
Ac
ce

ss
 A

rc
ha

eo
lo

gy
Ar

chaeopress Access Archaeo
log

yA

El Palacio

Historiography and new 
perspectives on a pre-Tarascan city 
of  northern Michoacán, Mexico 

Edited by 

Marion Forest

Paris Monographs in 
American Archaeology 53



Archaeopress Publishing Ltd
Summertown Pavilion
18-24 Middle Way
Summertown
Oxford OX2 7LG
www.archaeopress.com

ISBN 978-1-78969-796-4
ISBN 978-1-78969-797-1 (e-Pdf)

© Marion Forest and Archaeopress 2020

Paris Monographs in American Archaeology 53 
Series editor: Eric Taladoire

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in retrieval system, or 
transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying or otherwise, 
without the prior written permission of the copyright owners.

This book is available direct from Archaeopress or from our website www.archaeopress.com



i

Muy cerca, hacia el oeste de Zacapu, se levantaba una lomería de 
mal país, quizás de quinientos pies de altura, en cuya cumbre podían 

adivinarse vagamente los contornos del palacio del rey Caltzontzin.

Carl Lumholtz, 1902, El México Desconocido, vol. 2, 
C. Scribner’s sons, New York, pp. 414. 
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1

Introduction

Marion Forest

During his travels in the Tarascan region of West Mexico, the Norwegian ethnographer Carl Lumholtz 
was guided by residents of the town of Zacapu, located in northern Michoacán, West Mexico, to the 
nearby hilltop location where ‘bones’ could be found. This was in 1896, and for the first time, a foreign 
explorer visited the Palacio del Rey Caltzontzin, and described his findings in his publication, Unknown 
Mexico, first published in 1902. Following Lumholtz, several generations of archaeologists would briefly 
visit the ruins known as El Palacio del Rey Caltzontzin (Caso 1930, 449), also mentioned as El Palacio 
(Fernández Villanueva 1992, Freddolino 1973), Mich. 23-El Palacio-La Crucita (Proyecto Michoacán 
1983) or INAH-001 (ENAH 1984), as they seem to be an unmissable attraction while exploring the Zacapu 
lake basin. In 1984, a test-pit of 2 x 1 meters was excavated at El Palacio by the archaeologists of the 
Michoacán Project. Although isolated (the next excavation would happen 8 years later), this operation 
provided critical stratigraphic data and radiocarbon dates that helped establish the chronological sequence 
for the entire region of central-northern Michoacán (Michelet 1992). On the other hand, the name of 
the modern town of Zacapu ressembles the toponym Çacapo mentioned in the Relación de Michoacán 
(written circa 1541, Alcalá 2008), a transcription of the foundational myth of the Tarascan empire, one 
of the major polities of postclassic Mesoamerica (A.D. 1350–1521). In the text, Çacapo corresponds to 
one of the earliest milestones in the conquest of Michoacán by the Tarascan dynastic elite, the Uacúsecha. 
This toponym ressemblance and the direct vicinity of modern Zacapu with the ruins of El Palacio suggests 
that this latter might be the prehispanic Çacapo, and therefore a major landmark in the social and spatial 
changes that have characterized the formation of the Tarascan State (Espejel Carbajal 2008: 2013). This 
sector of Michoacán (Figure 1) has been intensively investigated since the 1970s. 

Figure 1. Location of El Palacio in the modern-day State of Michoacán, Mexico. 
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The Zacapu and Pátzcuaro lake basins have received particular attention due to their importance for 
understanding the origins and characteristics of the Tarascan State. Within these two areas of interest, 
archaeological research has generated a relatively high-resolution picture of the prehispanic occupation 
of the region. Beyond the initial investigation of the history of the Tarascan State, such research has 
yielded (among other things) information regarding settlement pattern and how it evolved, site and 
regional chronologies, material culture, residential settings and mortuary patterns. Despite the depth and 
breadth of research conducted in the region as well as the apparent importance of El Palacio within the 
local historical landscape, very little is known about the site. This lack of knowledge makes it difficult to 
understand how and where this site fits within the prehispanic history of the region and, conversely, how 
it could inform our knowledge about the settlement pattern and social changes that occurred in this region 
of Mesoamerica. 

