CALIFORNIAN CULTURES AND THE CONCEPT
OF AN ARCHAIC STAGE

CLEMENT W. MEIGHAN

ESTERN archaeologists have almost

unanimously shunned the term ‘“Ar-
chaic” in describing their finds. In the few
cases where the word has been used at all, it
has generally been qualified by using quotation
marks, a question mark, or some statement in-
dicating the author’s belief that this is not a
real Archaic culture. As a result, none of the
described western cultures is conventionally
labeled “Archaic.” Avoidance of the term has
stemmed from two conditions: a) a desire to
avoid confusing western cultures with those
generally called Archaic in the East; and b) the
temporal implications of the word “Archaic.”
The continuity of some western cultures leads
to a paradox when certain manifestations which
actually persisted until the recent historic
period are labeled Archaic. As a result of
these problems, the literature has tended to
emphasize the distinctive features of western
cultures and only a few attempts have been
made to observe fundamental features of con-
tinent-wide distribution.

In order to compare the culture history of the
western margin of the continent with that of
eastern areas, it is most convenient to discuss
western prehistory from two directions: a tem-
poral view, equating early developments on
both sides of the continent; and a view of the
Archaic as a culture stage, showing the con-
tinuity and relative lack of change in the west.

TemPORAL AND REGIONAL COMPARISONS

Recent radiocarbon dates show three very
old dates for a relatively small area of southern
California. They include: Scripps Campus, La
Jolla, 19,550 B.c.#=700 (W-142, Rubin and
Suess 1955), Santa Rosa Island, 27,700 B.c.=
2500 (L-290R, Orr 1956) and Texas Street, San
Diego, older than 36,050 B.c. (Lamont, unpub-
lished, from George Carter, personal communi-
cation). A preliminary discussion of the Santa
Rosa Island date has been published by Orr
(1956: 7); the other dates are not yet reported
in detail. All of these dates are reported to
apply to “hearths” although evidence for hu-
man utilization of these “hearths” is not yet
conclusively demonstrated. Until full publica-
tion of the circumstances of the occurrence of
the samples is made, it is not possible to assess

their validity or significance. It would be pre-
mature to accept the early dates at face value,
however, since all of them are open to question
at the present time. [This was written before
the publication of Carter 1957. See Addendum.
— EbiToR. ]

Much later in time, but still of great import-
ance to western prehistory, are the dates ob-
tained from midden and cemetery material on
Santa Rosa Island. There are two dates: 4870
B.c.#=160 (L-257) and, an average of three
measurements, 5120 B.c.#=250 (L-290D, Orr
1956: 5-6). These dates apply both to exten-
sive midden and to cemeteries from which
many burials have been taken. The dates imply
coastal occupation of California throughout the
Altithermal period.

At present the Santa Rosa dates are the old-
est coastal dates in the west, although still older
dates have been obtained by Cressman on
material from inland Oregon. However, on
typological grounds it may be assumed that
some of the southern California sites are older
than the 5000 B.c. surely demonstrated by
radiocarbon dates. The Topanga site, for exam-
ple, with its heavily altered soil and crude
chopper-scraper complex, should be consider-
ably older than the described material from
Santa Rosa. It has not been possible to obtain
organic material from the Topanga site for
dating. Detailed artifact comparisons cannot
be made until the Santa Rosa specimens are
published, yet the Santa Rosa dates suggest that
sites like Topanga are likely to be pre-Altither-
mal, perhaps dating back to 8000 B.c. as a
guess.

Recent evidence shows rather clearly that
the west coast was occupied as early as any
other part of the country, rather than being
marginal and only lately settled by migrants
from the east or north. There is reason to be-
lieve that California was occupied by people
who were contemporaneous with the Folsom
and perhaps the Clovis cultures of the South-
west and Plains. Unfortunately, the cultural
picture of these ancient peoples cannot yet be
drawn. The oldest dated cultures have not yet
been described, and other remains of presumed
antiquity yield only fragmentary information.
Hence it is not possible at this writing to make
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a cultural comparison between the west coast
and other areas on a time level of more than
about 5000 years ago, even though the west
coast was probably occupied for at least twice
that period.

Several finds of human skeletons that appear
to be of great age have been made in California.
Probably the best contender for contemporane-
ity with fossil animals is “Los Angeles Man,” a
skeleton found in excavation of a large drainage
ditch in 1936. Nearby, bones of the Imperial
elephant (Archidiskodon) were recovered, and
recent fluorine dating suggests the finds to be
of the same age (Heizer 1952: 7). Other “early
man” finds are discussed by Heizer (1948,
1952).

