
A 2000 Year Old Cemetery 
Mound City was not a city; it was a village and burial site for people living 
along the Scioto River during the first two centuries A.O. Early explorers 
and settlers noted the numerous mound and earthwork sites in Ohio and 
speculated on their origin and use. The seeming mystery of the mounds 
was heightened by the fact that the Shawnee and other tribes did not con­
struct them and had no knowledge of who had built them and when. Ar­
guments raged over the age and significance of these ancient sites. Pres­
ident William Henry Harrison suggested that they must be several hun­
dred years old , at least, because of the mature forest growth in place on 

The Hopewell World 
Consider the following modern events: The President of the United States 
visits a foreign country; he gives and receives gifts of state to establish 
or renew ties to the country and to its leaders. As a result of his visit, new 
contacts between officials, businessmen, and private citizens in each 
country are made, and commerce between the two countries flourishes. 

Some artifacts of the types you see in the museum at Mound City may 
have been used in this way, to establish trade and diplomatic ties be­
tween distant peoples. As more research is done, it becomes more appar­
ent that the term Hopewellian describes a broad, interregional network 
of contacts between different Indian groups during a period of seven hun­
dred years or more, from 200 B .C. to A.O. 500. The territory we now call 
southern Ohio was the principal center of this network, extending from 
Michigan to southern Florida and from Kansas to the east coast. 

As we now know them, the Hopewell era peoples included skilled arti­
sans; they fished and hunted, gathered wild foods, and grew a few crops. 
They lived along river valleys, in permanent or semi-permanent villages 
near the mounds and earthworks they built. 

Compared to our technologically-oriented culture, the peoples of the 
Hopewell era had simple tools. The poles used in building, for example, 
were cut and prepared with chipped or pecked stone axes and hunters 
used stone for knives and projectile points. 

the mounds. Popular speculation held that the mounds had been built by 
a "lost race" of mysterious origin which had died out or vanished before 
the historic tribes came on the scene. The fledgling Smithsonian Insti­
tution was thrust into the middle of the controversy with its 1848 publica­
tion of Ancient Monuments of the Mississippi Valley, based on studies of 
various sites by Ephraim G. Squier, a Chillicothe newspaper editor, and 
Edwin H. Davis, a Chillicothe physician. These men named the place 
Mound City, because of its unique concentration of mounds: 23 in 5.26 
hectares (13 acres) . Declining to dignify more far-fetched lost race 

Some plants such as squash, gourd, and corn were cultivated in garden 
plots, but most of the food was provided by hunting wild game, fishing, 
and collecting wild foods such as nuts, seeds, berries, and roots. The 
hunting and gathering pattern of life was already several thousand years 
old by the time Mound City was built, but burial customs indicate that by 
about 1000 B .C. in the eastern woodlands society had begun to change. 

We know remarkably little about the structure of society among the many 
peoples of the Hopewell era, still less about the details of their social 
interactions. Like medieval Europe or aboriginal Hawaii, individuals and 
families were ranked in relation to each other, as distinctions of crema­
tion, extended or flexed burial, and types and amounts of grave goods 
show. 

The significance of burial mounds such as those of Mound City was that 
they established and perpetuated a system of rank distinctions, serving 
as a vislble reminder and demonstration of the power of individuals and 
families. The labor required to create the mounds and earthworks was a 
cumulative group investment in maintaining their social order, with plan­
ning and work continuing over a period of weeks and months, or even 
years. 

These peoples created and sustained a visible social order with emblems 
of status made of exotic materials. Besides the copper brought from near 

theories by attacking them directly, Squier and Davis instead suggested 
a strong connection between the prehistoric cultures of Mexico and 
those of the Mississippi Valley. The lost race notion was laid to rest dec­
ades later after further extensive excavations demonstrated that the 
mounds were built by early American Indians. We now call the overall 
culture of these peoples Hopewell, after the 1891 excavation at the farm 
of Mordecai Hopewell, west of Chillicothe, Ohio. We do not know what 
name these peoples gave themselves. During the exploration and map­
ping of prehistoric sites which led to their 1848 book, Squier and Davis 

Hopewell cremation ceremony from a painting by Louis S. Glanzman 

numbered and partially excavated several of the mounds at Mound City, 
amassing a large collection of pipes and other artifacts. During World 
War I, Mound City was covered by part of a training facility, Camp Sher­
man, and many of the mounds were destroyed. Excavation and restora­
tion work was conducted by the Ohio State Historical Society in 1920-
21 , and the site was declared a National Monument in 1923. Additional 
excavations were conducted in the mid-1960s, and future work will in­
clude non-destructive investigations by remote sensing techniques. 

