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ABSTRACT 

Research at the site of San Estevan, Belize begins with 

the premise that more serious attention must be paid to the 

significance of residential variability in archaeological 

modelings of the lowland Maya. A classification of 

structure groupings is used to track the distribution of San 

Estevan's diverse residential arrangements across the site. 

Norms of social structure and economic inequality prove 

inadequate frameworks to account for the spatial and 

temporal variation manifest by San Estevan's residential 

classes, nor do they help to explain the spatial 

regularities underlying the distributions of these classes. 

I suggest, instead, that the site's residential units best 

reflect divergent organizational strategies adopted by San 

Estevan's prehispanic domestic groups. Whereas diffuse 

political authority, impoverished political economies, and 

kingroup self-sufficiency traditionally have been invoked to 

account for Maya residential patterns, domestic strategies 

at San Estevan gained their shape directly in relation to 

the functions housed in the community's precincts of 

monumental architecture. I conclude that prehispanic Maya 

residential distributions formed through stringent economic 

and political entailments of community life. 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 
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One of the most significant recent trends in the 

anthropological study of historic and prehistoric cultures 

is a focus upon diversity among complex societies. The 

recognition of and explanations for this diversity are not 

new to anthropology (Sahlins 1960; Steward 1976). The 

novelty of the trend lies, instead, in attempts to clarify 

sources of diversity through models of the institutional 

arrangements that serve to differentiate one complex society 

from another. There is an appealing specificity to these 

models, following the sweeping generalizations that 

characterized anthropological forays into broad evolutionary 

typologies (Flannery 1972; Fried 1967; Service 1971, 1975; 

White 1949, 1959). Today, archaeologists recognize many 

different kinds of chiefdoms (Earle 1991:2-3) and states 

(Friedman and Rowlands [eds.] 1977, Runciman 1982, Claessen 

and Skalnik [eds.] 1978, Claessen and Van de Velde [eds.] 

1991), distinguishable by virtue of their "basic structural 

contrasts" (Kristiansen 1991:16). The attention to 

structure underscores a growing consensus in the discipline 

that the salient differences among complex societies are not 

quantitative or even quantifiable (Kohl 1987:29; Yoffee 
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1993). If there is a drawback to these developments, then 

it lies in a tendency to build anthropology's new models 

around idealized social abstractions that may fail to mirror 

the realities of any single instance of complexity in much 

the same way as the monolithic social categories such models 

were designed to replace. 

This is precisely the point at which lowland Maya 

archaeology finds itself. within the last decade, the 

structure and integration of prehispanic Maya social, 

political, and economic institutions have been variously 

modeled along the lines of segmentary states (Ringle and Bey 

1992; Sanders 1989; Sanders and Webster 1988), theater 

states (Demarest in press), and galactic polities (Demarest 

in press; Hammond 1991). The current spate of models 

follows a period of relative quiescence in model-building 

that was precipitated by significant alterations to the 

discipline's data base. Over thirty years ago, Maya 

archaeology was utterly transformed through the combined 

impacts of epigraphy (Proskouriakoff 1960) and 

archaeological settlement pattern analysis (Carr and Hazard 

1961; Willey 1956; Willey et ale 1965). A period of 

reassessment necessarily followed, during which time Maya 

inscriptions yielded their pragmatic messages of political 

history and the full areal extent and occupational density 

of Maya sites was revealed. 
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Lowland Maya archaeology's current models comprise the 

disciplines first attempts to order the disparate strands of 

its newly-emerging data base. These models possess a number 

of similarities beyond their shared historical value that 

are worth mentioning. First, each emphasizes the structure 

and integration of Maya political institutions, and this 

emphasis reflects the growing importance of epigraphy and 

the vivid content of Maya inscriptions. These models also 

delineate sweeping social and economic entailments of Maya 

political structure, and thus they function as models of the 

general institutional framework of prehispanic Maya 

civilization. They serve, however, as models for the 

organization of the prehispanic Maya community, as well, and 

this characteristic follows, in part, from the community

centric nature of lowland Maya archaeology's data base. 

