
Radiocarbon Dates from 
La Venta, Tabasco 

TVe have recently received a series of 
nine radiocarbon dates of wood charcoal 
samples, obtained during the 1955 Na- 
tional Geographic Society-Smithsonian 
Institution-University of California ex-
cavations at  the site of La Venta, Ta-  
basco, A/Iexico ( I) . The radiocarbon de- 
terminations were made through the 
intermediacy of J. B. Griffin at the 
University Memorial-Phoenix Project 
Radiocarbon Laboratory, University of 
Michigan, under the direction of H. R. 
Crane; costs were defrayed by the Na- 
tional Geographic Society. 

La Venta is located about 373 air-line 
miles southeast of Mexico City in the 
coastal lowlands near the western border 
of the state of Tabasco, approximately 
12 miles inland from the Gulf of Mexico. 
This site is the best known major cere-
monial center of the classic or florescent 
phase of the Olmec culture, the exact 
temporal position of which has long been 
a subject of controversy. La Venta, with 
its highly developed stone monumental 
art and elaborate jade figurines and orna- 
ments, has usually been regarded, espe- 
cially by archeologists in the United 
States, as corresponding in time to the 
earlier part of the classic period of Low- 
land Maya cultural development. By 
"the classic period" is usually meant the 
time-span A.D. 300-900. The present 
series of carbon-14 dates is in agreement 
with a growing opinion that the La Venta 
phase of Olmec culture was in existence 
for a long time prior to the classic Maya 
period. 

The 1955 excavations at the La Venta 
site were carried out north of the great 
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pyramid, principally in the column-en- 
closed ceremonial court, which Drucker 
(2, page 9 ) ,  termed "complex A" in his 
report on the earlier work at  this site. 
The recent excavations revealed that 
complex A has a four-phase history--- 
that is, that it underwent three major 
successive alterations following its initial 
construction. We have designated these 
construction phases, from the earliest to 
latest, by the Roman numerals I, 11, 111, 
and IV. We wish to emphasize that these 
are site construction phases only, not  cul-
tural stages; we found no clear evidence 
of culture change during the time that 
complex A was in use. 

Five samples (Table 1, Nos. M-535, 
M-529, M-534, M-532, and M-531) were 
collected from levels \vhich belong strati- 
graphically to construction phase I. One 
sample (M-530) came from the phase- 
I1 level. Two samples (At-528, M-533) 
were taken from the lower margin of the 
4-foot-thick accumulation of wind-blown 
sands, which lies directly upon the phasc- 
I V  constructions and which, inixed with 
humus, forms the present surface of the 
site. These latter samples are referable 
to post-complex A (post-Olmec?) occu- 
pations of the island of 1,a Venta; o t h ~ r  
evidence for this was encountered durinr: 
the season. No samples that can be as-
signed with certainty to the phase-I11 or 
phase-IV cons!ructions prop-r were col- 
lected. The nlaximum timc-span covered 
by the nine samples, within one sigma, is 
1580 years (14,54 B.G. to A.D. 126). The 
five phase-I dates span a maximum range 
of 1150 years, from 1454 B.C. to 304 B.c., 
again within one sigma. The probability 
that the five radiocarbon runs from the 
same stratigraphic phase would show this 
or a greater maximum date range is 56 
out of 100, which is well within the sig- 
nificant range. We feel reasonably sure, 
therefore, that the average of the five 
dates (2700 B.P.? 134, 814 B.C. t 134) 
is a close approximation of the actual 
aze of the phase-1 constructions at La 
Venta. 

