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Abstract 
This article synthesises the results of the archaeological investigations conducted in the Middle and Lower 
Uruguay River (Argentina). The aim of this project was to reconstruct the historical trajectory of the Indigenous 
people who inhabited the area. For that purpose, intensive survey, stratified shovel tests, systematic excavations, 
studies of collections from local museums, and radiocarbon dating were performed. The archaeological sites 
correspond to multi-use camps, lithic workshops and anthropic earth-mounds. The 14C dates cover a range 
between 2050–526 BP. It is concluded that the area was occupied during the late Holocene by hunter-gatherer-
fishers and potters and possibly horticulturists, with marked fluvial adaptations. 

Introduction
The Uruguay River along with the Paraná River are the main 
courses from the Plata Basin, it extends over 3.2 million km2 
and is the second watersheds in South America. The Uruguay 
River originates at the confluence of  the Canoas and Pelotas 
Rivers, on the boundary between the states of  Santa Catarina 
and Rio Grande do Sul (Brazil). It flows into the La Plata 
River along the coasts of  Argentina and Uruguay and has a 
length of  1,600 km and a basin area of  about of  365,000 km2. 
Most of  its course forms the border between the northeast 
region of  Argentina, and southern Brazil and Uruguay.

In Argentina, systematic archaeological research of  the 
Indigenous occupation of  the Uruguay River has been 
relatively scarce and of  variable quality. In order to reverse 
this situation, the author has developed a project called 
“Investigaciones arqueológicas en la cuenca media e inferior 
del río Uruguay (provincia de Entre Ríos)”, or “Archaeological 
research in the Middle and Lower Uruguay River Basin 
(Entre Ríos province)”, in the context of  his doctoral studies 
at the National University of  La Plata (Argentina). This 
project seeks to contribute with original information to the 
reconstruction of  the occupational history of  a portion of  the 

Uruguay River basin, from the earliest settlement, possibly 
during the late Pleistocene/early Holocene, until the arrival 
of  the European conquerors in the sixteenth century. 

The study area is located in the Entre Ríos Province (Figures 
1 and 2). It has two distinct environments: the coast of  the 
Uruguay River and the inlands. The vegetation combines 
subtropical elements from the rivers of  Plata Basin and  
temperate grasses steppes and xerophytic forest typical of   
this latitude, this supports a high faunal biodiversity. Also,  
the Uruguay River has great variability of  in the quality  
of  lithic resources (see Castro 2011, 2012; Iriondo and 
Kröhling 2009).

Before this project was undertaken, the area lacked 
archaeological information obtained from intensive and 
systematic research that could be critically interpreted. 
Currently, there are only three publications that could be 
considered as relatively systematic research (Cione et al. 
1977; Greslebin 1931; Poenitz 1970). However, none of  these 
publications have performed 14C dating. Due to this, the study 
of  the regional nature and the thematic breadth is justified. 
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This article presents a synthesis of  the preliminary results. 
Also, the main tendencies observed in the archaeological 
record from area are discussed. This study includes the 
characterisation of  the following: lithic, pottery and bone 
technology; the faunal and bioarchaeological record; the 
settlement types; the adaptive differences between populations 
that occupied coastal environments and the inlands; the 
archaeological record of  the guaraníes groups from Amazonian 
origins; the interactions between the guaraníes and populations 
that previously occupied the area; and the interactions 
between the study area and neighbouring sectors (Paraná 
Delta, the Pampas, and the plains of  Uruguay).

Background
Since the beginning of  archaeology in northeastern Argentina 
during the late nineteenth century, in general, most of  the 
authors have attributed, to a lesser or greater extent, the 
archaeological remains recovered with the Indigenous people 
observed by the first European conquerors who arrived in 
the sixteenth century (Ambrossetti 1894, 1895; Aparicio 
1939; Badano 1940, 1946; Ceruti 1993, 2003; Cigliano et al. 
1971; Lafon 1972; Lothrop 1932; Outes 1918; Serrano 1972; 
Torres 1911; among others). These first European conquerors 
described this region as heterogeneous and dynamic from the 
cultural point of  view, where several Indigenous groups lived 
(Fernández de Oviedo y Valdés [1546-1547] 1851–1855; 
García de Moguer [1528] in Madero 1902; Lopes de Souza 
[1531] in Castro 1940; Ramírez [1528] in Madero 1902; 
Alonso de Santa Cruz [1527-1529] in Wieser 1908; Schmidl 
[1567] 2009; Villalta [1536-1556] in Schmidl 2009). Given 
the fragmented information provided by the first chroniclers, 
it is generally considered that the region was inhabited by 
three Indigenous groups in the early sixteenth century; in 
turn, each of  these ethnic groups or complex consisted of  
several subgroups with similar cultural patterns (Aparicio 
1939; Serrano 1930). These three groups were the chaná-
timbú (caracarais, chaná, mbeguá, chaná-timbú, chaná-mbeguá, timbú, 
quiloazas, corondas, mocoretás), the charrúas (charrúas, yaros, bohanes, 
minuanes), and the guaraníes (Acosta y Lara 1955; Serrano 1972; 
among others). According to the first chronicles the chaná-
timbú were hunters, gatherers, fishermen and cultivated corn, 
squash and beans; the charrúas were hunters and gatherers; 
and the guaraníes were hunters, gatherers, fishermen and 
horticulturists. In terms of  geographical distribution (Figure 
1), chaná-timbú occupy the banks of  the Middle and Lower 
Paraná River, the Lower Uruguay River and part of  the La 
Plata River; the charrúas the central plains of  Uruguay and 
Entre Rios; and the guaraníes some places on the banks of  
the Middle and Lower Uruguay River and some islands of  
the Parana Delta (Acosta y Lara 1955; Bonomo et al. 2014; 
Loponte 2008, Politis 2014; Serrano 1972; among others). 