Our new models of the ancient Maya, therefore, 

effectively blur the lines between community, polity, and 

society, and they share this attribute with lowland Maya 

archaeology's earlier model-building efforts. Perhaps more 

disturbing is a similarity in the actual content of Maya 

archaeology's new and old models. Current models all 

portray political authority as having been fairly 

decentralized, with Maya political economy amounting to 

little more than the aggrandized household economies of 

individual rulers. The power exerted over an economically 



self-sufficient subject population was restricted, 

therefore, to a ruler's personal charisma and ritual 

potency. These are, in fact, the same general themes that 

dominated reconstructions of lowland Maya civilization 

before the advent of glyph translations and settlement 

pattern analysis. Given the massive influx of data that 

separates these two periods of research, the leap from 

vacant ceremonial center to theater state seems trivially 

small. 
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In Chapter 2, I suggest that it is the form taken by 

Maya archaeology's models that must be held accountable for 

the similar reconstructions they offer, and not the form 

taken by Maya civilization. The arguments I present in 

Chapter 2 develop from a documentation of the interplay 

between idealized social types and archaeological data in 

the history of model-building in lowland Maya archaeology. 

The chapter addresses in detail the social constructs 

informing the vacant ceremonial center model, the concentric 

zonation model, and the segmentary state. I focus upon 

prehispanic Maya community residential patterns in order to 

underscore the uneasy partnership between archaeological 

data and these social types. Since the relevance of a 

social type can be demonstrated only through the coherence 

it imparts to a particular body of data, lowland Maya 

archaeology's models have smoothed out residential 
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variability through gross generalizations about prehispanic 

Maya residence. To this end, the residential morphology of 

the Maya community has been variously depicted as dispersed, 

redundantly constituted, and concentrically zoned. I 

conclude that a persistent reliance upon ideal types directs 

attention away from variability in the archaeological 

record, thereby diminishing 'chs contribution to be made by 

archaeological data in general, and by prehispanic Maya 

residential remains, most particularly. 

The issue motivating the remainder of the dissertation 

is not whether the aforementioned generalizations about 

prehispanic Maya residence are accurate or even meaningful, 

but whether there might not be more insightful ways to 

characterize the residential organization of prehispanic 

Maya communities. My settlement pattern investigations at 

the site of San Estevan, Belize were pursued with precisely 

this objective in mind. Chapter 3 presents the design and 

implementation of archaeological research at San Estevan in 

conjunction with a description of the settlement, its 

environs, and its occupational history. As a prelude to the 

examination of residential variation at San Estevan, Chapter 

4 contains discussions of the interpretive issues 

surrounding the many facets of lowland Maya residential 

variability. I suggest that differences in the decision

making strategies of prehispanic Maya domestic groups may be 
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revealed through inspection of the ways in which individual 

structures have been incorporated into larger residential 

groupings, and Chapter 5 presents a classification of San 

Estevan's residential units that highlights the different 

techniques of structure incorporation that were employed at 

the site. Chapter 6 examines spatial regularities 

underlying the distributions of San Estevan's residential 

classes, revealing an organization to the San Estevan 

community that could not have been predicted or explained by 

prevailing models of lowland Maya civilization. 
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CHAPTER 2 

PREHISPANIC MAYA COMMUNITY AND SOCIETY: 

AN EVALUATION OF MODELS 

The prehispanic Maya community assumes a pivotal role 

in archaeological modelings of ancient Maya civilization. 

Although regional settlement patterns constitute the data 

base traditionally employed by archaeologists in the 

delineation of social, political, and economic relationships 

(Adams 1981; Blanton 1981; Earle and Preucel 1987; Sanders 

et ale 1979), climate and vegetation in the Maya lowlands 

have limited the number, scale, and methodological rigor of 

regional sampling programs. Knowledge of large-scale 

settlement systems typically accrues slowly, through 

site-specific research within an area. This piecemeal 

accumulation of regional data has elevated the significance 

of community settlement patterns in Maya archaeology. 

Chapter 2 investigates the intellectual relationship 

that has been forged between the prehispanic community and 

models of Maya civilization. Of particular interest is the 

way in which residential patterns feed into the structure of 

argumentation characterizing these models. Historically, 

only three attributes of prehispanic residence have been 

attended to: dispersion, concentricity, and redundancy. 
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There is, moreover, a curious similarity in the 

reconstructions generated by past and present models of Maya 

civilization. The narrow range of residential attributes 

selected for scrutiny does not entirely account for these 

similarities, however. Instead, I find that it is the 

formal properties of the models, themselves, that predispose 

Maya archaeologists to tell the same story, time and again. 