the Great Lakes were chunks of obsidian (volcanic glass) from a site in 
Yellowstone National Park, shark teeth perhaps brought from the Chesa­
peake Bay, mica from the Smokies, seashells from the Gulf Coast, and 
silver from Ontario. At regional centers, craftsmen fashioned these and 
other raw materials into fine objects, which were then distributed to lead­
ers of distant peoples. Food also may have been traded, following the 
patterns of trade already established. 

Hopewell objects represent the widespread Hopewellian system of re­
ligious beliefs. However, distinctive cultures flourished, since there was 
no single dominant person or group capable of controlling more than a 
local territory. 

By about A.O. 500, give or take a few decades in different areas, the 
great Hopewell enterprise had come to an end. Perhaps this was due to 
social changes, a breakdown in old patterns of trade, or warfare. What­
ever the cause, within a few hundred years a fully agricultural and Polit­
ically more structured society archeologists call Mississippian had 
emerged in the Mississippi River Valley and along some of its tributaries. 

From today's perspective, it seems that the Hopewell era peoples en­
joyed a long period of relative prosperity and stability, for the evidence 
demonstrates that warfare was far more common after 700 A.O. 
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6 Inside A Mound 
When Squier and Davis 
excavated this unusual 
elliptical mound , it re-
vealed a definite internal 
structure. At the center 
was a low, circular clay 
platform. In the con­
cave top of the platform 
were ashes and cre­
mated human remains, 
many fragments of pot­
tery, stone and copper 
1mplemP.r.ts, and a large 
number of broken 
spearpoints made of 
flint, garnet, and obsid­
ian. The platform was 
covered with a low 
earth mound, which in 
turn was covered with 
five alternating layers of 
sand and earth. The en­
tire mound was capped 

2 Mica Grave Mound 
The artifacts shown 
here all came from this 
mound, first excavated 
in 1921 . Among others 
recovered here-and 
now on exhibit in the 
visitor center-are elk 
and bear teeth, copper 
ornaments, large ob­
sidian points, and a 
cache of 5,000 shell 
beads. Two copper 
headdresses were 
found , one with three 
pairs of copper antlers, 
the other representing 
a bear, with hinged 
ears and legs attached 
with rivets. A section 
of the mound has been 
removed to show 
an elaborate mul-
tiple burial. All four in-

With a thick layer of gra­
vel and pebbles. Other 
mounds show equal 
care in construction , 
but vary in detail and 
number of layers. 

The mounds vary con­
siderably in the num­
ber of b1Jrials and the 
kinds of artifacts they 
contain. One mcund 
within the complex 
contained a quantity of 
fossil mammoth or 
mastodon bones, and 
another contained fine­
ly crafted pottery ves­
sels decorated with im­
ages of ducks and 
eagles; others con­
tained various orna­
ments of copper and 

dividuals were cre­
mated, as were the 
other original burials 
of Mound City. 

Among the ashes were 
obsidian tools, raven 
and toad effigy pipes, 
a copper headpiece in 
human shape, and oth­
er grave goods. There 
are sixteen other cre­
mations known from 
this mound: a later in­
trusive burial in the 
side of the mound was 
discovered in 1963, 
when the mound was 
reexcavated. The effigy 
pipes, headdresses, 
and other artifacts were 
used in ceremonies, 
and may also have 

shell . stone pipes, and 
other goods. The 
types of burials fol­
lowed the lines of 
status within the 
society. The mounds at 
Mound City may be 
monuments to leading 
craftsmen. or to suc­
cessful traders. The in­
trusive burial in the 
top of this mound is 
only one of many that 
occurred widely after 
the mounds were built, 
and after the demise of 
the Hopewell system, 
reflecting a period of 
social change. 

Squier and Davis s drawing of 
the internal structure of a 
mound (left) shows the clay 
plat form. a bunat. alternating 
layers of earth and sand a 
later burial in the top. and the 
final covering of gravel and 
pebbles 

been badges of rank or 
status. 

Since historic Indians 
are known to have had 
clans named after an­
imals, the raven and 
other animal effigies 
may have been sym­
bols of lineages. clans 
or other social group. 