Archaeological research in the northeast of  Argentina, but 
especially in Entre Rios province (Aparicio 1939; Arrizurieta 
et al. 2010; Badano 1940; Bonomo et al. 2011a; Caggiano 

1984; Ceruti 1993, 2003; Cigliano et al. 1971; Lafon 1972; 
Ottalagano 2009; Outes 1918; Politis and Bonomo 2012; 
Rodríguez and Rodríguez 1985; Serrano 1972; Torres 1911; 
among others) shows that significant issues are the: 

• earliest settlement; 
• period in which ceramic technology was adopted; 
•  spatial and chronological distribution of  some 

archaeological entities, such as Goya-Malabrigo; 
•  presence of  guarani populations from Brazil, their 

time of  arrival and kind of  interaction with the local 
populations; 

• patterns of  exploitation of  lithics and faunal resources; 
•  spatial and chronological distribution of  different  

human burials; 
• origin and dispersal of  agriculture in the area; 
•  origin of  earth mounds structures called locally 

"cerritos"; 
• possible existence of  social hierarchies; and 
•  socio-economic level extraregional relations among 

others. 

Specifically in relation to these issues from the empirical 
evidence we can say that the Indigenous occupation 
was dominant on the banks of  the great rivers (Paraná, 
Uruguay and La Plata) by hunter-gatherer-fishers, potters 
and horticulturists. The pottery is the most abundant 
material. The ceramic assemblage highlights that they are 

Figure 1.  Entre Ríos Province, the grey chart indicates the study area. The colours indicates 
geographical distribution of  ethnic groups or complex according information 
provided by the first chroniclers of  La Plata River. Yellow are the chaná-timbú, 
green are the charrúas and red are the guaraníes.
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modelled zoomorphic appendages to Goya-Malabrigo, 
an archaeological entity (Ceruti 1993; Politis and Bonomo 
2012), identified by most authors with chaná-timbú populations 
and covering a range between ca. 2000–400 BP. This has 
allowed for discussion about the influence on the region 
of  Arawak groups from the Amazon (Politis and Bonomo 
2012), which has been suggested by authors like Torres 
(1911) and Nordenskiöld [1916] (2009), among others. In 
addition, pottery analysis has identified the presence of  guaraní 
populations, which would have arrived about 400 years before 
the European conquest (Bonomo et al. 2014). 

Lithics resources are scarce in the archaeological record 
of  the Parana River and abundant in Uruguay River. 
This differential phenomenon is strongly determined by 
the regional availability of  raw materials in each of  the 
basins. Globally recognisable instruments such as projectile 
points, side-scrapers, hammerstones, anvils (locally called 
"rompecocos"), polished axes and bolas stones, engraved 
plaques, and mortars were recorded. The faunal resources 
exploited are those found in the surrounding environment 
and consumption predominantly of  fish and shellfish in 
some cases; supplemented by birds and mammals. The bone 
instruments included harpoons, projectile points, scrapers, 
bezels, punches, tips and needles, among others. There have 
been primary and secondary burial packets and urns, and 
scattered bones with evidence of  anatomical elements with 
thermo-alteration in some cases. The existence of  agricultural 

practices and management of  wild plants have been recorded 
in the Upper Parana Delta, which demonstrates that the use 
of  domestic plants was not only a guaraní practice (Bonomo et 
al. 2011a, 2011b). 

Archaeological sites such as: lithic workshops, residential 
camps where multiple activities took place, shell-middens 
(locally called “concheros”) mainly composed by fresh water 
shells, and anthropogenic mounds (cerritos) were recorded. 
There are different hypotheses about how the cerritos were 
made (see a recent synthesis in Castiñeira et al. 2014). 
Currently, there is evidence in the Upper Parana Delta that 
there are some anthropogenically made cerritos and that 
this type of  construction practices would have developed 
between 1000–500 BP (Castiñeira et al. 2014; Politis et al. 
2011). Also in this same area functional differences between 
archaeological sites were identified which led to proposed 
existence of  a hierarchy of  settlements, which may reflect 
social differences, similar to what is defined as ‘ranked 
societies’ (Bonomo et al. 2011a; Politis and Bonomo 2012; 
Politis et al. 2011). They would be part of  a vast and complex 
network of  relationships at regional level, which would 
include the Central Sierras of  Argentina, the South Andean 
area and the Uruguay River basin, through which trading  
of  lithic raw materials and metals, among other items,  
would occur.

Table I. Cultural sequence for the Middle Uruguay River.