The models examined in this chapter share a 

debilitating, normative perspective. A methodology of 

community ensures that residential morphology be viewed as a 

direct reflection of social and political structures 

engendered from a set of coherent cultural rules. This 

normative, as opposed to generalizing, tendency (Falconer 

1987:46) deflects attention away from residential 

variability (Kohl 1981), and relies upon appeals to 

idealized social constructs in lieu of explanation. 

In Chapter 2, I attempt to demonstrate that social 

types are neither harmless nor an evil to be tolerated in 

lowland Maya archaeology's models. For the discipline to 

evolve with its data base, it will be necessary to break the 

chain of reasoning that has been dictated by the use of 

social types. The discovery of new and interesting 

relationships among residential patterns, community 

organization, and the institutional make-up of Maya society 

hangs in the balance. 
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community and society Conflated: 

The Vacant Ceremonial center Hodel 

In the history of lowland Maya archaeology, a precedent 

for drawing the broad outlines of Maya civilization from 

community residential patterns was set early on, through 

attempts to wed archaeological remains to ethnographic data. 

These endeavors produced the vacant ceremonial center model, 

Maya archaeology's first coherent reconstruction of society 

and polity in the southern lowlands. In its explicit focus 

upon residential patterns and ethnographic analogy, and in 

its implicit foundations in social typology and a 

methodology of community, the model can be considered a 

historical prototype for subsequent developments within the 

discipline. 

It is important to recognize that the vacant ceremonial 

center model gained its strength from its hidden 

foundations, and not from any overwhelming weight of 

supporting archaeological evidence. At the time, 

archaeology in the southern lowlands was laboring within a 

context of biased recording and collecting strategies. with 

few exceptions, investigation of Classic Period centers 

focused upon the remains of monumental architecture, tombs, 

and inscriptions. Although a small number of investigators 

pointed to intersite distributions of house platforms 

indicative of sUbstantial populations between centers, 



similar findings were not replicated within centers. 

Largely as a result of research strategies, these centers 

came to be viewed as nodes of elite culture superimposed 

upon a principally rural society (Meggers 1954). 
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The Classic Maya of the southern lowlands presented a 

striking contrast to what was known of northern lowland 

settlement and society during the Late Postclassic. Here, 

Conquest Period documents attested to the existence of 

large, internally-differentiated population aggregates 

(Landa 1978), flourishing markets, and a bustling trade in 

sUbsistence products as well as "salt, cacao, cotton, and 

slaves" (Freidel 1983:55-56). Jurisdiction over social 

groups and commercial activities was executed by a hierarchy 

of urban administrators functioning under the auspices of a 

local dynast (Roys 1943, 1957). 

In keeping with the framework of time-space systematics 

characterizing this era of archaeological enterprise (Willey 

and Sabloff 1974), explanation of the contrast invoked 

distinct cultural traditions distinguishing northern and 

southern lowlands. Architectural, iconographic, and textual 

evidence suggested that the northern Postclassic had 

witnessed strong, external cultural influences (Roys 1962). 

Migration and conquest were argued to have produced a highly 

stratified society organized into nucleated settlements 

typical of cultures native to the Central Mexican highlands 
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(Brainard 1954:70; Thompson 1954:43; Willey 1956:56). The 

residential dispersion characterizing Classic Period 

settlements of the southern lowlands, on the other hand, was 

seen as the manifestation of an undiluted prehispanic Maya 

tradition. 

community residential patterns thus became the 

principle line of archaeological evidence marshalled in 

support of a vacant ceremonial center model for "indigenous" 

Maya settlement in the south (Brainard and Morley 1956:26; 

Thompson 1954; Willey 1956). Most elaborately articulated 

by Thompson (1954), the vacant ceremonial center model 

posited that prehispanic Maya residential patterns reflected 

a simple, bipartite social system: 