The phase-I1 sample M-530 gives a 
date (2760 B.P. f300, 804. n.c. t 300) 
which is in line with the average for 
phase I ;  little more than this can be said 
about it. Samnle M-536 was taken from 
the lower levels of the base of the great 

pyramid, from an excavation of approxi- 
mately 15 feet into the interior of the 
pyramid on its northern side. The date 
almost certainly refers to one of the later 
stages of construction of the ppramld. 
The two samples (M-528, M-533) from 
the lowest level of the drift sand which 
mantles the site are interpreted as pro- 
viding an early post-phase-IV date. The  
arithmetic average of the two dates ob- 
tained is 2265 B.P. (309 B.c.); the 
ueighted average, arrived at  by the 
method employed by TVauchope ( 3 ) ,  is 
2289 B.P. +. 195 (333 B.C. zt: 195). We are 
unable to determine with accuracy the 
end of the Olmec phase-IV occupation 
of complex A, but the average of the two 
post-phase-JV dates, judged with refer- 
ence to their stratigraphic position rela- 
tire to the inferior deposits, enables us to 
est~matr that about a century intervened 
between the end of the phase-IV occu-
pation and deposition of the charcoal in 
the b isal level of the drift sands. We 
mould place the end of the La Vcnta 
phase IV M ithin the period 450-325 B.G., 
probably near the early part of that 
~ c r i o d .  Complex A thus appears, from 
the radiocarbon determinations, to have 
been constructed and used during ap- 
proairnatel? the four centuries 800 to 
400 B.C. 

As of this moment. the following ob- 
servations on the La Venta period of 
Olmec culture seem justified. Drucker's 
conclusion (41 that Olmec growth was 
not dependent on a Maya fountainhead 
is strongly suppolted. The carbon-14 
dates from La Venta appear to affirm 
IVauchope's cally tempor a1 placement 
of the La L'enta horizon ( 5 ) .  The exact 
assiqnment of this period of Olmec cul- 
ture to a particular stage in current de- 
velopmental interpretations, such as late 
formative or early classic, is of course 
not fullv resolved bv these d ~ t e s .  but the 
element of doubt concernin: the tem-
p o ~ a l  position of the period is lessened. 
If the O l n ~ e c  traits found at the middle 
precl~ssic site of Tlatilco in the Valley 
of Mexico (6) can be definitely asso-
ciated with the La Venta period, as has 
been suggested b~ Drucker (2, page 
229), the relatively great time-span of 

Table 1. La Venta radiocarbon dates. 
-

Sample 
No. Age ( y r )  Date, B.C. 
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this period and its nonconformity to cur- 
rently proposed views of Mesoamerican 
culture development (3, 7)  will be clear. 
The difficulty of accepting certain sculp- 
tured pieces from the Olmec area which 
bear initial series inscriptions--such as 
the Tuxtla statuette and stela C from 
Trcs Zapotes-on the grounds of the 
improbably early dates indicated (8) 
would appear to be greatly diminished. 
The final report on the 1955 excavations 
at La Venta is nearing completion and 
will be published by the Bureau of Amer- 
ican Ethnology. 
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Probable Cause of Necrotic 

Spider Bite in the Midwest 

Current medical references used by 
practising physicians list the black 
widow, Latrodectus mactans, and other 
species of Latrodectus as the only spi- 
ders occurring in the United States that 
may inflict bites serious enough to require 
medical treatment. ~hysicians practising 
in rural areas in the Midwest have real- 
ized for some time that other species 
occasionallv bite and cause conditions. 
which, though less generally severe than 
those occasioned by the bite of L .  mac-
tans, are serious enough to require atten- 
tion. In some cases the animal inflicting 
the bite has not been observed bv the 
patient, and the attending physician has 
attributed the condition to "insect bite." 

With the exception of certain species 
of Reduviidae, there are no midwestern 
Hcxapoda known to inflict severe injury 
by bite to human beings. According to 
Herms ( I )  reduviid bites are character- 
ized by intense local pain, swelling, in- 
tense itching, and, in a few cases, profuse 
urticaria over the body and a local cellu- 
litis followed by necrosis in the immedi- 
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ate vicinity of the bite. In  a few days the 
symptoms resulting from reduviid bite 
are usually gone. 

