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Abstract 

A review of the subject in Colombia and two new cases are reported for this country. A comparison is made of the cases 

found in Colombia with others of the E1 type in Mesoamerica in times close to the year 1000 BP. Another possible case B3-

B6 is mentioned. The origin of this cultural practice in the region is discussed and it is concluded as a result of contacts with 

groups from the near Atlantic and Pacific coasts in earlier times. 
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Introduction 
The practice of pre-Hispanic dental decoration 
has been widely referenced in studies of 
dentistry, archeology, and biological 
anthropology in America for more than 150 years 
(1). The intentional modification of teeth is a 
widely reported research topic around the world 
in the archaeological literature (2). Motivated by 
the quantity, context, time period, and ostentation 
of the findings, some researchers have proposed 
classifications (3,4) and typologies to identify 
stylistic patterns (5-13). In some cases, the 
stylistic patterns of intentional dental modification 
have been successfully associated with periods, 
cultural development zones, and chronology (14-
17). These efforts have been useful in solving 
some local problems around the world related to 
contact between groups (18,19) and it is believed 
that their causes were due to different factors 
such as ornamentation, decoration or aesthetics 
(20-23), mourning expression, rites of initiation, 
marriage (24-26), imitation of power attributed to 
animals (20), status, trophies (27,28), divinity, 
and sacrifices (2,3,29,30). Other different 
evidences also allow us to see in some cases this 
practice in pottery (31), and ritual necklaces (32), 
but this field of research has been rarely 
explored. This is a very interesting field of 
research for Northern Andes Archaeology, 
although it is limited to very few cases. The 
objective of this research is to report a new case 
of intentional dental modification in a pre-
Hispanic sample from northern Colombia. 
 
Materials 
The pre-Hispanic cemetery of El Copey was 
excavated in multiple seasons within the 
archeology project entitled " Programa de 
Rescate y Monitoreo Arqueológicos en la Línea 
A500 kV Bolívar, El Copey, Ocana, Primavera y 
obras asociadas " financed by the Empresa de 
Interconexión Eléctrica ISA E.S.P. and executed 
by Instituto de Estudios Regionales de la 
Universidad de Antioquia INER, and later by the 
GAIA Foundation of Medellín city (33). 
This cemetery was used by the pre-Hispanic 
inhabitants between the years 920 and 1550 AD. 
in the area currently known as El Copey, located 
in the Department of Cesar, in Northern 
Colombia. The total sample of skeletons from El 
Copey described here corresponds to 122 
individuals (32 males, 43 females, 47 
indeterminate) analyzed during 3 laboratory 
seasons between 2005 and 2017 (34). The bone 
samples were re-buried in 2017 through a re-
burial ritual carried out by the local Arahuaca 

community (Kogi) near the site of the 
archaeological excavations. 
 
Methods 
A visual inspection of the teeth that presented the 
intentional modification was performed. The form 
was compared with the typologies of Romero 
(17). A query was made about references to other 
cases in Colombian archaeology. 

 

Figure 1. Upper central incisors with decoration type E1. El 
Copey, Cesar, Colombia. 

 
Results 
The individual E21-1 (female adult) presented 
intentional modification of the upper central 
incisors with incrustation of some material (not 
recovered during excavation) and reflects the E1 
type (16,17). Type E1 is characterized by a 
simple circular inlay on the labial surface of the 
crown in the maxillary anterior teeth. In some 
cases, this type has also been reported in upper 
premolars and lower anterior teeth. In the 
physical anthropology report of Moscoso (33) 
was described as a fracture of the enamel. It is 
not abrasion or attrition since it does not limit the 
loss of enamel to mechanical factors (35). It does 
not correspond to a natural fracture of the enamel 
since these follow a vertical linear pattern or with 
closed angles (36). It is not localized hypoplasia 
that has caused posterior circular erosion, since 
it only occurs in central incisors, it is symmetrical 
and a slight carving can be observed on the 
upper and lateral edges of the circles (37). The 
distal surfaces of the midportion of the crowns 
show slight carving. The scale was not present 
when the material arrived at the laboratory for 
analysis. It is not possible to be certain of the 
moment of the loss of the inlays or the material 
with which they were made. Judging by the mud 
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that covered the holes, it can be thought that the 
encrustations fell at some point postmortem.  

Figure 2. A lower central incisive with possible filing type 
B3-B6. Taken from Moscoso (2008). 