One has then a picture of this whole lowland 
area ••• studded with countless ceremonial 
centers •••• The country around, one visualizes as a 
patchwork of forest, cleared areas, and land reverting 
to forest ••. and here and there the thatched huts of the 
peasants grouped in fours and fives in clearings 
shaded by fruit trees. As to the ceremonial centers, 
they might well be empty •••• (Thompson 1954:99) 

Then would come the big celebration, and at its 
conclusion a general exodus from temple and palace 
back to everyday life. The city would lie deserted 
except for those who swept the courts and buildings or 
stored the masks and vestments, and for priests on tour 
of duty. (Thompson 1954:69) 

Nodes of monumental architecture constit'u.ted the domain of a 

priestly class that presided over the sacred aspects of 

ancient Maya society, whereas a thinly distributed farming 

class populated the countryside. 
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Exploring the history of the vacant ceremonial center 

model, Becker (1979) observes that it was never 

wholeheartedly embraced by Maya scholars. Dissenters noted 

that the model did not accurately reflect the archaeological 

record of the southern lowlands: a simple society of 

priests and farmers could not be made accountable for the 

complexity and sophistication of architectural rema~ns 

encountered at Maya centers (Morley 1946:311; Proskouriakoff 

and Borhegyi 1956; Miles 1957, 1958). Nevertheless, the 

vacant ceremonial center model exerted a powerful hold over 

archaeological research because, in the final analysis, its 

claims to legitimacy lay far beyond the realm of 

archaeological data. 

Of great support to the vacant ceremonial center model 

were ethnographic studies of highland Maya populations 

conducted between 1930 and 1960 (Becker 1979:9-11). A Maya 

peasantry with few apparent links to Ladino society 

suggested abiding ties to pre-conquest cultural traditions; 

and observations of dispersed residence coincident with a 

limited use of urban facilities helped to verify the current 

state of archaeological knowledge of southern lowland 

settlement. 

Advancing a "genetic model" of controlled comparison 

(Eggan 1950 [1973]:141-144; 1954), Vogt made fully explicit 

the analogical role served by the contemporary Maya (Vogt 



28 

1961:141-144, 1962, 1983). Employing deductions from 

historical linguistics, Vogt (1962:17) postulated the 

existence of a "proto-Maya" culture originating in highland 

Guatemala and later spreading to Chiapas and the lowlands. 

Through time, inter-cultural contacts may have produced 

divergences from this proto-culture (Vogt 1961:143, 

1962:24), however, its persistence was assumed for Maya 

groups inhabiting "relatively undisturbed" regions, such as 

the municipio of Zinacantan (Vogt 1961:142). 

Maya proto-culture, abstracted from the Zinacantan data 

base, embodied a settlement pattern of dispersed hamlets of 

multiple family households that formed through patrilocal 

residence rules. Abiding social ties were reckoned through 

patrilineal descent, and visitation rights to places made 

sacred by their ancestral associations gave added spatial 

expression to kinship bonds. 

Vogt (1962:17) derived confirmation for his Maya proto

culture from ethnohistoric documentation of highland Maya 

populations and from archaeological settlement patterns in 

the southern lowlands. As a logical exercise, therefore, 

Vogt's genetic model errs by presuming what it is most 

interested in explaining. Reconstruction of the proto-Maya 

pattern relied heavily upon assumptions about prehispanic 

Maya settlement, and yet these assumptions, in their turn, 

were validated by the same reconstruction. 
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Despite the flawed logic, Vogt's elaborate ethnographic 

defense of the vacant ceremonial center model was persuasive 

primarily because of its underlying theoretical impetus. 

Theoretically, Vogt·s work embodies a particular tradition 

of functionalism in American anthropology that fused a 

Boasian culture concept stressing the "irrationality of 

custom and the binding of tradition" (Hatch 1973:72) with a 

view of social transformation informed by nineteenth-century 

theorists such as Tannes, Maine, and Durkheim. Codified by 

Redfield (1953, 1955), this functionalism favored a culture 

evolutionary schema that underscored qualitative 

distinctions between folk (primitive or non-industrial) and 

modern (industrial) societies. contrary to evolutionists 

who framed the distinction in terms of quantitative 

differences in technological input (Childe 1936; White 

1949), Redfield (1953) emphasized dichotomous world views. 