Artifacts of the fluted point traditions are
generally absent in California. A few scattered
points have been reported, but their cultural
affiliations are not clear. Points of the Middle
Central California culture are frequently con-
cave-based and have basal thinning, suggesting
but not duplicating the fluted appearance of
Clovis points. The Californian examples are
most often of obsidian and are sometimes
shaped by very careful pressure flaking. The
greatest number of such points is reported
from the Borax Lake site in northern California
(Harrington 1948). There is considerable di-
vergence of opinion over the position of the
Borax Lake site and its fluted points, but there
now seems to be general agreement that the
points are not to be equated typologically with
Folsom points. The temporal placement of the
site is also disputed, although it appears to
represent the basement complex for the North
Coast Ranges (Meighan 1955: 26). The Borax
Lake problem is further complicated by the
presence of a few points which could be in the
Clovis-Folsom tradition. Harrington (1948, Fig.
21, Pl. 14 a) illustrates some and I have seen
three or four more in the collection of C. C.
Post of Berkeley. This group of points is excep-
tional and anomalous in the Borax Lake collec-
tion: the points are of gray or brown flint,
although the overwhelming majority of Borax
Lake objects is obsidian; the type is not dupli-
cated in the obsidian artifacts; and the work-
manship is also unusual compared with the rest
of the artifacts from the site. This is not clearly
evident from the published illustrations. The
possibility should be considered that the con-
vincingly “Folsom” specimens are somehow in-
trusive and not actually a part of the Borax
Lake - complex, although there are definitely
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fluted points of a rather crude sort at the Borax
Lake site. Similar fluted points have been
found at site Nap-131, which is believed to rep-
resent the basement complex for Napa County
(Meighan 1953b: 316).

The oldest published cultural remains giving
a reasonably complete picture of Californian
peoples are those of the Desert cultures of
southern California, the Topanga culture from
near Los Angeles, and the Early Central Cali-
fornia remains from near Sacramento. Several
other Californian cultures of presumably equal
or greater age are known and currently under
study. These include Orr’s “Dune Dwellers”
on Santa Rosa Island, the lower levels of the
West Berkeley site on San Francisco Bay, and
the lower levels of the Karlo site in Lassen
county, northeastern California. This roster
includes cultures separated by millenia in time
and by some 800 miles in distance; hence it is
not surprising that variation in artifact types
may be seen among the cultures named. In-
deed, it is a little surprising that not more vari-
ation is present.

The features of some sample cultures (inso-
far as they are available to me) are indicated in
a schematic way in Figures 1 through 4. The
correlation chart (Fig. 6) is arranged according
to the areas shown in Figure 5. The charts and
illustrations have been prepared to substitute
for lengthy descriptive text. They are all sub-
ject to change, particularly the correlation chart
which would be prepared quite differently by
other western archaeologists. I have followed
a conservative dating throughout and have
placed on the chart only those cultures which
have been defined to some extent in publica-
tion. There are at least a dozen additional
named complexes, some of which will prove
to be very important to our understanding of
western prehistory. [ have omitted cultures
of disputed existence — Texas Street and Mal-
pais, for example —as well as those not yet
published by their discoverers. Dates given on
the chart are based on radiocarbon dating, esti-
mates of the discoverers, and typological cross-
ties. I have accepted dates estimated by the
various authors except where a contrary view
has been developed in print; in such cases I
have tried to follow the majority opinion as
well as I could judge it. The charts may em-
phasize the stylistic differences; a discussion of
the general similarities is given below.

Southern California is characterized, in the
early period, by cultures called “Early Milling
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Fic. 1. Traits characteristic of the Topanga culture.
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Fic. 2. Traits characteristic of Late Canalifio culture.
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Fic. 3. Traits characteristic of early Central California culture.
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Fic. 4. Traits characteristic of late Central California culture (Phase 10).
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Stone Cultures” by Wallace (1955). These are
most clearly seen along the coastal strip; the
inland cultures of the desert appear to be some-
what different, but this may be a function of
comparing midden sites with surface sites.
There is a considerable overlap of artifact types
between desert and coastal cultures, although
some specific differences are also seen. The
commonest specimens throughout the area are
metates, often containing a very deep groove,
and crude percussion-flaked choppers and
scrapers. Points of several varieties occur, but
they are numerically rare in comparison to the
crude material. Topanga yielded 31 points and
over 1500 percussion tools (Treganza and Mal-
amud 1950); the Zuma Creek site yielded ten
points (of which two are most likely recent
intrusions) and over 400 percussion-flaked
scrapers and choppers (Peck 1955). Similarities
between these cultures and the early phases of
Cochise have often been noted, and it is true
that the same kinds of artifacts occur in both
cultures. However, proportions of representa-
tive types are different; some of the California
cultures seem to place more emphasis on tools
of a “palaeolithic” appearance. When adequate
dating evidence is available, it may be shown
that the Cochise culture represents an intrusion
from the west, displacing or replacing the mam-
moth hunters of sites like Naco and Lehner.
However, this conclusion is speculative; present
information suggests it as a possibility, but it
cannot be verified.