Cigliano et al. 1971

Cultural Phases Years BP. Period Archaeological sites Dating method

La Paloma ca. 5000-2000 Pre ceramic Cerro La Paloma, Cerro El 
Tigre

Geocronological and 
typological comparation

El Dorado ca. 2000-1000 Ceramic El Dorado Geocronological and 
typological comparation

Cerro Chico ca. 1000-500 Ceramic Cerro Chico, Los Sauces Geocronological, typological 
comparation and 14C

Guaraní Tardío ca. 500 Guaraní ceramic Isla del Medio, Isla de Los 
Lobos, El Arbolito

typological comparation        
and 14C

Rodríguez and Rodríguez 1985

Cultural Types Years BP. Period Archaeological sites Dating method

Los Sauces ca. 6.500-4.700 Pre ceramic Los Sauces II, Arroyo Yarará 
Chico

Geocronological and 
typological comparation

La Paloma ca. 6000-2800 Pre ceramic La Paloma, El Dorado, 
Cerro del Tigre I and II

Geocronological and 
typological comparation

Río Uruguay ca 4.500-2500 Pre ceramic El Pinar I and II, 
Destacamento Eloísa I

Geocronological and 
typological comparation

Salto Grande ca. 2500-500 Ceramic Rancho Colorado 14C

Cerro Chico ca. 1700-500 Ceramic Cerro Chico I, Rancho 
Miño, Arroyo Yarará Chico I

14C

Tupí Guaraní ca. 700 Guaraní ceramic Isla de Arriba typological comparation
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Specifically in our study area (Figures 1 and 2), archaeological 
research in the Middle Uruguay River was conducted in 
Federación and Concordia regions. Cigliano et al. (1971) 
studied several archaeological sites in the area and obtained 
three 14C dates, covering a range between ca. 1130–700 14C 
years BP (Cigliano et al. 1971). Based on these dates, they 
proposed a chronological sequence of  cultural phases. Later 
research by Rodriguez and Rodriguez (1985) surveyed 44 
archaeological sites and obtained seven new 14C dates that 
cover a range between ca. 1740–680 14C years BP (Rodriguez 
and Rodriguez 1985). Based on these new dates, a different 
sequence of  cultural types development was proposed  
(Table 1).

In the Lower course, research was conducted in 
Gualeguaychú and Islas del Ibicuy regions. Few archaeological 
sites have been surveyed and excavated (Arrizurieta et al. 
2010; Caggiano 1984; Cione et al. 1977; Greslebin 1931). 
However, eight 14C dates have been obtained from these sites 
ranging between ca. 1500–660 14C years BP (Arrizurieta et al. 
2010; Caggiano 1984). 

The archaeological materials registered in these areas include 
mostly undecorated pottery. Vessels with simple profile and 
unrestricted forms were predominant. Urns for funerary 
purposes were also recorded. The stone tools were produced 
mostly by direct knapping hard hammer percussion, but also 
by pecking and abrading. Some of  the identified types include 
projectile points, side-scrapers, bifaces, hammerstones, anvils, 
polished axes and bolas stones. Bone tools such as points, 
harpoons and awls, were also recorded. Human remains 
corresponding to primary and secondary burials and in urns 
were also identified (see Figure 4). In total, 18 14C dates from 
nine archaeological sites have been recorded in the area; they 
cover a time range between ca. 1740–660 14C years BP. 

Materials and methods
Given the limited information on the spatial distribution of  
the archaeological record in the study area, three sectors 
were selected for sampling (Figure 2a, b, and c). These areas 
were chosen in order to compare the coastal area with the 
interior plains. Foot surveys were focused on the margins 
of  the main water sources in each sector (rivers, streams or 
ponds). Twenty-five stratified shovel test pits and a systematic 
excavation in the archaeological site Cerro de Boari 3 was 
performed (Figures 2 and 3). Additionally information from 
systematic studies on local museum collections, Museo 
Arqueológico Manuel Almeida (MAMA) from Gualeguaychú 
city, Museo Tierra de Minuanes (MTM) from Villaguay city, 
and the El Palmar National Park (EPNP), was also integrated. 

The sample analysed includes materials from archaeological 
field-work and museum collections (n=36,572; Table 2). It 
should be noted that by time constrains in Cerro de Boari 
3 site only the materials recovered from grids 1, 2 and 3 (3 
m2) and at a depth of  0.75 m from the surface were studied. 

Another 54 artefacts from other grids we also included in the 
present study due to their importance. A total of  1937 lithic 
artefacts, 30,490 sherds, 16 bone tools, 4075 faunal remains 
and human skeletal remains (MNI=54) were analysed. 
The methodology applied for the analysis of  the different 
archaeological materials can be found in Castro (2011, 2012, 
2013), Castro and Angrizani (2014) and Castro and Del  
Papa (2015).

Figure 2.  Study area in Entre Ríos Province. A, B and C: sampling sectors with the 
archaeological sites ( ▲ = surface deposit;  stratigraphic deposit). EPNP: El 
Palmar National Park. The red arrow indicates the boundary between the Middle 
and Lower Uruguay River course.

Figure 3.  Archaeological sites. (a) Paso Blanco 2. (b) Palmera Sola. (c) Cerro de Boari 2, 
the arrow indicates the watermark in the trees, to 1.40 m high, left by the flooding 
of  the Gualeguaychú River (seen behind the cerrito) in the year 2010. (d) Cerro 
de Boari 3, view of  the systematic excavation where two depositional systems, 
natural bottom (light color) and on this anthropic deposit (dark color) are observed.
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Results
Forty-two archaeological sites were identified as a result of  
the foot survey and test excavations. Twenty-seven of  these 
were surface scatters and fifteen were stratified deposits. Fifty 
isolated archaeological finds were also recorded (Figure 2; 
Table II). Of  the 25 stratified shovel tests 17 were positive. 