Folk society was characterized by uniform participation in 

and contemplation of the sacred. For ethnographers and 

archaeologists, alike, this homogeneity both fostered and 

legitimated a methodology of community (Nisbet 1966): the 

redundant relationships characteristic of folk society would 

permit access to the culture whole from an examination of 

any of its parts. A microcosm of the whole, the community 

could be viewed heuristically as a self-contained analytical 

unit (Redfield 1955). 
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The Model Undermined 

The expanding data bases of ethnography and archaeology 

were largely responsible for the demise of the vacant 

ceremonial center model. For ethnographers, the existence 

of pristine traditional society was deemed an empirical 

improbability, and modern anthropological study of "peasant 

society" coalesced in opposition to Redfield's formulation 

of folk society and the little community. criticism 

centered upon the assumption of holism as applied to farming 

communities that were subsumed by colonial administrations 

or modern states. Several ethnographers suggested that the 

traits Redfield considered to be diagnostic of a closed 

culture whole in fact were generated through systemic links 

with national economies. Wolf argued forcefully that the 

definition of peasants must encompass the notion of "rural 

cultivators" standing in politically subordinate and 

economically dependent relationships to society's "dominant 

groups" (Wolf 1966:3-4). The traditionalism of folk society 

was thus reconceived as peasant conservatism, rooted in 

poverty and an "image of limited good" (Foster 1965, 1967). 

Redfield's attempts to incorporate contemporary 

criticism led to his own definition of peasants as 

"half-societies" participating in an over-arching 

civilization (Redfield 1961:40). Nonliterate, and adhering 

to a "little tradition" characterized by "personal and 
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traditional relationships" (Redfield 1961:27), peasants also 

could be demarcated by their awareness of a coeval "great 

tradition" that embraced civilization's elite specialists. 

The administrators, philosophers, educators, artisans, and 

merchants of the great tradition constituted the urban 

component of civilization whereas the little tradition 

dominated the countryside. 

Redfield's conceptualization of civilization as an 

urban-rural continuum reappears in later models of ancient 

Maya community. The immediate effect of criticism and 

revision of the "folk society" construct, however, was to 

strip the vacant ceremonial center of its ethnographic 

credentials. Lacking secure analogs among the modern Maya, 

the model would ultimately yield to an increasing awareness 

of variability within and between prehispanic settlements in 

the southern Maya lowlands. 

Both Bullard's (1960) settlement survey in the 

northeast Peten and Willey's (Willey et al. 1965) settlement 

pattern study in the Belize River Valley contributed to this 

process. Bullard proposed a hierarchical pattern of 

settlement for the prehispanic Maya, with each ascending 

tier defined by the presence of an increasingly large and 

elaborate "center" of monumental architecture. 

Incorporating Bullard's ideas about settlement-hierarchy, 

and intrigued by his own observations of variability in 
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residential patterns and densities (Willey 1956), Willey 

explored variability in topography and subsistence, and the 

possibility of a changing sociopolitical landscape, as 

potential sources of diversity (Willey et ale 1965:571-580). 

The Formula Persists: 

Lowland Maya Archaeology's Current Models 

While discovery and explanation of settlement 

variability have become integral to archaeological research 

programs in the Maya lowlands, these goals exist side-by

side with countervailing efforts to model prehispanic Maya 

civilization through appeals to social typology and a 

methodology of community. The vacant ceremonial center 

model was razed but its foundations were left intact. 

such persistence may be attributed to the fact that 

lowland Maya archaeology's expanding data base has never 

been able to decisively dispel the specter of prehispanic 

Maya residential dispersion. By 1970, archaeologists had 

proclaimed the Classic Period Maya to be an "urban 

civilization" (Haviland 1970:186) on the basis of population 

estimates derived from systematic surveys at Tikal, 

Guatemala. This "expediential" index of urbanism (Wheatley 

1972:620), however, could not disguise the fact that 

prehispanic Maya settlements present a striking contrast to 

other, better-known instances of ancient urbanism. with 



high absolute population sizes, Maya communities 

nevertheless incorporate huge territories, and population 

density is far lower than for more spatially discrete and 

highly nucleated urban aggregates. When city walls are 

lacking, only the incremental fall-off in habitation 

density, from center to sustaining area to hinterland 

permits definition of settlement boundaries (Rice and 

Culbert 1990:26-28). 