Surface collection or casual excavation of
sites like Topanga can yield a sizeable aggrega-
tion of crude core tools without turning up
either grinding implements or projectile points.
This is particularly true for the early remains
of San Diego County and Baja California,
which seem to have experienced a remarkable
cultural lag even within the generally isolated
Californian region. For this reason, workers in
the west are apt to believe that they have
found complexes of extreme simplicity, and ref-
erences to such complexes have appeared un-
der names such as “early lithic,” “palaeolithic,”
and “pre-projectile point” or “non-projectile
point.” I have tried to verify the reality of such
complexes by careful search of the literature,
and have concluded that all claims of this na-
ture are likely to be due to inadequate sampling
or to sampling of a workshop or quarry rather
than a habitation area. The Texas Street mate-
rial is a special case. In my opinion the claimed
artifacts are actually broken rocks of natural
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origin. If these are indeed accepted as artifacts,
then we must conclude that there is a pre-pro-
jectile point culture on the west coast. I think
it possible that a culture of “palaeolithic” ap-
pearance may yet be demonstrated for the west
coast, particularly in Baja California and other
marginal areas, but at the present time the
evidence for such a culture is inconclusive and
highly vulnerable to the criticisms suggested
above. It must be emphasized that all of the
Californian complexes which include a con-
trolled and reasonably large sample of artifacts
have both grinding tools and projectile points.

The Central California cultures of the early
period show some similarities to those of south-
ern California, but in general the Central Cali-
fornia remains show a more advanced technol-
ogy in that more attention is paid to finished
objects and aesthetic elaboration. There is
hence a much smaller relative number of core
tools. Milling stones are also relatively scarce,
only three being reported for Early Central
California (Heizer 1949: 20).

The Karlo site in Lassen County is of particu-
lar interest because it shows artifact similarities
to the Great Basin on the one hand and to
Early Central California on the other. So far
as the general cultural development goes, the
site reveals a pattern not dissimilar from the
other early cultures just discussed.

All these complexes are most similar to the
cultures called Archaic in the east, and they
also occupy the same approximate time period
— from about the time of Christ to 3000 B.c.
The Californian cultures do not represent big
game hunters of the Folsom type. Rather, the
Californians seem to have exploited a consider-
able range of resources from the earliest time,
including not only the available animals, large
and small, but also plant products. There was
regional variation in the food resources avail-
able, and also in the relative emphasis given to
plant as opposed to animal foods. In at least
some of the California cultures, plant foods
were probably as important as or more important
than game. There is evidence for a fair amount
of foraging or general collecting and hunting in
the variety of animal species present in some
sites and in the use of mussels, rodents, small
birds, and similar resources.

The early Californian cultures show a num-
ber of differences from the Archaic cultures of
the east, in both their general appearance and
in the specific kinds of artifacts found. Among
the artifacts found in one or another of the
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eastern Archaic cultures, the following do not
occur in California:

Bannerstones. The winged forms are entirely
absent. ‘“Boatstones” presumed to be spear-
thrower weights do occur in California, but
only a few have been found (Heizer and El-
sasser 1953: 26). Boatstones are not found in
any of the cultures so far discussed here.

Axes and adzes. There are a few grooved
axes from the Sierras, possibly native to Cali-
fornia, but in general Californians used percus-
sion-flaked choppers instead of celts or axes.
Most of the functional stone tools in California
are made of chipped rather than of ground
stone; an exception is the grinding stone, but
this is often shaped by use rather than design.

Pottery. Pottery does not occur at all in most
of California, and its introduction is very late
(after A.p. 1000) in the southern and eastern
areas where it is found.

On the other hand, some specific similarities
between the eastern Archaic and the early cul-
tures of California — particularly Early and
Middle Central California — have been noted
(Beardsley 1948: 22-5). One of the most strik-
ing of these is the common occurrence of
plummets or charmstones, an artifact form
which is very rare or absent in much of North
America. Compare examples from Early Cen-
tral California illustrated by Heizer (1949),
with eastern specimens in Griffin 1952b, Figs.
13d; 96 0; 138 ¢; 181 b, d; 184 d. The cultures
represented in the East include Frontenac, Bau-
mer, Deptford, Weeden Island, St. Johns I, and
various Archaic cultures in the Southeast. No
intensive comparison can be made here, but it
is noted that this artifact form is generally asso-
ciated with the older and simpler complexes.
Charmstones or plummets may well be a diag-
nostic of an Archaic culture stage. The Cali-
fornia examples are more abundant, more di-
versified, and in general better made than their
eastern counterparts, and specific typological
similarity is not demonstrated. Charmstones
continued in use in California until the historic
period and there is evidence for their use as
hunting fetishes and good luck charms. An-
other artifact of common occurrence is the
baked clay object believed to be used for cook-
ing in baskets by stone boiling, found in Central
California, Poverty Point, and Tchefuncte.
Such congruence may well be due to similar
responses to similar environmental conditions,
that is, lack of stone. A number of general
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artifacts are also shared by east and west on
this time level, including such things as bone
fish spears, stemmed points, simple shell orna-
ments, and bone whistles.