Within sector A the lithic assemblage, recorded from foot 
survey, totalled 114 (Table 3). This included three fragments 
with retouch and one with micro-retouch; one recycled 
projectile point (Figure 4a) and two projectile point stems (one 
corresponds to the “fishtail” type). The flakes (n=105) were 
dominated by ventral flakes (n=48, 45.7%) over the cortical 
flakes (n=21, 20%); the remaining flakes are undifferentiated 
(n=36, 34.3%). The cores (n=2) were produced on good 
quality raw material. Subspherical pebbles were used as 
blanks and in both cases remaining cortex was greater than 
50%. The raw materials were mostly siliceous (Table 3), which 
shows a slight dominance over sandstones. The knapping 
technique is predominantly direct percussion.

The pottery sample (n=187) (Table 2) includes 155 body 
sherds, 31 rims and one undifferentiated sherd. Also 
numerous clay lumps were recovered from survey. Eight 
sherds (4 rims and four body sherds) were decorated using 
incising techniques (rhythmic groove and punctuation), 
forming geometric motifs parallel to the lip, on the external 
surface. Within the rims (n=31), ten everted, eight straight 
and four inverted were identified. The profile and orifice 
diameter of  four vessels were reconstructed. All forms 
are simple and correspond to two unrestricted flat vessels 
with everted rims and 24 cm and 30 cm in diameter; two 
unconstrained decorated vessels, one with a straight rim and 
24 cm in diameter, and the other with an everted rim and 36 
cm in diameter. In both of  these cases, the decoration of  the 
external surface is incised.

In the MTM collection numerous pecked and polished 
sandstone bolas with equatorial grooves were recorded. 
Additionally, 70 projectile points were also identified. The 
maintaining of  the use life of  these tools was observed as a 
recurrent phenomenon since 47 of  them have resharpened 
limbs and fins, and 13 of  these were recycled.

Within sector B the lithic assemblage, recorded from foot 
survey, totalled 560 (Table 3). This included 14 fragments 
with retouch and one with micro-retouch; four notches; three 
bifaces; two striker; two bolas with equatorial groove produced 
by pecking and abrading; two scrapers; one pedunculated 
projectile point (Figure 4b); one biface preform; one side-
scraper; one composite instrument where a notch and retouch 
are combined; one denticulate; one piece with alternating 
retouch; one retouched piece; and one indeterminate 
instrument. The flakes (n=461) were dominated by ventral 
flakes (n=261, 56.7%) over the cortical flakes (n=150, 32.5%); 
the remaining flakes are undifferentiated (n=50, 10.8%). 
The cores (n=63) were produced mostly on siliceous rocks. 
The blanks correspond to pebbles (n=42), silica veins or 
clasts (n=10), clasts (n=7), and undifferentiated (n=4). In 
39 cases the remaining cortex was greater than 50%, and 
lower to 50% in the rest of  them (n=24). The raw materials 
were mostly siliceous (Table 3). The knapping technique is 
predominantly direct percussion and pressure retouch, also 
bipolar knapping was recorded.

The pottery sample (n=73) (Table 2) includes 61 body sherds 
and 12 rim sherds. The lip of  one of  the rims displays incised 
decoration. The set of  rims (n=12) includes five everted, four 
straight and three inverted forms. The profile and diameter 
of  four vessels were reconstructed. All forms are simple 
and correspond to two unrestricted plain vessels, one with a 
straight rim and 32 cm in diameter, and the other with an 
everted rim and 26 cm in diameter; one restricted plain vessel, 
with everted rim and 24 cm in diameter; and one unrestricted 
plain vessel, with a straight rim and 26 cm in diameter.
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Within sector C the lithic assemblage, recorded from both foot 
survey and excavations, totalled 1263 (Table 3). This included 
14 fragments with retouch and one with micro-retouch; two 
choppers; one hammerstone; one lenticular stone and one bola 
with equatorial groove, produced by pecking and abrading; 
and one fragment of  an undetermined tool with abrasion. 
Two abraders with “U-shaped grooves” were recorded. One 
of  them has four grooves on one side and three on the other; 
the other has a single groove. The flakes (n=1212) were 
dominated by ventral flakes (n=541, 44.6%) over the cortical 
flakes (n=89, 7.3%); the remaining flakes are undifferentiated 
(n=582, 48.1%). The cores (n=28) were produced mostly 
on siliceous rocks. The blanks correspond to pebbles (n=12), 
clasts (n=5), and undifferentiated (n=11). In five cases the 
remaining cortex was greater than 50%, and lower to 50% in 
nine cases; the rest of  them (n=14) no cortex was present. The 
raw materials were mostly siliceous (Table 3). The knapping 
technique is predominantly direct percussion, also bipolar 
knapping in CDB3 was recorded (Castro 2011). 

The pottery sample (n=30,230) (Table 2) includes 26,893 
body sherds, 3325 rims, six bases, four undetermined sherds 
and two modelled figurines. Included in this sample was a 
handle with incised decoration and a zoomorphic appendage 
representing a snakehead that was decorated by incising 
techniques (rhythmic groove and punctuation) (Figure 4t). 
Numerous clay lumps were also recovered from both the foot 
survey and excavations.

A total of  614 decorated sherds were recorded. Three 
hundred and ten of  these sherds (207 rims and 103 body 
sherds) were decorated with monochrome paint (red or black), 
or incising techniques (rhythmic groove, punctuation and/
or thin that usually forms geometric motifs on the external 
surface and, less frequently, in the internal). A high frequency 
of  rims also presented serrated lips. The remaining 304 sherds 
(143 rims, 155 body sherds, five bases and one indeterminate) 
were decorated on one or both surfaces by monochrome or 
polychrome paint (red, black and white), brushed, unguiculate 
and corrugated (Figure 4u–x). This morphologically and 
decoratively distinctive pottery corresponds with the Guaraní 
archaeological Tradition (Brochado 1984; Noelli 2004). The 
sample was recovered from three archaeological sites and two 
isolated surface finds (EDB=228, CDB3=62, IDG1=6 and 
ISO=8). 