Environment 

El Palacio is located in the southwestern corner of the Zacapu lake basin (Figure 2), in the central sector 
of the Michoacán-Guanajuato volcanic field. This area exhibits the highest concentration of monogenetic 

Figure 2. Map of the western sector of the Zacapu lake basin with the location of the Milpillas phase urban 
settlements within the general archaeological map.
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volcanic edifices of the Trans-Mexican Volcanic Belt (Siebe et al. 2014). Since the Tertiary, the landscape 
and relief of this region have been continuously modified by volcanic activity (Demant 1981; Ferrari 
et al. 2012), with a series of eruptions occurring contemporaneously with human occupation (Dorison 
2019). Formed by these volcanoes, whose cones sometimes disappeared under thick and chaotic lava 
flows, important complexes are found throughout northern Michoacán and referred to as “malpaíses”. The 
Zacapu Malpaís, resulting from successive quaternary volcanic episodes, forms the western limit of the 
Zacapu lake basin. The most recent volcanic event occurred sometime between A.D. 830 and A.D. 960, 
with the eruption of the Malpaís Prieto volcano (Mahgoub et al. 2017). This event had a significant impact 
on the formation of the landscape and likely the settlement strategy for the local populations. Despite the 
significant transformations that attended such events (e.g., changes in topography or lake levels), this 
lacustrine and volcanic environment, coupled with a sub-humid temperate climate, undoubtedly offered 
many advantages and resources for settlement and the development of the different cultures that occupied 
the region. Such resources include rich farming land, lacustrine goods (e.g., plants, animals, clay), and 
volcanic minerals including obsidian, andesite, basalt, rhyolite and dacite stones. Located on top of the 
southwestern edge of the Zacapu Malpaís, El Palacio (2050–2180 m.a.s.l.) was built on top of an andesitic 
bedrock generated by the eruption of the El Capáxtiro volcano during the Late Pleistocene, circa 200–80 
B.C. (Mahgoub et al. 2017). This location overlooks a large portion of the lacustrine basin and provides 
easy access to its resources. Dorison estimates the extension of the lake to 120 a 170 km², with high 
variations in level and extension over time. The lake was drained in the 1900s and only a small lagoon 
remains north of Zacapu (Dorison 2019), as presented in Figure 3. Nevertheless, the site itself would have 
been confronted with many environments and resource constraints. The andesitic subtract and recent soil 
formation at the site would have been neither hospitable nor farmable and only the importation of soil 
from the plain could have provided the farming capacity observable today (Dorison 2019). Further, the 
chaotic relief of the underlying malpaís had to be intensively leveled for human activity and there is no 
natural source of water available on site. 
Today, the West and North sectors at the site remain very abrupt, with thin layers of soil overlying the 
andesite block terraces (foreground in Figure 3). In contrast, the lower portion of the site is farmed: the 
prehispanic terraces and platforms are used as milpas, and the architectural structures have been partially 
dismantled to construct fences around agricultural plots (central plan in Figure 3). While tall trees have 
either been planted or developed in the Southeast sector at the site, the majority of the vegetation consists 

Figure 3. View from the West sector at El Palacio facing east towards the ancient Basin. 
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of bushes, small trees, and cactuses, characteristic of the recent malpaís flora (Labat 1992, 1995). The 
description made by Lumholtz in 1904 suggests that the farming activities taking place today at the site 
have existed since at least the nineteenth century. 
The recent addition of agave and avocado trees to the local agricultural system has had a dramatic impact 
on the subsoil and the integrity of the archaeological remains. Long-term, opportunistic looting and its 
use as a recreational area for the inhabitants of the town of Zacapu has also affected the preservation of 
the site. 

Archaeological context

The Zacapu lake basin and the northern adjacent area of the Lerma southern watershed have been studied 
in depth since 1983, through a series of archaeological initiatives: the INAH Atlas Arqueológico Project 
(1983–1984), the Michoacán project (3 phases, 1983–1996), the Uacúsecha Project (2009–present), the 
Tres Mezquite project (2012–present) and the Mésomobile project (2015–2018). Although El Palacio has 
not been the object of systematic archaeological work, the nearby sites of El Malpaís Prieto (Mich. 31), 
El Infiernillo (Mich. 38) and Las Milpillas (Mich. 95–96), also located on the top of the Malpaís hills, 
have been extensively studied (e.g., Michelet 1998, 2000; Michelet et al. 1988; Migeon 1990, 2015, 2016; 
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Forest 2014, 2016). Together, these four sites formed a large urbanized network spanning hundreds of 
hectares and where a dense population (over 20,000 people) settled circa A.D. 1200/50 before completely 
abandoning the Malpaís circa 1450 (likely related to the formation of the Tarascan State in the nearby 
Pátzcuaro lake basin (see Fisher et al. 2003, 2019 and Pollard 2000, 2008). These dates bracket the local 
Middle Postclassic phase, Milpillas. The formation of these sites is interpreted to result from the sudden 
and massive aggregation of populations in these locations, likely representing the relocation of both local 
(already settled in the basin and/or adjacent areas) and non-local (from the northern areas of the Bajío 
region and southern Lerma watershed) groups (e.g., Faugère-Kalfon 1991, 1996; Pereira et al. 2001, 
2005). The material culture associated with the Milpillas phase exhibits many characteristics observed 
in Tarascan assemblages and seems to represent an early expression of the Late Postclassic Tarascan 
tradition (Migeon 1990; Darras 2012; Pereira and Gutiérrez 2018). Although Malpaís Prieto and several 
other smaller, peri-urban sites have been identified as completely new settlements that were founded 
as a direct result of this urbanization episode (Forest 2014; Michelet 1992; Pereira et al. in press), Las 
Milpillas and El Infiernillo exhibited evidence – although limited to a few structures and terraces – of 
earlier occupations (Michelet 2008; Pereira et al. 2016). This massive urbanization process resulted in a 
dramatic redistribution of the population within the region. The northern settlements occupied during the 
Epiclassic (phases Lupe and La Joya) and Early Postclassic (Phase Palacio) were abandoned, likely to the 
benefit of the Zacapu Malpaís settlements (Arnauld and Faugère-Kalfon 1998; Pereira et al. 2005). 
Little is known, however, about the pre-Milpillas phase occupation of the Zacapu lake basin itself, and, 
more specifically, about the occupation of the southeastern sector of the Malpaís, including El Palacio. 
Consequently, our understanding of the long-term population structure and developmental dynamics in the 
region, including the spatial, social, economic, and political impacts of this relatively sudden urbanization 
phenomenon, remains limited. 