In spite of east-west similarities, it is not pos-
sible to show any direct historical connection
between the cultures on both sides of the con-
tinent. If a detailed trait list of comparisons
is compiled, no two cultures appear to share a
significant number of features. Rather, the
western culture will share one element with
one eastern culture and another with an en-
tirely different culture, often widely separated
in time and space from the first. Such a scat-
tering of similarities can be most readily ex-
plained as due to sharing of a common cultural
stage — all were hunters and gatherers with a
relatively simple technology.

To summarize this discussion, the following
points may be made.

1. The similarities between eastern and west-
ern cultures lend support to the idea of a conti-
nent-wide distribution of Archaic hunters and
gatherers between about 2000 and 5000 B.c.

2. The differences between eastern and west-
ern cultures of this period emphasize a diversity
of origins. The oldest of the Californian com-
plexes show evidence of having already at-
tained adaptation to particular environmental
conditions on the west coast. The Californian
complexes are therefore already specialized,
environmentally speaking, even though their
technology can be called “generalized Archaic.”
This point is discussed in more detail in the fol-
lowing section. The suggestion is that the west-
ern complexes developed in place out of an
older and simpler cultural stratum.

THE ArcHAIC As A CULTURAL STAGE

California provides one of the best regions
for definition of an Archaic stage, since most
of the Californian tribes were living examples
of an Archaic stage of culture at the time of
European discovery. Because of California’s
marginal position, isolated by deserts and the
Sierra Nevada, the inhabitants of the state had
limited contact with outsiders, and their cul-
tures reveal a slowness in technological change
which is often mentioned as one of the prin-
cipal characteristics of the region.

Except for groups along the Colorado River,
all of the California Indians were hunters and
gatherers until the time of European and Amer-
ican settlement. They had no agriculture, no
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domesticated animals except the dog — and not
even dogs for some groups — and no pottery
save for some southern groups who got pottery
very late from eastern contacts.

In addition to these general appearances of
simplicity, several specific cultural elements can
be shown to have persisted through very long
periods of time. In Southern California, the
milling stone as a grinding implement served as
a basic tool from the earliest defined cultures
to the historic period—a poorly dated sequence
but one which certainly spanned several thou-
sand years. Despite minor changes in form,
nothing as distinctive as the Southwestern
trough metate developed in California, and
many individual specimens out of context could
not be dated any closer than ‘“somewhere be-
tween 5000 B.c. and a.p. 1800.” Many of the
simpler shell ornaments have a similar time
span. Some objects of a ritual or fetish nature
likewise continue throughout, including not
only such natural items as quartz crystals, but
also the charmstones or plummets characteristic
of Central California. For charmstones there
are again minor stylistic variations, but the
objects are abundant from horizons dated at
more than 4000 years ago down to and includ-
ing the historic present. The general similarity
through time is clearly indicated by Beardsley
(1948, PL. 1), whose chart of artifact types is
now known to span several millenia.

Such a continuity of Californian cultures
leads to some confusion in applying “Archaic”
as a label. If we identify the Central California
culture of 4000 years ago as Archaic, we are
surprised to find that essentially the same cul-
ture was functioning 200 years ago as well.
This is not to say that cultures at both ends of
the time scale are identical, for archaeologists
can and do define cultural horizons marked by
changes in artifact style, the introduction of
new elements, and the disappearance of some
old ones. Yet the basic and significant features
of the cultures — their subsistence patterns, so-
cial organization, and religion, insofar as these
may be inferred from the archaeological record,
remain remarkably stable throughout not cen-
turies but millenia. This situation has been
somewhat vexing to the archaeologist seeking
for markers of cultural and chronological dif-
ference in California, but for purposes of the
present study it is more of a help than a hin-
drance. This is because we can utilize ethno-
graphic information as a check, with some con-
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fidence that it reflects the conditions of the
past. It goes without saying that the recent
California Indians did not have a culture iden-
tical to that of several thousand years before;
still, these tribes come closer than any others to
showing us what the Archaic cultural stage
looks like “in the flesh.” A judicious use of
ethnographic information to check and supple-
ment the archaeological record may therefore
afford a more lifelike picture of Archaic peoples
than can be derived in regions where the
Archaic culture stage was replaced by other
developments a long time ago.

