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SAN SALVADOR (Karen Olsen Bruhns, Paul E. Amaroli, Fun
daci6n Nacional de Arqueologia de EI Salvador (FUNDAR)).
Small, highly polished, concave mirrors of iron ore are
typical artifacts of the Olmec culture. Aside from the mir
rors themselves, we see people wearing them as pendants in
stone sculptures (such as a relief figure on the side of Altar
5 of La Venia) and on the figurines of clay and green stone
found at a number of sites on the Gulf Coast and the Valley
of Mexico. These depictions suggest that mirrors may have
been important insignia of position or office. According to
Flannery (1968: 106) and Pires-Ferreira (1976), these mir
rors were made in Oaxaca, where there are sources of the
appropriate raw materials, and were traded to the Gulf Coast
Olmec as part of an elite-oriented trade in sumptuary items.
However, these mirrors are occasionally found outside of 01
mec territory as generally defined . Here we report upon one
such mirror found in El Salvador.
The mirror is in a private collection in San Salvador from
whence it will pass, upon the owner's death, to the National
Museum ofAnthropology along with the rest of his collection.
It is of iron ore, probably magnetite (it cannot, of course, be
removed from the country and there are no trained mineralo
gists available in El Salvador for consultation). A thin slab, it
measures approximately 7.5 x 9.7 cm. One side has a concave
mirror, very highly polished in the centre; the other side is
only roughly smoothed (Figures I & 2). There are two conical
holes for suspension along one long side, and as is usually
the case for Olmec mirrors, these were drilled from the back
(Carlson 1981 : 119). Scarce traces of dull red pigment persist
in the minute rugosities of the unpolished rim and back. The
mirror has been slightly damaged along the edges and has a
hairline crack, but is otherwise in good condition.
The mirror is said to come from the site of Cara Sucia, in
western EI Salvador, close to the border with Guatemala. Al
though Cara Sucia is best known as a Late Classic Cotzumal
huapa centre, the site also has a substantial Middle Preclassic

occupation (Amaroli 1987). In 1980-81 , shortly before the
mirror was acquired, Cara Sucia suffered the most devastat
ing episode of archaeological depredation in the history ofEI
Salvador, leaving behind over 6,000 looters pits and placing
large numbers of Cotzumalhuapa and other artifacts on the
illicit market. This looting may be the source of the mirror.
There is significant evidence of Olmec influence in
western EI Salvador during the Middle Preclassic. The well
known Las Victorias Olmec reliefs come from nearby Chal
chuapa and several pieces of portable art have been looted
from sites around Chalchuapa, Atiquizaya, and Ahuachapan
(Boggs 1950, 1971). In fact, the famous "Young Lord" or
"Slim" Olmec figurine is commonly reputed to have been
looted from a tomb in Atiquizaya. Unfortunately, most
evidence for the Olmec in El Salvador is anecdotal, coming
from looters, dealers, and collectors, not from archaeology.
. However, a provenience of Cara Sucia for this mirror is not
at all improbable.
The function of these mirrors has been hotly debated and
has inspired many improbable theories. It is known that they
were worn as pectorals by presumably important people and,
perhaps, by supernaturals as well. People have suggested that
they were used for making fire, for astronomy, self-contem
plation, medicine, or divination (Carlson 1981, Lunazzi 1995,
Taube 2004). We must note, however, that these attributions
are generaUy not supported by direct evidence. In part they
represent speculation, and in part are far-flung analogies
drawn from the Aztecs , the Classic and Postclassic Maya
and other Mesoamericans distant in time and place from
the Olmec, and in some cases from even further afield, from
ancient China and Siberia.
An experiment in trying to start a fire with this mirror, car
ried out by archaeologists Paul Amaroli and Zachery Revene
at noon on a very sunny day which also happened to be the
June solstice, showed that the fire-starting hypothesis is not
supportable, at least not for this particular artifact. Using very
dry tinder after 20 minutes it was only possible to slightly
darken an edge or two of the highly flammable material! This
experiment was performed at latitude 13.7°, far to the south
of the Olmec heartland.

F ig. I Olmec mirror, front

Fig. 2 Olmec mirror, back

Research Notes
An Olmec Concave Mirror from EI Salvador

36

To date, only one Olmec mirror has been demonstrated as
capable of starting a fue, and it is unusual in both its large size
and nearly perfect spherical optics (Ekholm 1973). We ex
press concern that its attribution to Rio (or Arroyo) Pesquero
relates this anomalous mirror to the large corpus of suspect
stone masks and other Olmec artifacts supposedly looted
from that locality (Kelker and Bruhns 2010: 170-172).
A new hypothesis was generated by the chief author, who
had never held an Olmec mirror before. She simply held it up
and looked into it. The mirror gives an extremely clear image;
comparable to that of a glass mirror, but it is a magnifying
mirror! The image is such that it would be perfectly possible
to use it to pluck one's eyebrows, paint small and detailed
designs on one's face , or get a really good look at skin flaws.
Even pores are clearly reflected and magnified. Since we
presume that the Olmec, like other ancient Mesoamerican
peoples, plucked and painted, perhaps these mirrors had more
mundane functions as well as any hypothetical ideological
or mystical functions. Their cosmetic use would in no way
contradict the evidence that mirrors were also prestigious and
rare imported items for Olmec elites, worthy of ostentatious
display as pendants.
No archaeological investigation aimed at delineating the
Olmec presence in EI Salvador has been carried out for more
than thirty years. Until there is more field investigation in
this area we are left with only tantalizing glimpses of what
the Olmec might have been doing on the southeastern edge
of Mesoamerica.
References Cited
Amaroli, Paul E.