Research Questions

As one of only a handful of sites within the Zacapu lake basin that was continuously occupied throughout 
the Postclassic period (at least A.D. 850–1450), El Palacio can provide data to document these successive 
transitions. Identifying the role that El Palacio played within the regional archaeological sequence is 
therefore critical. Much of the site’s prehispanic history, however, has yet to be documented. For example, 
when was El Palacio founded? What are the morphological and organizational characteristics of the site? 
Did El Palacio change in form, size and function over time? If so, when and under what circumstances? 
Was El Palacio a religious center? A residential site? An economic or political center? A city? What 
type of subsistence and resources supported the inhabitants, and did they change over time? Where are 
these resources, and through what strategies are they procured? Is there evidence of social complexity at 
El Palacio and how does this inform the processes of state emergence from the perspective of the Zacapu 
lake basin? What mortuary practices, religious settings, and ceremonial paraphernalia can be documented 
at the site? What are the goods produced and used by El Palacio’s inhabitants and what do they tell us 
about the technology of these societies? Can we perceive changes in production practices and, if so, what 
do they mean? Each of these questions must be addressed in order to develop a more nuanced picture of 
the human occupation of El Palacio in the past and its role at the regional scale. 

Volume organization 

Initiated after the recent work conducted at El Palacio between 2010 and 2017, this monograph has 
three main objectives: 1) to compile all available data pertaining to the site (both the dispersed legacy 
documentation and data acquired through recent investigations); 2) to use these datasets to offer a series 
of in-depth analyses of the material culture and chronological sequence at the site, and 3) to provide a 
revised picture of El Palacio and its place within the history of societies and spatial dynamics of Northern 
Michoacán.
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Background and recent work

In Chapter One, Seonaid Valiant presents the initial and decisive first exploration of El Palacio by Lumholtz 
in 1896, providing some perspective concerning the historical and political contexts in which this early 
excavation and description of the site were conducted. Following this essay, in Chapter Two, Marion 
Forest presents a detailed account of all subsequent studies conducted at the site and the data generated 
by them prior to the start of the Uacúsecha Project in 2009. This review emphasizes that, despite their 
dispersion and the frequent absence of post-fieldwork analyses, these projects generated a significant 
amount of data. In many cases primary data could be reevaluated (e.g., collections curated at the American 
Museum of Natural History, Centro de Estudios Mexicanos y Centroamericanos, researcher personal 
archives) or partially re-analyzed (e.g., INAH Michoacán); other datasets were inaccessible within the 
scope of this editorial project. These collections provided critical data for the analyses presented in this 
volume, demonstrating both the potential and necessity of integrating legacy archives and collections in 
contemporary research designs and questions. 
In Chapter Three, Elsa Jadot and Marion Forest present in detail the results of their recent fieldwork 
conducted at El Palacio in 2010, 2012 and 2017, including remote-sensing, traditional survey, mapping, 
and limited excavation. These field seasons generated a large amount of archaeological materials and 
significantly increased the available information concerning different aspects of the site, including site 
chronology. Through the excavation of a series of test-pits extending beyond the limits of previous 
archaeological explorations, chrono-stratigraphic contexts across the site were extensively documented, 
providing a framework for dating ceramic complexes. These excavations also enabled the authors to 
refine the chronology of El Palacio by both recalibrating radiocarbon dates obtained during the 1980s and 
obtaining a new series of AMS dates. The result is a more robust sequence of construction and occupational 
events at El Palacio. 