The rim sherds (n=3164) (excluding all guaraní rims, n=161) 
include 208 straight, 16 everted and 15 inverted forms. The 
profile and diameter of  28 vessels were reconstructed. All 
forms are simple and correspond to 19 unrestricted flat vessels 
with straight rim and diameters between 12 cm and 32 cm; six 
restricted flat vessels with inverted rim and diameters between 
17 cm and 26 cm; and three unrestricted decorated vessels 
with straight rim with diameters of  19 cm, 20 cm and 32 
cm. They are decorated by red paint on both surfaces (n=1) 
or on the inner surface (n=1), and by incising techniques on 
the external surface (n=1). In addition, seven rims preserve 
hanging holes.

The study of  the guaraní rims (n=161) from EDB (n=152), 
CDB3 (n=8) and ISO (n=1), included decorated (n=143), 
flat (n=16) and undifferentiated types (n=2). The profile and 
the diameter of  72 vessels were reconstructed (see Castro and 
Angrizani 2014). These correspond to the following types, 28 
cambuchí, 25 yapepó, 14 ñaembé or tembiiru, three ñaetá, and two 
cambuchí caguâbá. In relation to the identified functional classes 
(see La Salvia and Brochado 1989; Brochado and Monticelli 
1994) the yapepó and ñaetá are vessels used to process food on 
fire, similar to the pot and pan respectively. The cambuchí and 
the cambuchí caguâbá are vessels for the production, storage and 
liquid service, analogous to the jar and cup respectively. The 
cambuchí also has the function of  funerary urns. The ñaembé or 
tembiiru are vessels to serve and consume food, analogous to 
the plate or bowl.

The faunal assemblage recorded from stratified deposits 
and in process study, totalled 4075 (Table 2). This included 
mainly fish (NISP=2594), predominantly Siluriforms. Within 
the mammals bones (NISP=551), deer (Blastocerus dichotomus 
and Ozotocerus bezoarticus), capybara (Hydrochaeris hydrochaeris), 
coipo (Myocastor coypus), cuis (Cavia aperea), grey fox (Lycalopex 
gymnocercus) and Dasypodidae were identified. The reptiles are 
represented by fresh water/pond turtle (Phrynops hilarii) and 
lizard (Tupinambis sp.). Birds (NISP=9), fresh water molluscs 
(NISP=204) and indeterminate bone specimens (NISP=638) 
were also recorded. Some of  the bone specimens show clear 
evidence for anthropogenic processing such as cut marks, 
helicoidal fractures, negative impacts and thermo-alteration. 
Also numerous carbonised endocarps of  palms (possibly Butia 
yatay or Syagrus romanzoffiana) were recovered from CDB3 
excavation.

Sixteen bone tools were recorded from three archaeological 
sites (CDB3=12, CL2=2 and EDB=2) (Figure 4d–k). 
Evidence of  roughing-out, hollowed, polishing, perimeter 
sawing, cut marks and ornamental incisions were identified. 
They comprise of  five fluted points (two made on Cervidae 
metapodial and three on long bones of  mammals); three 
punches elaborate on Cervidae matapodials; two straighteners 
or chamfers made on cf. Doradidae spines; a bi-convex point 
made on cf. Doradidae spine; a semi-fluted point elaborate 
on Cervidae metapodial; a hollowed cone-shaped point made 
of  Cervidae antler; a tube made of  mammalian long bone; a 
spear-thrower spur elaborate on an indeterminate mammal 
element; and, a fragment of  an instrument or ornament with 
geometric incised decoration elaborate on a long bone.

The human skeletal remains were identified at ten 
archaeological sites (Table 2). They represent a MNI of  
54 (see Castro and Del Papa 2015). The integrity and 
completeness of  the sample allow estimating the age of  20 
individuals; 18 were adults and two subadults. Among the 
adults, ten are female and eight male. In CDB3 two funeral 
packages that correspond to direct secondary burials were 
recovered. Even though we only count with incomplete 
information, the rest of  the individuals seem to correspond to 
direct primary burials. 
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For sector C, five 14C dates were obtained (Bonomo et al. 
2014; Castro 2011; Castro and Del Papa 2015) (Table IV). 
Four of  these came from direct dating of  human remains 
(SPL, T2-CSM, CL2 and EDB) and the other from a charcoal 
sample (CDB3).

The MAMA collection comprised of  various lithic materials, 
such as stone bolas, anvils, mortars, handstones, projectile 
points (Figure 4c) and a discoidal stone. Within the pottery 
materials, zoomorphic appendages and fragments of  "bells" 
(modelled pieces, conical and hollow, with representation of  
a bird in its upper part generally) related to Goya-Malabrigo 
archaeological entity (Ceruti 2003; Politis and Bonomo 
2012) were recorded (Figure 4q–t). In addition, corrugated 
guaraní vessels corresponding to yapepó (n=2) and ñaetá (n=1) 
were recorded. Two of  these guarani come from EDB and 
possibly correspond to an urn and its lid (Figure 4y). Bone 
tools made of  deer bone and antler, bones of  aguará guazú 
(Chrysocyon brachyurus), ñandú (Rhea americana), coipo, and fishes 
(cf. Pseudoplatystoma, cf. Doradidae), were identified. These 
included points, punches, needles, spatulas and harpoons. 
Some ornaments were also recorded; pendants made with 
canines of  aguará guazú and yaguareté (Panthera onca); collar 
beads and lip ornaments (tembetás) made with shells (Figure 4l-
p). Collar blue glass beads (n=298) from European origin were 
also recovered in the EDB associated with a human burial (see 
Castro and Angrizani 2014). 