Californian Cultures Included in an
Archaic Stage

Although basing their description of an
Archaic stage primarily on eastern data, Willey
and Phillips (1955) have presented a summary
which conforms in nearly every detail to the
Californian picture as well. As a preliminary
comment, I would include in the Archaic stage
not only the later Californian cultures but also
many which they considered as possibly belong-
ing to their base culture labeled Early Lithic.
Scarcity of site reports and a virtual absence
of dependable absolute dates make the earlier
Californian material subject to some honest
differences of opinion. However, using some of
the important criteria of the Wailley-Phillips
outline — including presence of ground stone,
some accumulation of midden indicating tem-
poral continuity for villages, evidence of reli-
ance upon coastal resources — I would include
within the Archaic stage such cultures as
Topanga, Oak Grove, and similar manifesta-
tions called “Early Milling Stone Cultures” by
Wallace (1955), Borax Lake, and the Buena
Vista site in its entirety. I also believe all of the
Calaveras mortuary caves to be part of the
Archaic tradition. Dating of such caves is dis-
puted, but the similarity of artifacts from the
caves with those of Early and Middle California
is so great that it is difficult to believe in
greater antiquity for the caves (Wallace 1951a,
1951b; Gonsalves 1955). Regardless of their
absolute dates, the artifacts reflect an Archaic
stage as defined by Willey and Phillips.

Lest this seem like an indiscriminate lumping
of everything on the west coast into one catch-
all category, a few brief comments on the
western Early Lithic are necessary here. To
judge from the available published information,
complexes which may be definable as Early
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Lithic in the Willey-Phillips scheme include
Farmington, San Dieguito I, and Playa. Possibly
the Lake Mohave site and the earlier manifesta-
tions of the La Jolla culture in San Diego
County belong in this category as well. All of
these give some indications of being not only
typologically crude but also close to the base-
ment cultures of their local regions. However,
much additional information is necessary before
such a classification of these cultures can be
made. Many questions, both chronological and
cultural, remain to be worked out in detail.
If the presence of grinding tools marks the sepa-
ration of the Archaic from the Early Lithic,
it may prove to be necessary to classify all of
the named cultures except Farmington as Ar-
chaic; relatively small artifact samples prevent
a final judgment on this question.

The general marginal conservatism of Cali-
fornian cultures has already been mentioned.
Within the state there are some regions which
are marginal even to Californian cultures, where
outside contacts were almost nil. Southern San
Diego County and the adjacent peninsula of
Baja California are good examples. Here, typo-
logical crudity is of virtually no significance in
dating. The region appears to have maintained
very simple cultural patterns until the proto-
historic period, and sites known to be relatively
late yield an artifact complex of “Lower Palaeo-
lithic” appearance, containing the coarsest of
percussion-flaked implements. Some sites of
this sort no doubt have very great antiquity,
but the extreme marginal survival of crude arti-
fact types makes this region one of the most
difficult to divide into chronological units.

Absence of Post-Archaic in California

So far as post-Archaic developments are con-
cerned, except for the few Colorado River
tribes, none of the Californian cultures acquired
agriculture. Hence for practical purposes there

"is no post-Archaic stage for California.

It is most important to note that the Archaic
stage is not necessarily inferior in its subsistence
techniques to simple agricultural communities.
Where the environment is favorable, as it was
in all of California except the desert regions,
the people may work out such an efficient eco-
logical adaptation that they are actually better
off than developmental agricultural peoples.
The later Indians of southern coastal Cali-
fornia, whose livelihood was based upon a mari-
time economy, maintained larger and more
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prosperous communities than any of the agri-
cultural groups of the Colorado River, and
indeed than all of the Southwestern groups
except those living in the most elaborate of the
Southwestern sites. As has been suggested
before (Jennings and others 1956: 108-10), the
failure of the “Archaic” Californians to adopt
agriculture was not due to their stupidity or to
environmental deficiencies, but simply to the
fact that they were relatively well off and saw
no particular advantage to agriculture as a way
of making a living. As clearly stated by Willey
and Phillips (1955) in their suggestion of a
“Preformative” stage, agriculture has no par-
ticular advantages to offer hunting and gather-
ing groups until farming techniques and storage
facilities are well developed. Agriculture ap-
pears superior only in retrospect; the individual
who begins to grow crops certainly does not see
himself as revolutionizing his culture, nor is he
likely to perceive major improvements in his
own living until quite a long time has elapsed.
The fact that California supported the greatest
density of aboriginal population in the United
States without agriculture is of the greatest sig-
nificance to this discussion.