Figure 1 shows the described feature. Another 
individual from Ent. 108 (re-buried) with unknown 
sex and age, presented intentional modification 
of the lower central incisors with very possible 
filing Type B3 combined with B6 (16,17), but it 
was confused as bruxism in the physical 
anthropology report of Moscoso (33). This last 
specimen was only recorded in the Moscoso 
report (33) with a low-quality photo and 
description (see with arrow in Fig. 2), and for this 

reason we only mention here a possible case, 
since it could not be verified by the author under 
direct observation. Type B3 can be described as 
enamel carving removing a lateral portion of the 
crown and giving a J-shaped appearance. Type 
B6 is similar but with straight edges and an open 
angle close to 145 degrees (12). This last case 
can be confused with some type of occlusion or 
unintentional wear of the crown due to 
occupational practices, however, this type of 
wear generally accompanies both incisors (upper 
and lower) and it is not possible to verify here. 
This last case is not included in the final 
interpretation. 
 
Discussion and conclusion 
From lines of archaeological evidence related to 
oral decoration, there are few depictions of 
intentional tooth modifications reported in pottery. 
Duque (38) reported a gold mask from Calarcá 
(Quindío) located in the British Museum with this 
characteristic, and a ceramic head from Tello 
(Huila). There are reports of a few other cases on 
intentional modification of the teeth of sightings 
and observations in some indigenous 
communities. Table 1 lists the case reports to 
date, where cases of pre-Hispanic skeletons and 
ethnographic descriptions are presented 
together. 

 
Table 1. Cases of skulls with dental decoration reported for Colombia. 

Region Sample Chronology BP Culture Type Reference 

Sogamoso Suesca 1700 Muisca E1 Duque, 1963 
Amazonas ICANH 036 Post-Hispanic Unknown ¿? Duque, 1963 
Amazonas ICANH 035 Post-Hispanic Unknown ¿? Duque, 1963 

Amazonas Ticuna Post-Hispanic Arawak C8 Tessman, 1930 
Amazonas Miranas Post-Hispanic Huitoto C8 von Martius, 1867 
Amazonas Churoye Post-Hispanic Guahibo C8 Andre, 1884 

Andes Chucunes Post-Hispanic Chibcha C8 Andre, 1884 

 
 
A review of the database of the project 
"Construction of a dental database of American 
indigenous human groups for continental 
consultation and comparisons" (1) indicates that 
the type of incrustation E1 appears in numerous 
skulls and isolated teeth of America (153 pre-
Hispanic individuals at least). In Mexico there are 
records of 109 cases with this pattern, in 
Guatemala 25, Belize 4, Honduras 3, El Salvador 
3 and Costa Rica 1. The records indicate that the 
E1 type exists since the period called Early or 
Lower Preclassic since 3600 BP (39). In the case 
of South America, the E1 type has only been 
reported in 8 cases from Ecuador, all of them 
from diffuse contexts, but associated with the last 
800 years BP.  

We must pay particular attention to the 
specimens described by Saville (6) from 
Tosumpa (Esmeraldas Province) and Tonchigue 
(Manabi Province), since they denote a gold wire 
that served as a support and hook for the gold 
drops on the labial surface of the upper central 
incisors. That same wear in the mesial and distal 
surfaces of the midportion of upper central 
incisors could be observed in the El Copey 
specimen recorded here (Fig. 3). In this area, 
gold threads and wires have been associated 
with fine goldsmith work (40,41). An additional 
use could be the attachment or fixation of dental 
decorations, as we deduce from the wear 
mentioned in this individual from El Copey. 
Duque (38) reports a supposedly older specimen  
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Figure 3. Detail of wear possibly caused by hook wire. 

 
Distribution of archaeological samples with type E1 in 
teeth pieces associated to Late Classic Period (1100-
1000 BP or near). 1. Teotihuacan (10 cases); 2. Tacuba 
(1 case); 3. Chalchicomula (1 case); 4. Tepeaca (1 case); 
5. Monte Alban (8 cases); 6. Cerro de Las Palmas (1 
case); 7. Ticul-Progreso (2 cases); 8. Chiapa de Corzo (4 
cases); 9. Isla de Jaina (59 cases); 10. Nacascolo-Jicaro-
Cascabel (25 cases); 11. Ulua (1 case); 12. El Copey (1 
case). 

 