Settlement pattern and site transformation

Chapter Four presents a complete reevaluation of the settlement patterns and built environment at 
El Palacio, based on the production of the first complete map of the site, analyses using LiDAR-derived 
data, and field-observations. Despite the modern alterations of the archaeological record due to farming, 
the analyses delimit the spatial extent of the site, describe the architectural typology and its evolution 
over time and identify different functional spheres, including religious precincts and residential networks. 
In turn, these results enable inferences regarding differences in social status among the inhabitants of 
El Palacio as well as the delineation of a series of morphological transformations occurring throughout the 
Epiclassic and Postclassic periods. This work represents a significant reassessment of urbanism and site 
function during prehispanic times. 

Material analyses

Specialized analyses of artifacts and ecofacts yielded critical information regarding economic and 
technological practices at the site and their potential transformations over time. In Chapter 5, Elsa 
Jadot examines ceramic production during the Epiclassic and Early Postclassic phases to characterize 
both population composition and cultural affiliation as well as changes in production practices. Using 
a technological approach (the reconstruction of the different chaînes opératoires) in concert with 
compositional analysis (INAA), she reassesses the continuity and change of the ceramic tradition during 
the Epiclassic and Postclassic sub-phase transitions. 
In Chapter Six, Elsa Jadot and Juliette Testard analyze all non-utilitarian objects collected at the site 
including ceramic figurines and small objects like pipes and spindle whorls. Their systematic examination 
of these artifacts, often left unconsidered within archaeological publications, sheds light on critical aspects 
of the ritual and communal life at the site. In addition, these analyses provide important data regarding 
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long-distance exchange between El Palacio and other cultural spheres in West and Central Mexico. 
In Chapter Seven, Véronique Darras addresses the question of technological continuity and change at 
El Palacio, this time through the lens of lithic industries. Based on the systematic analysis of obsidian tools 
and debitage in conjunction with Energy Dispersive X-ray Fluorescence, her analysis reveals that contexts 
and materials found provide insights as to the introduction of the prismatic blade industry to this region of 
Mesoamerica. Her results also shed light on important shifts in raw material procurement strategies that 
occurred over time, both in this part of Michoacán and within the wider context of West Mexico. 
In Chapter Eight, Aurélie Manin presents the results of her analyses of the faunal remains collected during 
the excavations conducted at the site. She examines the use of animal resources comparing both spatial and 
chronological patterning at El Palacio. This analysis generates important data regarding subsistence and 
ritual strategies in relation to animal consumption practices. By providing new information about changes 
in patterns of animal use and foodways at El Palacio, this study helps to provide a better understanding of 
human interactions with the environment and how they changed over time in the Zacapu basin. 

Religion, rituals, and mortuary practices 

the examination of mortuary remains also contribute to a new picture of the religious and ritual activities 
conducted at El Palacio. In Chapter Nine, Grégory Pereira presents the latest developments in his study 
of grooved human bones collected by Lumholtz from the site in 1896. The author examines the artifacts 
curated at the American Museum of Natural History (New-York) using a macro-trace analysis. These 
observations enable his discussion of the functions and meaning of these peculiar objects within both the 
context of the site and, more broadly speaking, Postclassic Mesoamerica. Through this reanalysis of the 
Lumholtz legacy collection, the author offers a new perspective on rituals, warfare-related practices, and 
mortuary patterns at El Palacio. 
In Chapter Ten, Grégory Pereira and Isaac Barrientos Juárez present their analysis of a series of burials 
pertaining to cremation practices at El Palacio. Combining legacy data and the analysis of recently 
excavated burial contexts (including both infant and adult individuals), the authors shed light on this specific 
mortuary pattern and its characteristics at the site. Finally, they discuss their findings and conclusions 
about El Palacio in light of documented mortuary practices throughout prehispanic Michoacán.

Population structure

In Chapter Eleven, Corey Ragsdale discusses the important demographic changes that occurred at El 
Palacio during the Postclassic period. The author utilizes dental data collected on the skulls and mandibles 
excavated by Lumholtz in 1896 and brought to the American Museum of Natural History and compares 
them to datasets from other regions of western, central and southern Mexico in order to evaluate the 
phenotypic distance between these different populations. This biodistance analysis helps to contextualize 
the individuals interred at El Palacio within the population history and patterns of mobility in both West 
Mexico and the rest of Mesoamerica, from the Classic to the Postclassic period. 

These different approaches to the material culture of El Palacio collectively build a new understanding 
of this settlement and its role in the history of the Zacapu lake basin. Their results are synthesized and 
discussed in the Conclusion of this volume. 
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