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Abstract

In 2004, archaeological investigations were conducted by the University of
Alabama at Mound X, a remnant prehistoric mound at the Moundville site
(1Tu500) in west-central Alabama. The investigation had three research goals: 1)
document Mound X form, composition, and chronology; 2) clarify the
stratigraphic relationship between the mound and the palisade line that
appeared to be superimposed over the mound ; and 3) recover artifact and
ecofact remains to provide evidence of mound-related activities. The
investigation proceeded in two stages: a subsurface survey of ground
penetrating radar, gradiometer, and shovel-test probes, and an excavation
strategy of eighteen 2-m-x-2-m units.

The investigation results accomplished all three research goals. It was
discovered that Mound X was a multiple-stage mound constructed in the early
Moundville I phase (ca. A.D. 1120-1200). Although the original dimensions of
Mound X could not be determined due to post-construction truncation and
leveling of the upper portion sometime in the past, the form, composition, and
sequence of construction was documented for the remnant mound. Other than
the clay-and-sand mound construction strata, few intact features were found,
most notably Feature 11, a debris deposit or remains of a structure. Mound
features produced moderate amounts of broken pottery, low amounts of flaked
stone and debitage, and a “pigment complex” (Knight 2004), i.e., considerable
quantities of ground and unmodified hematitic sandstone for the production of
red paint pigments. Together with recovered mica flakes, the pigment
production is likely tied to personal adornment in ritual contexts. The 2004
investigation confirmed what had been suspected since an earlier investigation
in 1983, that two palisade wall trenches were constructed up and over the
western portion of Mound X at or soon after the formation of Moundville as a
fortified regional center in the late Moundville I phase. Thereafter, Mound X was
no longer in active use.

The cultural significance of Mound X is two-fold. First, Mound X is one of
only two mounds in the region known to date to the early Moundville I phase,
the time just prior to the establishment of the Moundville site as the capital of a
regional polity. Second, as a result of palisade construction which left the mound
no longer in use and outside the protecting walls, Mound X was excluded from a
place in the planned arrangement of mounds in the new social order. Mound X is
a Moundville Mississippian example of the re-arrangement of the built
environment and public spaces that so often accompanied polity formation in
emergent complex societies, part of an ideological strategy to re-make or deny
old social values and promote new ones (Blitz 2007).
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Background and Research Goals

Mound X at Moundville
The well-known archaeological site of Moundville (1TU500), near the modern

town of that name, consists of the remains of a prehistoric settlement founded by
American Indians 800 years ago along the banks of the Black Warrior River in
west Alabama (Figure 1). For several centuries prior to European contact, it was

one of the largest settlements north of Mexico. Key
features of the 320-acre site are 29 earthen mounds,
a central open area or plaza, and a log fortification
or palisade that is no longer visible. Mound X is a
low rise in the northeastern section of the site
(Figure 2). An aerial photo dating to the 1930s
shows small buildings near to the Mound X locale,
and various lanes and roadways passed close to it
in the 20th century (Figure 3). Mound X is not
mentioned by the early investigators of
Moundville. This silence about Mound X suggests
that the mound was an inconspicuous feature early
on, a characteristic that may be related to its
unusual history at the site.

Figure 2. Location of Moundville in Alabama (UA Cartographic Research Laboratory).

Figure 2. Location of
Mound X at Moundville
(Source: Knight and
Steponaitis 1998).
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Figure 3. Aerial view of Mound X locale, 1930s. View to the west, railroad line in foreground,
arrow marks approximate location.

The 1983 Investigation
In 1983, the meter-high rise was confirmed as a mound when Joe Vogel and

Jean Allen of the University of Alabama encountered it while excavating a
palisade line with a University of Alabama field school (Figure 4). The plow zone
was removed from a 30-m-x-15-m area, exposing a white (light grey) clay mass
interpreted as a mound remnant (Figure 5), dark organic deposits of ash and
artifacts related to mound activities (Figure 6), and palisade lines (Figure 7). An
east-west backhoe trench, 35 meters long and one meter wide, was cut across the
exposed white clay mass. Based on the trench profile view, the excavators
concluded that the clay mass was a remnant mound and that the palisade lines
intruded into it. At this point, excavation was terminated. Few artifacts were
collected and only a brief description and plan view map were published (Vogel
and Allan 1985). Although artifacts from the 1983 excavation are stored at the
DeJarnette Archaeological Research Center at the park, the interpretive value of
these data is limited because excavation documents are missing. The mound was
labeled X, the next unassigned letter in the Moundville site mound sequence.

In the 1990s, developments in Moundville research helped to place Mound X
in chronological context. The Moundville chronology was refined, permitting the
Moundville I phase to be subdivided into early and late spans based on
diagnostic ceramic attributes. Excavations in the northwest Riverbank ECB tract