from Sogamoso with incrustations, but the 
cultural and chronological association are 
doubtful and cannot be compared with certainty. 
It is possible to consider that the inlays were held 
by hooks or wires, because they did not apply 
glue or solidifier to adhere them to the crowns.  
Despite the similarity with Ecuadorian records, 
the El Copey specimen is slightly older from Late 
Period and corresponds to the Mesoamerican 
Terminal Classic Period (1.100-1.000 BP) or near 
later. At that time, the E1 type was present in 
people from Central Mexico such as Teotihuacan 
(10 cases), Tacuba (1 case), Chalchicomula (1 
case), Tepeaca (1 case), Monte Alban (8 cases), 
and Cerro de Las Palmas (1 case). However, we 
must pay special attention to the records of 
samples from that time with type E1 near to 
Atlantic Coast, located in the Yucatan Peninsula 
in the South East of Mexico such as Ticul-
Progreso (2 cases), Chiapa de Corzo (4 cases), 
Isla de Jaina (59 cases), Costa Rica in the 
archaeological sites of Nacascolo, Jicaro and La 
Cascabel (25 cases), and Honduras in the site of 
Ulua (1 case). Fig. 4 show a map with this 
distribution when we can see the Mesoamerican 
impact of this practice. 
The provenience of this practice can be 
discussed. In Colombia, traditional archeology 
has established few interpretations about the 
possible relationships between local groups and 
other regions (42-46). For the last 3.000 years BP 
called Late Holocene - Meghalayan Period or 
Periods of Regional Developments and Incipient 
States by Reichel-Dolmatoff (47) the cultural 
evidence is interpreted as the result of more 
complex social structures of the chieftain type 
with high population density and highly stratified 
social hierarchy. During a period, close to 2.000 
years, these groups carried out the modification 
of the environment and the construction of cities, 
ceremonial structures, canals and ridges. These 
landscape modifications are associated with two 
well-defined ceramic traditions called the Incised 
Grained Tradition or TGI (2.100 to 1.500 BP) and 
the Painted Modeled Tradition or TMP (1.800 to 
1.000 BP). At the end of the TGI and TMP 
occupation sequence, a period of abandonment 
was recorded, which was later interrupted by the 
occupation of groups from the lower Magdalena 
River. These new groups, archaeologically 
recognized as Smoothed Incised Tradition or TIA, 
occupied the region's natural dikes from 1.300 
BP until a couple of centuries after the Spanish 
invasion (47-50). Currently these ceramic 
complexes are associated with the Tayrona 
Classic Period (51).  
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There is numerous cultural evidence that 
connects the northern part of Colombia with 
Central America and Mesoamerica. Archeology 
has made interpretations of cultural contacts 
between these areas of the continent by 
comparing material culture as gold (52-54), 
ceramics (55), lithics (56), bone tools and art (57), 
ceremonial structures (51,58,59), food (60), 
funerary patterns (61), and genetics (62) among 
the most important pieces of evidence. 
From a biological point of view, the population of 
El Copey has been analyzed using demographic, 
quality of life and biological distances data (34), 
finding some similarities with the hypothetical 
population structure proposed for the Tayrona 
culture (63). A previous analysis of biological 
distancing between the population of El Copey 
and American groups using ASUDAS dental non-
metric traits showed that within the cemetery 
there were at least 4 related biological groups 
indicating a biological discontinuity among the 
population. At the continental level, El Copey 
joined a small cluster of 13 scattered samples in 
the Americas, of which we highlight in this 
discussion those of Xenote San Antonio, Tamtok, 

Rincon de Aquila, Maltrata, Yucatan, El Templo 
and Chan Hol 2, all they are of Mesoamerican 
origin but from different chronologies (64). Figure 
5 shows a cutout (the original image is 3 pages) 
of this analysis where the El Copey samples are 
located (34,65). This close biological relationship 
between groups from the Northern Andes and 
Central America had already been observed in 
other groups since at least 3000 years BP 
(45,46).  
As a conclusion, we can say that the practice of 
dental decoration present in the individual E21-1 
and possibly in Ent. 108 of the pre-Hispanic 
population of El Copey has cultural and biological 
reasons to be considered as an indicator of close 
relationships with other groups in the region. It 
can be interpreted as a consequence of a 
combination between stylistic traditions from 
Mesoamerica, and technical expertise in the 
handling of goldsmith materials from the 
Colombian-Ecuadorian Pacific coast. This 
combination took place for at least 1.500 years 
prior to the arrival of Europeans in northern South 
America. This can be translated as a reflection of 
Mesoamerican beliefs represented in dental 

Figure 5. Cutout of original distance analysis where the El Copey samples are located. 
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decoration but adapted to local techniques of 
metal handling. These are similar evidences of 
social representation, but made with different 
techniques and materials. Contrary to what some 
archaeological models suggest, it can be 
deduced that in late pre-Hispanic times, ideas 
traveled without geographical restriction over 
large areas of the region (Pacific and Atlantic 
coasts) and were materialized by experts, taking 
on different meanings by local groups. We cannot 
develop other broader relationships between this 
evidence and social interpretations of status, 
ceremonial, religious or commercial importance. 
The database used in this study is available by 
contacting the main author. The distribution maps 
presented here may vary with time and the 
inclusion of new finds. You can visit these maps 
at the following links; 
Samples: https://bit.ly/SamplesDentalMutilation, 
Cases: https://bit.ly/CasesDentalMutilation . 
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