1987 Informe de investigaciones arque%gicas en Cara Sucia. 2 volumes. Manuscript
on file at the Secretary of Cultura and at FUN DAR, San Salvador. Available
onl ine from http://wwwfimdarorg.sv
Boggs, Stanley H.
1950 "Olmec" Pictographs in the Las Victorias Group, Chaichllapa Archaeological
Zone, EI Sa lvador. Notes on Middle American ArchaeolOgy and Elhnology, 99.
Carnegie Institution ofWashiogton, Washington, D.C .
1971 A n Olmec Mask-Pendant from Ahuachapan, EI Salvador. Archaeology 24:
356- 358.
Carlson. John B.
1981 Olmec Concave Iron-Ore Mirrors: The Aesthetics ofa Lithic Technology and
the Lord of the Mirror (with an Illustrated Calalogue of Mirrors). In : Elizabeth
P. Benson (ed.), The Olmec and Their Neighbors: Essays in Memory oj Mal/hew
W Stirling, pp. 117-147. Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collections,
Washington, D.C.
Ekholm, Gordon F.
1973 The Archaeological Significance of Mirrors in the New World . In: Alii del XL
Congresso Internazionale degli Americanisti, Romo-Genova, 1972 (Proceedings
of the 40th International Congress of Americanists, Rome-Genoa), Vol. I, pp.
133-135. Casa Editrice Tilgher, Genova.
Flannery, Kent V.
1968 The Olmec and the Valley of Oaxaca: A model for ioter-regional interaction in
Formative times. In: Elizabeth P. Benson (ed.), Dumborlon Oaks Conjerence
on Ihe Olmec, pp. 79- 110. Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collections,
Washington, D.C .
Kelker, Nancy L. and Karen O. Bruhns
20 I 0 Faking Ancienl Mesoamerica. Left Coast Press, Walnut Creek.

Lunazzi, Jose J.
1995

On the quality of the Olmec mirrors aod its (sid) utili zation. Proceedings q{lhe
11 Reunion Iberoamericona de Optica, pp. 2-7. Guanajuato, Mexico.

Pires-Ferreira, Jane
J 976 Shell and Iron-Ore Exchange: Formative Mesoamerica, witb C0lJU11eots on Other
Commodities. In : Kent V. Flannery (ed .l, The Early lvlesoamerican Village, pp.
311-328. Academic Press, New York, Sao Francisco, London .
Taube, Karl A .
2004 Olmec Art at Dumbarton Oaks. Pre-Columbian Art at Dumborton Oaks, No.2.
Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collections, Washington, D.C.

Conferences & Meetings
2011 Conference on Archaeoastronomy
of the American Southwest

ALBUQUERQUE (Hibben Center for Archaeological Research,
University of New Mexico). From June 16- 18 , 2011 the
Hibben Center for Archaeological Research, University
of New Mexico will host the 2011 Conference on Archae
oastronomy of the American Southwest. The themes of this
conference are as follows: 1. Mesoamerican and South Ameri
can connections to the Southwest: Did cosmologies transport?
2. Intervisibility: Do shrine-to-shrine or structure-to-structure
visibility constraints extend ( or relate) to archaeoastronomy?
3. Is astronomy used to define azimuth? 4. Is there anything
we can learn about cosmologies from languages and cultures
of the American Southwest? 5. Insights into ceremonial prac
tice from rock art and archaeoastronomy 6. \\!hat percentage
of a society's effort was applied to astronomical building or
astronomical practices? 7. Has astronomy influenced where
people settled and features of that settlement? 8. Is there an
astronomy of navigation in the historic and prehistoric South
west? 9. Theory of archaeoastronomy: What criteria are avail
able to evaluate if results are meaningful? 10. How should
a researcher construct a research design? 11. How should
academics and public institutions evaluate research? 12. Re
sources, tools and methods: What is available for Southwest
archaeoastronomy?
The Conference will open on the evening of June 16 with
an outreach lecture by Dr. Edwin C. Krupp, director of the
Griffith Observatory and acclaimed author of several books
on archaeoastronomy. Papers will be presented on June 17
and until noon on June 18.
Call for Papers

We especially welcome papers addressing questions on the
thematic list above, but all contributions will be considered.
Both oral and poster presentations may be submitted. The
standard paper length is 20 minutes , but other durations
may be available if requested . Abstracts should be limited
to 300 words or less. Abstracts and papers should be submit
ted to tonyhull@caasw.org. Submission of abstracts is due
by midnight, May 14, 20 II . For further information contact
CAASW, P.O. Box 20578, Sedona, AZ 86341, USA, mail
to information@CAASWorg or visit http://www.caasw.org/
201 1Conference. html

II Congreso Internacional
sobre Patrimonio Cultural en Mexico

T AXCO (Unidad Academica de Arquitectura y Urbanismo,
Universidad Aut6noma de Guenero). EI II Congreso lnter
nacional sobre patrimonio cultural en Mexico con el tema
"La producci6n y el cOl1sumo sustentable de la cultura para
preservar el patrimonio" toma parte los dias del 12 al 14 de
octubre del 2011 en la ciudad de Taxco de Alarc6n, Guerre
ro. Este evento tiene como objetivo, reunir a especialistas en
conservaci6n del patrimonio cultural tangible e intangible
para discutir temas de vanguardia, que unifiquen criterios
de trabajo e investigaci6n y promueva investigaciones en
el area de preservaci6n cultural permitiendo generar nuevo
conocimiento en este ambito. Para ello, se proponen las si37