Discussion
In sector A, surface archaeological sites were identified in 
the foot survey, lithic materials and pottery were recovered. 
These sites show the occupation of  topographies closely 
linked to the Gualeguay River and its tributary streams 
and ponds. This sector is dominated by the exploitation 
of  siliceous raw materials (Table 3). The remaining cortex 
indicated that was procured from fluvial pebbles. Based 
on the distance from the archaeological sites to the known 
deposits of  pebbles, it was determined that the raw materials 
were transported from medium distances (60–100 km) (sensu 
Bayon and Flegenheimer 2004). Salto Chico Formation and 

Uruguay River Terrace I are the only geological deposits at 
the region that contain siliceous pebbles, and they outcrop 
in the Uruguay River basin (Castro 2012). This suggests that 
the presence of  lithic artefacts in an area where no natural 
outcrops are recorded, the existence of  a raw materials 
circuits of  provisioning between the interior plains and the 
Uruguay River. Also, the scarcity of  lithic material in the 
surrounding of  the settlements probably promoted tool 
maintenance by resharpening and recycling strategies in 
order to extend their use life how was observed in the MTM 
collection projectile points.

Tool types comprise of  projectile points, artefacts with 
minimal retouching and ground stones such as bolas with 
equatorial groove. The flakes indicate primary reduction  
and cortex removal of  the pebbles took place at the sites 
(Castro 2013). 

Figure 4.  Archaeological materials from study area. Projectile points: (a) with recycled 
limbo sector A. (b) Point from sector B. (c) Point from sector C. Bone tools from 
sector C: (d, e, f) punches on Cervidae metapodial. (g) Recessed point on Cervidae 
metapodial. (h) Point on cf. Doradidae spine. (i, j) Straighteners or chamfers on 
pectoral and dorsal cf. Doradidae spines. (k) spear-thrower spur. Ornaments from 
sector C (l, m) Pendants on canines of  Panthera onca. (n) Pendants on canines 
of  Chrysocyon brachyurus. (o, p) Labial ornaments (tembetás) on mollusc shells. 
Goya-Malabrigo pottery from sector C: (q, r, s) Appendages representing birds. (t) 
Appendage representing a snake. Guaraní pottery from sector C: (u) Red paint. (v) 
Red over white paint. (w) Brushing. (x) Unguiculate. (y) Urn corrugated.
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The pottery is scarce and too eroded to infer general trends. 
Vessels of  simple contours, unrestricted forms and flat walls 
were recorded, which indicate mainly a domestic use. The 
numerous clay lumps that were identified show that some 
vessels were made locally. 

In all the sites, subsistence activities and the production, use 
and maintenance of  stone tools were developed. In PB2 and 
PB3 particularly, the initial stages of  pebbles reduction, blanks 
procurement, and the early stages of  artefacts formatization 
took place.

In sector B, surface archaeological sites were identified in the 
foot survey, lithic materials and pottery was recovered. Human 
occupation of  gullies, ridges, beaches, was closely linked to the 
Uruguay River and its tributary streams. Among the lithic raw 
materials there is a clear predominance of  siliceous lithologies 
(Table 3). The blanks, cores and flakes show that in most 
cases, fluvial pebbles were utilised. In this sector the pebble 
deposits are immediately available (within 10 km ratio). They 
form large banks on the margins of  the Uruguay River and its 
tributaries; and correspond to the aforementioned formations.

The tool types recovered in sector B are projectile points, 
side-scrapers, notches, scrapers, bifaces, denticulates, artefacts 
with minimal retouching, bolas with equatorial groove and 
hammerstones. The flakes indicate cortex removal and 
primary reduction of  pebbles, flakes extraction and tool 
manufacture. The intensity of  cores exploitation varies from 
no cortex to material with more than 50% (Castro 2012).

The pottery sample of  sector B includes decorated vessels 
as well as other shared attributes with the sector A. Some of  
the sites of  this sector (PS, AU and AEP1) represent multiple 
activities settlements, where domestic tasks and stone tool 
production and discard were developed. Sites ALL1, ALL2, 
AEP2 and PA are workshops where tasks related to primary 
reduction of  pebbles and blanks procurement took place.

In sector C there are archaeological sites were identified 
stratigraphic position and surface scatters. They show the 
occupation of  ridges, dunes and beaches. All the stratigraphic 
sites are placed on ridges, which in some cases have been 
over-raised by accretion constituting anthropogenic mounds 
(cerritos). The cerritos can be found isolated or grouped in 
number of  three, such as the Cerros de Boari locality 
(Castro 2011). Sedimentological studies of  CDB3 by Dr. 
Carola Castiñeira (CONICET-UNLP) suggest that the site 
was formed by two depositional systems with textural and 
compositional characteristics clearly distinguishable (Figure 
3d). This consists of  a natural depositional system composed 
of  sandy silt to sandy mud deposits that is archaeologically 
sterile and an anthropic depositional system with high organic 
matter and archaeological remains, including lithic artefacts, 
pottery, faunal remains, human burials, hearths, abundant 
charcoal and amorphous baked clay fragments. These latter 
traits, shared by some sites from the sector (e.g. CDB1, CDB2, 

CL2, SPL, CP) suggest that the cerritos is multifunctional 
settlements and that they respond to a strategy of  occupation 
of  a hydrologically dynamic environment. This strategy 
involves the deliberate modification of  the landscape by  
over-raising natural landforms such as ridges, in order 
to inhabit these areas during flooding seasons. The same 
situation is observed in the Paraná Delta and some areas  
from Uruguay (Castiñeira et al 2014; Gianotti and Bonomo 
2013; among others).