Economic Features of the California Archaic

Although the basic economy of the Califor-
nian cultures was hunting and gathering, within
this broad category the region supported a con-
siderable diversity of economic techniques. The
remarkable geographic variability of California,
with elevations from 200 feet below sea level
to 14,000 above, rainfall from less than 2 inches
to well over 100 inches annually, and the tre-
mendous diversity of plant and animal re-
sources, provided the Californian peoples with
a variety of ecological niches. From the earliest
known Archaic cultures, the Californians were
already rather closely adapted to the kind of
hunting and gathering necessary for existence in
one of the specialized ecological regions within
the state. Recent attention to the analysis of
midden components on the west coast has pro-
vided us with some details of the different
hunting and gathering emphasis in different
areas. The following broad categories may be
recognized.

1. Primary dependence upon plant seeds and
small game. The perishable nature of foods
utilized makes this one of the most difficult of
environmental adaptations to define archaeo-
logically. However, living desert Indians of
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California, in particular the Cahuilla, provide
a good picture of such environmental use. Ar-
chaeologically, all of the Cochise-like remains
probably reflect the seed-gathering economy.
The Oak Grove and Topanga cultures are Cali-
fornian representatives of this group, as are all
of the recent desert cultures, historic and pre-
historic.

2. An economy based upon acorns, fish, birds,
and larger game animals such as deer and elk.
This is typical of the central valleys and most
of the mountainous areas of the state.

3. A maritime economy based upon resources
of the Pacific Ocean. There is a wide divergence
within this category. Some groups depended
primarily upon shellfish, others upon hunting
sea mammals, still others upon fish. Some
specific examples follow.

a) One small group (protohistoric) in north-
ern California had a diet composed of water-
fowl, crabs, and clams, apparently in that order
of importance.

b) Some northern Californian groups, many
of the Monterey coast groups, and the earlier
southern California coastal peoples, appear to
have subsisted primarily on shellfish which
were collected from the rocks, particularly
mussels and abalones.

c) Several coastal cultures show a heavy
dependence upon sea-mammal hunting for
seals, sea lions, sea otters, and dolphins; shell-
fish were probably mainly a supplement for
these groups.

d) Late southern California cultures de-
pended heavily upon ocean fishing, including
game fish like tuna, barracuda, and swordfish.

Some important conclusions may be drawn
from this diversity. In the first place, it is ap-
parent that Archaic economies are not general-
ized, but may be highly specialized — closely
adapted to the resources of a small region whose
inhabitants have a thorough knowledge of their
environment. On the positive side, such adapta-
tion led to greater population, demonstrable
archaeologically in the presence of midden sites
of considerable depth and extent. On the other
hand, we may see in this specialization the
beginnings of cultural divergence and cultural
isolation, leading to the many small tribes and
the linguistic variability characterizing Califor-
nia in the historic period.

Both archaeological and ethnographic infor-
mation show another important feature of the
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close ecological adaptation, namely the pres-
ence of some selection of part of the available
resources. Although the people knew and used
nearly all of the edible resources available to
them, they frequently emphasized a portion of
these resources as the major element of the diet
and utilized other parts of the environment to a
lesser extent. In some cases selection of re-
sources was dictated by the technology (as
among coastal peoples who utilized shellfish but
lacked the boats and gear to acquire deepwater
fish), but in some cases it appears that simple
cultural choice played a part. A good example
of this can be seen in modern Seri culture —
the Seri are fishermen who have abundant shell-
fish available. However, they consider shellfish
an inferior food and eat shellfish only for variety
and when other foods are in short supply. Such
a choice is probably the explanation for certain
Californian middens which show a great pre-
dominance of particular foods and a near ab-
sence of other resources which must have been
present in about the same amounts.

The technology of the Archaic Californians
includes ground stone in a diversity of forms
but concentrated in two main categories: grind-
ing implements — mortars, pestles, manos, me-
tates—and ornamental devices— charmstones,
pipes, and so forth. There are some exceptions,
but most of the tools aside from grinding tools
are made of chipped stone. Some sort of pro-
jectile weapon, atlatl or bow and arrow, was
universal, although it seems to have been of
limited importance to some of the gathering
economies.

Some of the desert groups had pottery in late
times, but the art of pottery making was gen-
erally absent. Bowls of steatite and other stone
were used to a limited extent, but the emphasis
in container manufacture was no doubt on bas-
ketry. Only scattered finds attest this statement
for the prehistoric period, but all dry caves so
far excavated have yielded a relative abundance
of basketry and it may be assumed that the
ethnographic importance of this craft extended
back into the distant past.