Some archeologists 
suggest that Hopewell 
society, at least in the 
Scioto area, was di­
vided into a system of 
ranked lineages, much 
like the ruling families 
of Hawaii in the early 
1800s. Each of the 
main burial centers 
such as Mound City 
and Seip would have 
been used by one or 
more of the lineages 
to bury the most prom­
inent individuals. 

5 Charnel House 
When a prominent per­
son died, the body 
was taken to a charnel 

Detail of clay platform 

Beginning Your 
The visitor center 
has educational ex 
h1bits; books and 
other items can be pur­
chased here. A staff 
member 1s on duty to 

house. Cremation took 
place on a low clay 
platform. Burial offer­
ings were often placed 
in the cremation fire 
as well. The ashes, and 
additional offerings, 
were then tr red 

Interpretive Trail 

For Your Safety 
Watch for ground squirrel 
holes in the grassy areas. 
Whi le on the River T rai l , 
please exercise extreme 
caution ; the Scioto River 
is deep and rapid. 

Please do not climb or 
walk on the mounds. 

of Mound 
eels creativity 

earthwork is 
ed in the shape of 

typical Hopewell 
house, with entrances 
at both ends. 
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7 Towns On The Scioto? 
Squier and Davis found 
many mound and 
earthwork sites along 

and water. Spring 
floods scoured the 
banks, providing a nat­
ural clearing for a gar­
den plot on which to 
cultivate corn and oth­
er food plants. The 
size, loc:aticn, and num­
ber of towns or villages 
are not fully known. 
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Perhaps the placement 
of the mounds was 
meant to create a land­
scape in miniature, in 
imitation of the land­
forms to the east. As 
you view the site from 

the banks of the Scioto 
River, a major Hope­
well center. The river 
was a major source of 
food-including fish , 
shellfish, waterfowl-

4 Death Mask Mound 
This is the largest and 
one of the oldest of 
the 23 mounds con-
tained in the 5.26 hec­
tares ( 13 acres) of 
Mound City. Thirteen 
individuals were bur­
ied here, accompanied 
by falcon effigies made 
of copper, and frag­
ments of human skull 
that had been cut and 
drilled, perhaps to 
form part of a "death 

3 Mound Of The Pipes 
" In the number and 
value of its relics," 
Squier and Davis re-

3 

the roof. try to visual­
ize the past as it would 
have been lived, from 
the Hopewell era to 
the Shawnee, and the 
soldiers of Gamp 
Sherman. 

ported, " this mound 
far exceeds any hither­
to explored .... lnter­
mixed with much 
ashes, were found not 
far from two hundred 
pipes, carved in stone 
. .. The bowls of the 
pipes are carved in 
miniature fioures of 
animals, birds, reptiles, 
etc. All of them are 
executed with strict 
fidelity to nature, and 
with exquisite skill. " 

The collection of pipes 
from this mound was 
later sold to an English 
collector and is now in 
the British Museum. 
The exhibit in the vis­
itor center has replicas 
of these, along with 
original items from oth­
er mounds. The Mound 
of the Pipes may be a 
monument to a master 
pipe carver. As you 
contemplate the pipes 

mask" used in cere­
monies. 

Excavation of this 
mound, the only one 
undisturbed by the 
building of Gamp Sher­
man, revealed an orig­
inal subterranean char­
nel house replaced by 
a surface charnel 
house. After the sec­
ond one was demol­
ished, earth was heaped 
to form the mound. 

in the exhibit, remem­
ber that smoke was 
thought by the Indians 
to be a form of com­
munication with the 
spirit world. 

From the perspective 
of the archeologist, 
one of the most in­
triguing and challen­
ging aspects of the 
Hopewell era is the 
great diversity in the 
way people were bur­
ied. There are ere-

mated, flexed and ex­
tended burials and a 
variety of types and 
amounts of grave 
goods. 

It is not yet possible 
to say what all these 
burial differences 
mean in terms of the 
structure of life in the 
Hopewell era. One 
feature emerging from 
work at Seio and sev­
eral other sites, but 
by no means common, 
is a differentiation into 
three groups of burials 
within a large mound. 
This may reflect func­
tionally distinct groups 
within society, such as 
those among the his­
toric Shawnee, with 
one group providing 
the chiefs, another in 
charge of certain cere­
monies. and so on. 
Mound City, Seip, 
Hopewell , and other 
burial sites probably 
began as villages, and 
slowly evolved into 
burial centers. 


