ANCIENT MESOAMERICAN MORTARS, PLASTERS,
AND STUCCOS: COMALCALCO, PART 1
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HE LUISE of lrmez momar in the New World

appears o be confined to the aren of Meso-
armerica. [e i, in fact, one of the mont important
of the seversl rralts chararceristic of this area
which have glven rise to the concept of Mosa.
smencs a5 o distinet cultora] unit,. The exten-
sive use of lime morar within Mesoamerica
probably ployed = significant role in the develop-
ment of more advpnced forms of archirecture
within this aren than in other parts of the New
World, especially since it wis employed orna-
mettally s well ns functonally.

Ui the asumprion rhar the rse of lme in the
lorm of mortar ns o building materin] i 8 Meso-
american invention, such an invention plus the
development of its varied weés reprasents o com-
plex technicol achievement about which very
lirtle 15 known. The present paper is the initial
ong in a series dealing with morsr and similor
building elementy of Mesoamerica. [t is hoped
ultimately o describe and churacierize the t2ch-

ticpaes of the mujor culroral groups and possibly
to provide evidence of the difuslon of knowl-
edge within and between them,

The repores of archnenlogical invesrigations
ot ancient Mexican sites froguently refer to moe-
trw, plesters, or Auccos used i the building of
the structures, Beyond such alservutions lils
of fe attention hos been patd o the techinical
asprects of these buflding elements. The avail.
nble Information on Mesican mortars, plasters,
of sruccos appenrs m be quirs pearce and has
been reported, in general, incideneally to other
investipatiors, Morris, Charlot, ond Mormis
(1931, Vol. 1: 2304} report that lme roortsr
was mode with the juice of the chocom (chu-
cum) tree (Agave dxel, Agace silveseris, ov Pich-
icolobium albicans), snd E. H. Thompson
CERE2: 174y reconels the use of sacalb in place of
sand in making morear. (Sascab = an uncomieli-
dared form of calcium carbonate found in pock-
etein limestone.) 1. E. 8. Thompson (1954 73)
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describes: briefly the use of adobe for the cone
struction of pyamids and of a facing of pumice
st in mud. The use of mecab i ol reparted
by E. H. Thampsen (15897: 18% and Villa R.
(1334). OF the few references found on this
subject, only two refer o acrunl compositions
of the martar or plaster. Ruppert, Thompeon,
and Proskouriakoff (1955: 67) smre there was
niov evidence of the uge of sand or ground lme-
stone in the morear at Bonampak, Foster (1935:
577), however, presents the chemical annlysis
of a mortar from the Monjee Complex ar Chi-
chén [tea. OF itzelf, this nnalysis gives no clue as
to the original compesition of the mostar or the
technigque uied in it manufactire.

Since current pricrices are often based on
traditional methods, cluss were sought w an-
cient procedures by guestoning workmen en-
inped in restoration work under the direction of
Alberto Rur Looar Uxmnl, Thete men stated
that hooey was traditionally mized with mortar
and plaster. They furthor reported that an
extract of chucum badk i srill used o wer plas
ter before mroweling, o procedure sleo reportsd
by ). B, & Thompson (19542 75). Stmilar gues-
tioning st Chichén lea led to the statztnent that
in the smaller villages an exmact of the bark of
the chacte tree (Caesalpinia plaryloba) s arill
mixed with plaster to give added strengeh, Since
mortars, plasters, and stuccos are actually ele-
ments of construction, it appeared thar their
symtematic examinaton might thnow some light
on pncient binlding rechnigues.

Iy order o study ancient meortars, plasters,
ancl stuccos, it i hecesary frit o define the
termi which will e used throvghour this inyves
tigation. The definitons are based upen the
peobable function of the matedial and those
given below will be used unrl better o dre
developed.

Mortar. A bonding mstsdal, wsunlly found
berween coursss of stone or brick, a5 2 matrix
for locse srones, or as a leveling coat on the out-
side of the mass where it s used a5 o base for
decorative or protective plaster. [t s often soft,
white or gray, and generally hat a limey sppeat-
nowe, [t may alse contin an sggregeie, such s
sand, earth, ground stone, ar sascab, and shell o
Himestone fragments, Morar as used i this pa-
per s camparnble o the term cement used in
earlier descriprions

Plaseer. An essenially fint, externnl coar over
a motolithic mas, used primarily as o protecrive
medivm or as o surface for mum| painting, Iris
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often denser than mortar and contming less vis-
Ble and smaller shell or limestone Tragments,
Plaster may also contmin an ageregae,

Snicco, A cast or modeled surface used solely
for decorative or symbolic purposes, genemlly
similar to plester in densiry sl nppearnce.

Limesuggrepare. A mixture of lime and apgre-
gate or grit used fn the erection of & monalithic
masi withour the use of brick or stone. Whsn
damp, it may have the appearnnce of pocked
earth. When dry, it lo gencrally harder than
packed enrth with lirtle or no tendency to crume-
ble in the hand. This material (s described Inter;
it was meeel 0 the carller, nonbrick structures at
Crmalealco.

Wash Cost. A coat of plaster which, becaune
of it thinness, wag probably applied by means
other than troweling. Wash costs may have
been applisd by brushing on vertical ar harizon-
il surfices ar by pouring s thin glurry of plster
owver horizontal sucfaces. Such conts are usually
less than | mm. in thickness.

The structursd elements defined above perran
to single lavers of material and do not, by them-
selves, yisld informarion showing theic methods
af wse in building a serucrure. This informarion
can he obmined only through o Hu’#. of the
profile of the several elements in-gsimg. This poing
will be illustrated by the resilts obtained from
study ot Comalcalon, described below. The
technigques of using the building slementa o
defined include aleo the processes by which the
materials wers made. It is, therefore, the objec-
rive of this scudy o develop the follawing poines
as they opply to onclent jean -
tmes,

l. Type of billding element.

2. Funcrion of each type of clement.

3. Composition of ench type of element and

pource of the raw materials, including:
. Souree of lime.
b, Type and pource of agperegaie or grit.

2. Proportion af lime and ageregate ar
grit.

d. Type aof arginic addirive (plant ex-
tract} ased, if nry.

Except for the onssite obseevanions; the approach
to the charsotetzeion of morsrs, plaseers, and
stuceos will be theough chemical amd phynical
examinations which, it 5 belisved, will yield
information of sofficent precision o reduce the