Bone working was abundant in many, al-
though not all, of the Archaic cultures. Bone
objects of wide distribution include fish gorges,
pointed awls and awl-like instruments in a
variety of forms, whistles, fishspears, and
wedges. The latter afford evidence of wood-
working, but virtually no examples of wooden
objects have been found.
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Marine shells were widely used for orna-
ments and occur in sites throughout California.
A favorite shell was the iridescent Haliotis
(abalone) of several species, although most
other available shells were used by one or
another of the Californian groups.

Californian technology shows few devices of
any degree of technological complexity; nearly
all of the objects found are simple and basic
tools known widely in other areas of the world.
However, although the technology was simple
it would not be correct to call it crude, except
for some southern California complexes like
La Jolla. Nearly all objects are finished pieces
executed with control and precision; careless.or
haphazard workmanship is the exception rather
than the rule.

Social Features of the California Archaic

The following social features may be inferred.

1. The largest political unit was no doubt the
village, ranging in size from a few to several
hundred persons. Larger aggregations may have
occasionally come under the authority of a
ruler, but to judge from the customs of the
recent California tribes, such larger political
units were no doubt rare and of short duration.

2. There was a definite stratification of society,
but this was primarily a recognition of the
superiority of individuals rather than classes.
A few individuals in each village were sorted
out for special treatment in mortuary rites;
these people usually have burial offerings in
greater quantity and sometimes more fancy
quality than the bulk of the people. Yet the
social distance between high and low was not
great and probably rested upon personal quali-
ties rather than inherited status. Social dis-
tinctions apparently were not made on the basis
of sex, for the special individuals may be of
either sex in nearly all archaeological com-
plexes. Age may have been a primary factor
for segregating the upper groups, as among
many living peoples, but archaeological evi-
dence in this matter is very limited due to lack
of skeletal studies.

3. Warfare on a small scale was prevalent,
mostly by ambush. Trophy heads were taken
by some groups. Organized and persistent war-
fare is not revealed in the archaeology of Cali-
fornia, however; few sites look as if they had
been selected with an eye to defensive possibili-
ties, and there are no indications of palisades
or other constructed defenses.
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4. Trade over long distances was common.
Much of this was hand-to-hand trade with
articles being passed from group to group. How-
ever, ethnographically there are records of trad-
ing trips of 300 to 400 miles, and we cannot
overlook the possibility that such trips were
made in the prehistoric period as well.

Religious Features of the California Archaic

Religion is always one of the most difficult
aspects of culture to interpret from archaeo-
logical evidence, but a few general statements
can be made. The most obvious feature of the
archaeological finds which attests to religious
beliefs lies in the mortuary practices, which
are everywhere formalized to a more or less
standard pattern. There are some indications
of a simple “cult of the dead” in the presence
of mourning sites in southern California and
the occurrence of fairly elaborate burial offer-
ings in some complexes.

Several objects which had a fetish or shaman-
istic significance among the living Californian
tribes occur widely in the archaeological re-
mains from very early periods. These include
charmstones, quartz crystals, and pipes or suck-
ing tubes, all of which are standard shaman’s
equipment in many historic Californian groups.
Such objects were used by living Indians in
curing, sorcery, and control of nature. Their
significance in the prehistoric period is very
likely the same.

There is no clearly defined mortuary treat-
ment which enables us to recognize the tomb
of a priest or shaman. It is likely that such
individuals were part-time specialists — individ-
uals with recognized supernatural powers. Like
political heads, who may well have been the
same individuals in many cases, shamans were
probably recognized on the basis of personal
qualities rather than membership in a particu-
lar social group.

Cultural Elaboration Through Time

Although an Archaic technology persisted
throughout aboriginal California until historic
times, it would be incorrect to assume that the
relative constancy of artifacts represents no cul-
tural change. California prehistory shows a con-
tinuous search for more efficient adaptation to
the environment, and the later cultures may be
quite different from the early ones in the effi-
ciency of their subsistence techniques. The dif-
ference between California and most other parts
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of North America is that the Californians
devoted their interests to improving their lot
while maintaining cultures that belong in the
Archaic pattern rather than by substituting
agricultural techniques. That they succeeded
is shown by a population that increased through
time, and by greater numbers and more kinds
of artifacts. In addition, there is an increased
elaboration of artifacts, with more attention
being paid to artistic embellishment and the
production of ornaments and other nonfunc-
tional objects. Compare Topanga (Fig. 24) and
Canalifio (Fig. 25) for example. Part of the
apparent increase in artifact types through time
is the result of differential preservation of
objects — in older sites like Topanga or even
Borax Lake, soil conditions destroy bone and
shell objects. Still, there can be little question
that more and fancier objects were made in
the later periods.