The desire to secure ancient Maya civilization to its 

urban moorings therefore seems to eclipse consideration of 

the significance of residential variability. Typically, 

community residential patterns are reduced to their most 

common descriptive denominators so that they may then be 

offered in support of the social types espoused in lowland 

Maya archaeology's current roster of models. 
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For the sake of clarity, I have divided the models on 

this roster into two categories. The first includes only 

the concentric zonation model, introduced to Maya 

archaeology by Haviland (1963, 1970) during the course of 

his tenure at Tikal. Attracting a wide following, the 

concentric zonation model offers the perspective that 

prehispanic Maya communities are comparable to the 

settlements characterizing all pre-industrial complex 

societies when residential patterns are viewed with respect 

to the differential distribution of occupant statuses. The 
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second category subsumes a wide array of models, each 

purporting to find evidence only for the weak articulation 

of lowland Maya polities. Many of these models are quite 

new to Maya archaeology. My discussion will therefore focus 

upon the most well-developed synthesis among them, analyzing 

in detail Sanders and Webster's (1988) lowland Maya 

rendition of the "regal/ritual" city (Fox 1977). 

Pre-industrial Complex society and 

Concentrically Zoned Residence 

The first model invoked in response to Maya 

archaeology's massive influx of new data, concentric 

zonation continues to possess great historical and 

intellectual importance. The concentric zonation model was 

introduced both to accommodate new evidence for the vast 

permanent populations housed at prehispanic Maya centers and 

to deflect attention away from the niggling issue of 

residential dispersion. Through time, the model has 

generated a steady stream of advocates among Mayanists 

(Kurjack 1974; Hammond 1975b; Folan et ale 1979, 1983; 

Marcus 1983) largely on the basis of its descriptive merits. 

Concentric zonation nevertheless bears its own highly 

specific and frequently unacknowledged theoretical load. 

Isolated as a pattern of city growth by Chicago's urban 

ecological school, concentric zonation describes an urban 
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residential structure characterized by the preponderance of 

high-status households in proximity to a city's 

administrative and commercial core. Argued to be a common 

urban form in pre-industrial Europe and America (Sjoberg 

1960, Vance 1971), concentrically zoned cities can be found 

today in portions of Latin America, India, Africa, and other 

technologically under-developed regions (Herbert and 

Johnston [eds.] 1976). 

The projected historical distribution of concentrically 

zoned cities, and their apparent demise in industrialized 

settings, leads Sjoberg (1960: 7-9) to contend that this 

particular urban pattern is the product of a pre-industrial 

social type virtually ignored by Redfield's classificatory 

scheme of folk and modern societies. In order to rectify 

the omission, Sjoberg (1960:7) offers a third societal type 

-- one that is technologically intermediate to folk and 

modern societies, and that, in contrast to folk society, 

manifests considerable social stratification and political 

centralization. Despite his dismissal of Redfield, however, 

Sjoberg is fully sympathetic to nineteenth-century "moral 

and social philosophy" (Nisbet 1966:53). As illustrated by 

his discussion of the social division of urban space 

(Sjoberg 1960:95-100), Gemeinschaft is the organizing 

principle that structures the pre-industrial city (Langton 

1975:6). Those most successfully integrated within the 



community reside in the elite core; the socially 

disenfranchised reside at the periphery. 
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with few exceptions (Folan et al. 1979, 1983; Arnold 

and Ford 1980), only impressionistic evaluations have been 

made of concentric zonation's ability to adequately define 

prehispanic Maya community form (Haviland 1963, 1970, 1982; 

Hammond 1975b; Kurjack 1974; Marcus 1983). Most criticisms 

stemming from these evaluations merely refine the original 

model (see Chase [1982:579] for a rare, opposing viewpoint). 