Exploitation of  siliceous materials dominates the lithics in 
this sector (Table III). Among these silicified limestone from 
Guichón Formation is the most abundent raw material. The 
closest raw material source of  this type is located more than 
80 km north of  this area, on the coast of  the Colón region, 
and in Uruguay over 100 km east and west. Therefore, 
according to the spatial scale used here, this material comes 
from a medium provenience distance (60–100 km). The 
sandstones of  the Salto Chico Formation are the second in 
abundance, and their outcrops are immediately available.

The tool types include projectile points, retouched artefacts, 
choppers, and ground stone tools such as hammerstones, 
lenticular stones, bolas and “U-shaped grooves” abraders, 
as well as anvils, mortars and handstones indicating plant 
processing. Specifically the anvils (rompecocos) are associated 
with palm fruit processing, both are present in CDB3. 
Management of  domesticated plants would be represented 
by the presence in the area of  guaraníes horticulturists who 
arrived to area between 1089–1556 AD (Bonomo et al. 
2014). Local populations (possibly chaná) probably practiced 
small-scale horticulture before the arrival of  guaraníes, as were 
confirmed manipulation and grinding of  both wild plants 
including algarrobo (Prosopis sp.), palm fruit (Butia yatay and 
Syagrus romanzoffiana) and tubers (Canna sp.) and cultivated 
plants such as corn (Zea mays), squash (Cucurbitaceae) and 
beans (Phaseolus sp.) in the Upper Paraná Delta at least two 
centuries before the European conquest (beginning of  the 
sixteenth century AD) (Bonomo et al. 2011a, 2011b; Politis 
and Bonomo 2012; Sánchez et al. 2013). The flake analysis 
suggests flake extraction and tool manufacture, through 
the presence of  cortical flakes and the primary reduction 
of  pebbles. The cores show a variable cortex proportion 
indicating varying degrees of  exploitation. 

Pottery is the most common archaeological material in sector 
C. This is dominated by undecorated pottery and body sherds 
over the rims. The unrestricted forms with flat simple profile 
are the most frequent type, suggesting mainly a domestic use 
and some cases use directly on the fire, as indicated by traces 
of  soot on the external surface and the presence of  hanging 
holes. The identification of  clay lumps indicates the local 
manufacture of  these ceramics. The presence of  modelled 
zoomorphic appendages to Goya-Malabrigo archaeological 
entity assigned to the historical chaná-timbú populations and 
their immediate antecessors (Ceruti 2003; Politis and Bonomo 
2012; among others) was established. So far the frequency of  
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Goya-Malabrigo elements is scarce in comparison with the 
Paraná River, but if  further research determines a similar 
pattern in the Uruguay River, it will confirm the intensive 
exploitation of  lithic resources characteristics of  this area by 
Goya-Malabrigo pottery producers.

The Lower Uruguay River was one of  the latest areas 
occupied for the guaraní groups before the arrival of  
European conquerors (see Bonomo et al. 2014). Although 
the interest in these populations comes from the beginning of  
archaeology in Northeastern Argentina in the early twentieth 
century, EDB is the first guaraní stable and effective settlement 
deeply studied in Entre Rios. The EDB presents five of  the 
six classes of  typical guaraní pottery. According to typology 
proposed by Brochado and Monticelli (1994), Brochado et al. 
(1990) and La Salvia and Brochado (1989), it was determined 
that they were used in domestic tasks such as cooking, storage 
and liquids processing, and serving and consuming drinks 
and food. However, it is possible that some of  the vessels were 
used as funerary urns. Since functional point of  view the great 
variability and ceramics abundance with complex painted 
and plastic decorations concentrated in EDB would reflect a 
permanent occupation of  high intensity and low mobility. All 
the pottery from EDB along with the rest of  the evidences 
from the site indicates that it is a guaraní village where 
domestic and ritual activities were conducted (Castro and 
Angrizani 2014). Is possible that EDB may not be an isolated 
site and with others guaraní villages, crop fields, and hunt 
camps and fishing compound one territory of  dominion called 
Teko’á (see Noelli 1993; Milheira 2014). Also the presence of  
guarani pottery in non-guarani sites (CDB3, CP and SPL), 
would show some kind of  interaction (e.g. trade, movement of  
people) between guaraní and the occupants of  the cerritos. The 
14C dates indicates that EDB was inhabited in pre-Hispanic 
times (526±45 BP) and in turn the presence of  European 
collar beads also suggest that the site was also occupied 
during conquest time. Although new dates are necessary, a 
permanent occupation is consistent with the settlement system 
of  guaraní villages noted by several authors (e.g. Brochado 
1989; Noelli 2004) in relation to the phenomenon of  the 
southern guaraní expansion.