Another reflection of improved “Archaic”
economy is seen in the shift in reliance from
one resource to another. The early cultures of
southern California were essentially land-
oriented, basing their living upon seeds and
land animals. When they did use the resources
of the sea, they collected the obvious and easy-
to-get shellfish such as mussels and abalones.
Through time there appears a shift to marine
resources, the culmination being the fishing
economy of the Canalifio. Such a change per-
mitted greatly increased population, centers of
population housing over 1000 people, and
greatly increased leisure time for the production
of art objects and ceremonial paraphernalia.
In terms of population increase, the southern
Californians developed as fast and as far as the
Southwestern agriculturalists. Other segments
of the Californian population did not experi-
ence as great an increase, probably largely be-
cause their local environments did not permit
as greatly enriched exploitation. However, the
general picture is one of experimentation and
cultural change with recent cultures somewhat
better adapted to the environment.

Understanding of Californian culture history
can perhaps be clarified by reference to the
models for culture change defined by one of the
1955 seminars in archaeology. In terms of the
models (Haury and others 1956: 43-4) Califor-
nia represents a Direct Tradition in its per-
sistence of basic tool types. However, the Cali-
fornian use of subsistence resources represents
an Elaborating Tradition of ornaments, art, and
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other leisure-time activities. All of this is taking
place within the framework of an Archaic cul-
tural stage. Hence, although it may be useful
to retain the concept of an Archaic stage for
some purposes, many complex factors remain to
be isolated and defined.

It is unfortunate that current appraisal of
the changes within California must be on an
impressionistic basis. Detailed definition of the
ecological shifts may provide a basis for a more
discriminating understanding of Archaic cul-
tures in general. The road to clear understand-
ing of the Californian cultures now lies in such
studies as settlement patterns and quantitative
midden analysis. The quantitative approach
outlined by Heizer and Cook (1956) and
demonstrated by them in several recent papers
will ultimately permit recognition of detailed
changes in ecological adjustment, along with
correlated population shifts.
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ADDENDUM

Since the preceding discussion was written,
a number of significant contributions to Cali-
fornia archaeology have appeared. It is not fea-
sible to include discussion of all of them, but
two are important in bringing this paper up to
date.

The first is the book by George Carter (1957)
in which there is a great mass of material deal-
ing with the presumed very ancient California
cultures mentioned briefly in this report. It is
beyond the scope of the present paper to con-
sider in detail the various lines of evidence
utilized by Carter, including soil formation,
geology, and climatology as well as archaeology.
However, speaking of the archaeological discus-
sion only, I still feel that the archaeological evi-
dence is entirely inadequate to support the
existence of “Pleistocene man.” Most of the
“artifacts” presented as evidence seem to me
to be naturally-fractured rocks; the acceptable
artifacts are all types known to occur in rela-
tively recent times and their archaeological con-
text is not unquestionable. There is consider-
able published archaeological evidence not in
agreement with Carter’s interpretation which
is not considered in his book.

So far as the theoretical part of the discussion
in this paper is concerned, there should be con-
sidered an important recent paper by Heizer
(1958). He presents the point of view that the
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more elaborate California complexes may be
considered “Preformative” or ‘“Formative” in
the Willey-Phillips classification, and that they
should not all be considered “Archaic” as is
done here. Heizer raises a significant question
here which highlights the inevitable difficulty
of defining developmental “stages.” Whether
one calls the California cultures Archaic or
Formative depends on whether the classification
rests fundamentally on technological stage or
whether more emphasis is placed on social fea-
tures, population density, and nonmaterial
elaboration of the culture. In this paper I have
chosen the former emphasis, although the
broader view presented by Heizer may well be
more meaningful for interpreting cultural de-
velopment. Both Heizer and I have arrived at
the same essential conclusion, however: namely,
that hunting-gathering cultures in a favored en-
vironment may reach equal or greater com-
plexity than some agricultural communities.
Heizer has expressed this conclusion by classify-
ing some California cultures in the more com-
plex “Formative” stage; I have done it by point-
ing to the diversity of cultures possible in an
“Archaic” technology. The different points of
view can be represented as in Figure 7.

UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA
Los Angeles, Calif.
December, 1956
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GORDON CHILDE MEMORIAL FUND

A memorial fund is being established to honor Professor Gordon Childe. It is
planned to either establish an annual memorial lecture or to provide grants for for-
eign travel, in either case helping to increase the communication of ideas between
scholars throughout the world, which Childe did so much himself to promote dur-

ing his lifetime.

Although our Society is not in a position to make a contribution directly to the
Fund, it is hoped that many members and other readers of this journal will wish to
make personal contributions. All donations should be sent to The Secretary, Uni-
versity of London Institute of Archaeology, 31-34 Gordon Square, London, W.C.1,

England.
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