also a staple Mississippian image duplicated in actual
costumery at other sites. Neither subject is known at
Moundville, however, other than in this unique piece.

STYLES AND SOCIAL CONTEXT

Now that we have reviewed the various categories of
objects found at Moundville, it remains for us to view
this assemblage in broader perspective. Let us begin by
sorting out the objects that we believe to be nonlocal.
Perhaps the clearest examples are the Bellaire-style
pipes, almost certainly made in the lower Mississippi
valley, and the flint clay human-effigy pipe, probably
crafted in or near Cahokia. Other likely imports include
some (but not all) of the polychrome painted pots, and
a great variety of items made of copper and shell that
tend to be exceptional at Moundville but have close
stylistic counterparts in other regions.

Once the “clutter” of these nonlocal items is stripped
away, we are left with a numerically larger, but stylisti-
cally more coherent group of items that were almost
certainly made locally, in or near Moundville. It would
be incorrect to say that these items constitute a single
style. Rather, we recognize several related styles, which
are manifested in different kinds of objects. The best
known of these local styles is the Hemphill style of en-
graved pottery. Many of these pots show considerable
wear, as though they were used for a long time before
being broken or buried.* It is reasonable to infer that
they were used in ritual; whether they were also used
as domestic serving vessels is still unclear. When buried
as offerings, such pots are not confined to elite graves
or cemeteries, but are found in seemingly ordinary

graves in all parts of the Moundville site.* Although
Hemphill style pots and sherds are concentrated at
Moundville, they are not confined to this major site.
They have also been found at a number of outlying
sites, including small farmsteads.™ We infer from these
facts that Hemphill was a “public” style, which was
accessible to, and used by, a broad cross section of
Moundville society.

A second category of local items—copper gorgets
and pendants, stone gorgets, stone palettes, painted
pottery, and stone bowls—had distributions that were
much more limited and were probably used mainly by
the saciety’s elite. These comprise what we call the
“restricted” sphere of Moundville art. The pendants and
gorgets in particular show a remarkable homogeneity
in style, so much so that we suspect they were emblem-
atic of a particular social status or sodality, suchasa
dance or medicine society. The palettes, painted pots,
and stone bowls, on the other hand, likely had different
meanings and uses. We suggest that these items, to-
gether with the imported massive effigy pipes, were
ritual paraphernalia—objects used in ceremonies and
personal ritual, only by select practitioners who had
the necessary knowledge and training.

Taking an even broader view, we also see a the-
matic unity that crosscuts the "public” and “restricted”
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is manifested by a strong predominance of motifs and
themes that have meanings connected with death
and the Beneath World.* Specifically, we point to the
following patterns: the dominance of the swastika, a
symbol associated with the underworld, as the central
motif on the local pendants and gorgets made of copper
and stone; the frequent appearance of the hand motif,
which was seen by Indian peoples as a portal to the
Path of Souls traversed by the dead; and the frequent
appearance of serpents and feline piasas—alternate
incarnations of the Great Serpent, widely regarded

by Indians in the Eastern Woodlands as master of the
Beneath World and protector of the realm of the dead.

This iconographic emphasis fits perfectly with what
we know about Moundville's history at the time this
art was being made and used: in the fourteenth and
fifteenth centuries, Moundville was a necropolis, a
place where the dead were brought for burial from
throughout the surrounding region. It is reasonable
to speculate that at least some of the priests and chiefs
who lived at Moundville had a special connection with
the Beneath World. It is also possible that Moundville
itself may have been seen as a propitious point of entry
to the Path of Souls, which would explain the icono-
graphic emphasis on the hand motif. In either case,
such beliefs would have provided powerful ideological
support for the social and political power wielded by
Moundville's elite residents.

It is interesting to note that depictions of the Creat
Serpent differ consistently between the public and the
restricted spheres at Mounduville. In the public sphere,
which largely consists of Hemphill pottery, the Great
Serpent is always shown as a winged rattlesnake, the
wing being a locative that iconographically places this
being in the sky—the Above World in the Indian cos-
mos. Depictions of Great Serpent on other artifacts at
Moundville are quite different. The creature may be
shown in feline or serpentine form—as in the Bellaire
pipes and stone palettes, respectively—but it never
appears with wings. This was the Creat Serpent as it
might be encountered in the Beneath World, a poten-
tially dangerous place with which only individuals
having the requisite knowledge and spiritual power
dared to communicate. It is not surprising, therefore,
that these wingless depictions appear exclusively on
artifacts in our restricted sphere, that is, on ritual para-
phernalia that were probably kept in sacred bundles
and used only by ritual specialists or priests—some
of whom may also have been Moundville's chiefs.

Also striking is the thematic distinctiveness of
Moundville's art when compared to that of other Mis-
sissippian centers. For example, human figural repre-
sentations are plentiful at Spiro and Etowah, but
virtually absent at Moundbville. Conversely, the hand
motif, so prevalent at Moundville, is rare at Spiro and
absent at Etowah. Also, unlike elsewhere in the Missis-
sippian world, no shrine figures have ever been found
in the Moundville region.™ Taken together, these differ-
ences point up the fact that there never existed a single
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Southeastern Ceremonial Complex. Rather, the art
and iconography of the Mississippian world comprised
a set of regional complexes that shared certain themes
and motifs, but at the same time retained a distinc-
tiveness that was rooted in local history, as well as the
various social and ritual contexts in which the objects
were used.
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