Due to their stratigraphic provenance, the bone remains are 
well preserved in sector C. The faunal resources exploited are 
varied and the species of  aquatic ecosystems are dominant 
(fish, marsh deer, coipo, turtles, molluscs), although species 
of  drier and open ecosystems (ñandú and deer) were also 
recorded. In some sites (LCs) molluscs were also an important 
contribution to the diet, as indicated by the massive discard of  
shells forming shell-middens. The fauna was consumed and 
used for the manufacture of  bone instruments and ornaments. 
The instruments reflect hunting and fishing activities (points, 
spear-throwers, harpoons), and possibly the work of  skin 
(needles, awls) and ceramics (straighteners and spatulas).

This sector also shows an increased frequency and variability 
of  human burials, direct primary and secondary and, in the 

guaraní case, secondary burials in urns (Castro 2011; Castro 
and Del Papa 2015). It is interesting to notice that burials  
are located in the same places that were inhabited, and in  
all cases they are intermingled with technological and 
subsistence remains. 

From a general perspective, the lithic assemblages of  
each sectors represents all the production lithic stages 
(Ericson 1984). From procurement to discard, and even the 
reactivation and recycling of  an instrument was recorded 
in sector A. All sectors present a unifacial and bifacial 
technology by direct freehand percussion. Also formal and 
informal tool types (sensu Andrefsky 1998) were recorded 
at all sectors, suggesting hunting activities (or interpersonal 
violence) and processing of  animal and/or plants. In sectors  
B and C the use bipolar technique was recorded.

The presence of  formal and informal artefacts, addressing 
to a conservative and expeditive strategy respectively, would 
not be mutually exclusive in our study case given the record 
of  both types of  artefacts at the same sites (Castro 2012). 
Ceruti and González (2007) generally characterise the lithic 
technology of  the Uruguay River as expeditive, due to the 
abundance of  raw material. These authors make an exception 
for stone bolas and Salto Grande engraved plaques that have 
a conservative treatment, to which we add here bifaces, 
scrapers, side-scrapers and projectile points. The conserved 
strategy would not respond, in the Uruguay River, to the 
availability and maximising of  raw materials as pointed out 
by some authors (Andrefsky 1994; Bamforth 1986; among 
others), but perhaps to the functional efficiency of  the tools, 
a time investment of  its manufacture or other non-economic 
and invisible causes in the archaeological record (see Escola 
2004, Colombo 2013). In the case of  the inland plains, where 
lithic resources are scarce and come from the Uruguay River 
more than 60 km away, the conservation and recycling of  
formal artefacts would be the dominant strategy. In this case 
it is proposed that this would be a consequence of  the raw 
material availability and their maximisation.

Particularly the discoidal stone and fishtail point are 
considered as indicators of  early settlement in South America, 
covering a range between ca. 11,600–9000 BP (Castiñeira et 
al. 2011; Jackson and Méndez 2007). Although the evidence 
is still scarce these would be the first indicators of  early 
occupation within the study area, possibly during the late 
Pleistocene/early Holocene (see Castro and Terranova 2015). 

Even though in sectors A and B no organic materials that 
could be dated were found, the presence of  pottery (could 
not dating by TL) in most of  the contexts placed them in 
the late Holocene, since the oldest pottery in the region has 
been chronologically dated ca. 3000 BP (Politis et al. 2001). 
In contrast, in the C sector the presence of  organic matter 
allowed obtaining the first five 14C dates for the study area, 
extending the temporal range of  occupations of  the Uruguay 
River from ca. 2000 BP to post-conquest times, as indicated 
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by European collar beads from EDB product of  interaction 
situations between Indigenous groups and conquistadors who 
arrived to the region in the sixteenth century.

Conclusions
The present archaeological research on the Middle and Lower 
Uruguay River course expands the knowledge of  Indigenous 
people who occupied the region. It has specifically contributed 
with new data for the characterisation and the spatial and 
temporal distribution of  the archaeological record. 

Sectors A and B are dominated by the exploitation of  siliceous 
raw materials. They form large banks on the margins of  the 
Uruguay River. The lithic assemblage from sector A allowed 
determining the existence of  a raw materials circuits of  
provisioning between the interior plains and the Uruguay 
River. As well as the discussion of  the origin of  earth mounds 
structures and the presence of  guarani stable settlements of  
the area were demonstrated. In this sense, in sector C it was 
determined the build of  anthropogenic mounds destined 
to the flood protection and domestic and ritual activities. 
A great development of  bone technology and a complex 
ceramic technology can be addressed for this sector. The 
latter has allowed us to distinguish two ethnic groups, one 
are the guaraní that occupied the site EDB where attributes 
of  the Guarani archaeological Tradition can be found; the 
other group is not clearly identified yet but shares attributes 
with the archaeological entity Goya-Malabrigo associated 
with the chana-timbú. The pottery also marks the existence of  
relationships between both populations, a point that needs to 
be deepened.

Some features in the sector C, like the high ceramic density, 
the coordination of  community work for over-rise Cerritos—
that would also allow for the occupation of  these flooded 
environments for a longer time—the formation of  concheros 
with high volume of  shells, and the burials in the cerritos as 
markers of  enduring territorial ownership over time, would 
indicate more sedentary and residential stability than was 
previously considered for the area.

Finally, the systematic excavation of  an archaeological site 
and obtaining 14C dates, which were non-existent for the 
study area, is highlighted. The latter allow establishing human 
presence during the late Holocene period of  approximately 
1500 years, from the ca. 2000 BP until the sixteenth century. 
Based on the data obtained we can say that the study area was 
occupied by hunter-gatherer-fishers and potters, and possibly 
horticulturists, with a technological development strongly 
oriented to intensive exploitation of  the fluvial environment 
determined by the Uruguay River. 
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