Several clinical cases of spider bite in 
Missouri by a "brown spider" are avail- 
able. Usually, the spider became en-
tangled in the patient's clothing and bit 
when it was crushed or removed. First 
symptoms varied, presumably with the 
relative amount of venom injected, but 
a thick wheal usually forms with necro- 
sis of tissues at the immediate site of 
the punctures made by the chelicerae. 
The necrotic area soon turns violaceous, 
then black and dry. This area sloughs 
in a few days or a week, leaving a deep, 
sharply-defined granular area surroundecl 
by the raised edges of healthy tissue. The 
sloughed area, frequently quite large, 
may persist for several weeks, and heal- 
ing takes place very slowly. In  a few 
patients, systemic disturbance of a gen-
eral nature has been indicated by a rash 
resembling that of scarlet fever. 

In these cases, spiders inflicting such 
necrotizing venom have not been avail- 
able for identification. In  a single case a 
specimen of Loxosceles reclusus Gertsch 
and Mulaik has been circumstantially in- 
criminated. 

A striking similarity between these 
necrotic, spider-inflicted wounds in Mis- 
souri and the "gangrenous spot" or cu-
taneous arachnoidism of Chile, Uruguay, 
and other South American countries is 
evident. Macchiavello (2 )  first indicated 
Loxosceles laeta (Nicolet) as the causa- 
tive agent of such gangrenous spot on 
human beings in Chile as early as 1937. 
Subsequent experimentation with the 
glandular poison of L .  laeta by Macchia- 
;ello (3) and by MacKinnon and Wit- 
kind (4)  has established firmly the role 
of L.  laeta in cutaneous arachnoidism in 
South America. Symptoms in patients 
bitten by L .  laeta are similar to those in 
natients observed in Missouri. 

Since Loxosceles reclusus was circum- 
stantially incriminated in human necro- 
sis before the South American literature 
was reviewed, and since it belongs in the 
same genus, it is not unduly presumptive 
tentatively to assign to L. reclusus the 
same relationship with cutaneous arach- 
noidism in Missouri that L .  laeta bears 
to that condition in South America. Ex- 
periments are currently underway in-
volving Loxosceles reclusus and labora- 
tory animals. Preliminary results indicate 
that the venom of L .  reclusus is a pow- 
erful necrotizing agent capable of caus-
ing cutaneous necrosis in mammals. 

Gertsch ( 5 ) ,in discussing spider ven- 
oms, states that the venom of a few spi- 
ders is fortified with toxins that cause 
severe local or general reactions. He re- 
ports that some venoms contain hema- 
toxins that destroy cells in the vicinity 
of the wound and result in extensive 

sloughing and exposure of underlying 
tissues. Loxosceles laeta is the proved 
agent causing such conditions in South 
America. Loxosceles reclusus is probably 
responsible for the same conditions in 
the southern and southwestern United 
States as well as in the Midwest ( 6 ) .  
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Influence of Prenatal Maternal 
Anxiety on Emotionality 
in Young Rats 

W. R. Thompson [Science 125, 698 
(1957 ) l  has reported results which are 
compatible with the hypothesis that 
"prenatal maternal anxiety does actu-
allv increase the emotionalitv of off-
spring." Five female rats were trained 
"first to expect strong shock at the 
sound of a buzzer, and then to avoid the 
shock by opening a door between the 
compartments and running through to 
the safe side." These rats, as well as a 
group of five control rats, were then 
mated. 

During gestation, the experimental 
mothers were "exposed to the buzzer 
three times every day in the shock side 
of the shuttlebox, but with the shock 
turned off and the door to the safe side 
locked." The offspring of the experi-
mental and control mothers were tested 
for differences in "emotionality," and 
the observed differences were traced to 
the stress situations which were imposed 
on the experimental mothers during 
gestation. 

I t  is possible, however, that differ-
ences in prenatal environment may have 
resulted from maternal hormonal differ- 
ences caused by systemic chanyes which 
were produced in response to the stress 