Noting the architectural redundancy of elite residential 

complexes and their distributions through the residential 

areas of a site, archaeologists have postulated the 

existence of wards or neighborhoods that crosscut the 

concentric zoning of settlements (Kurjack 1974:89; Fash et 

ale 1983:262). In addition, Marcus (1983:202-206) suggests 

that the spatial properties of secondary and tertiary 

settlements in the southern lowlands better conform to a 

"multiple nuclei" process of concentrically zoned, urban 

growth (Harris and Ullman 1945). 

Difficulties immediately arise, however, when attempts 

are made to statistically test the model with an 

archaeological data base. Concentric zonation predicts that 

the frequency of elite residential remains decreases as 

radial distance from a site's civic/ceremonial precinct 

increases. Both Folan et ale (1979, 1983) and Arnold and 
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Ford (1980) test the hypothesis with data drawn exclusively 

from mapped structural remains. Critical to an assessment 

of the findings of these two studies is the question of 

whether to incorporate into the sample of a community's 

residential units the palaces of rulers and other government 

officials. Comprising a large percentage of the monumental 

architecture at Maya sites, palaces do not readily 

discriminate into either residential or administrative 

categories. Neither group of investigators discusses the 

issue in detail, yet both Haviland (1982) and Folan et al. 

(1982) favor including such structures in the residential 

sample. Ford and Arnold (1982), on the other hand, exclude 

palaces from their analysis to draw diametrically opposing 

conclusions about the descriptive adequacy of concentric 

zonation. 

Application of the model stumbles most obviously, 

therefore, in the attempt to partition the functional 

geography of non-western cities on the basis of Western 

conceptual categories. The wealth of variation manifest by 

pre-industrial urban communities raises additional problems, 

however. In a study of the urban ecology of mid-seventeenth 

century Newcastle, England, Langton (1975:22) also 

encounters a lack of fit between "social and economic 

reality," on the one hand, and the conceptual foundations of 

concentric zonation, on the other. Noting the great variety 
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of "pre-modern" urban forms in England, alone, Langton finds 

Sjoberg's pre-industrial city merely to be a social ideal 

conceived by an industrialized world: the concentrically 

zoned urban community "did not necessarily exist before the 

Industrial Revolution" (Langton 1975:22). Langton (1975:23) 

concludes that urban residential organizations can be 

clearly understood only through more concrete examination of 

the spatial and functional properties linking "workplace," 

household, and "home." 

Decentralized States: 

Residential Redundancy and Dispersion 

The shortcomings of concentric zonation underscore the 

need to model prehispanic Maya civilization within a 

framework that is more sensitive to cross-cultural 

variation. Indeed, the recent proliferation of models in 

lowland Maya archaeology must be seen as an attempt to 

grapple with this very issue. These efforts take their 

inspiration from an evolving perspective in anthropology 

that highlights variation in the institutional composition 

of complex societies. Maya social, economic, and political 

institutions have thus been modeled after those argued to 

exist within the Alur segmentary state (Sanders 1989), the 

Balinese theater state (Demarest in press), and the galactic 

polities of southeast Asia (Demarest in press, Hammond 
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1991). 

As typological abstractions, segmentary states, theater 

states, and galactic polities share a number of traits in 

common. In each construct, weak political economy is seen 

to mandate a highly decentralized political structure and to 

ensure the systemic under-development of economic 

interdependence within the governed population (Tambiah 

1977:86; Southall 1988:61). The state literally cannot 

afford the expense of coercing goods and services from its 

population, and conversely, it is unable to offer economic 

incentives for political loyalty (Geertz 1980:13; Southall 

1988:64). Political ties are largely voluntaristic, 

therefore, and maintained by genealogical priority and a 

ruler's claims to sacred power (Geertz 1980:124; Southall 

1988:68; Tambiah 1977:80-81). In consequence, governing 

institutions are marked by an exaggerated emphasis upon 

ritual performance, with the powers of the ruler replicated 

at lower levels of the political hierarchy in diminishing 

spheres of influence (Tambiah 1977:88). with power so 

contingent upon prowess in sacred matters, these polities 

tend to easily break apart in response to competing claims 

of ritual potency (Tambiah 1977:81; Southall 1988:61) 

Frequently, prehispanic Maya residential patterns are 

offered as one (among many) archaeological expressions of 

the institutional arrangements delineated by each of these 
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constructs (but see Ringle and Bey 1992:12 for a dissenting 

opinion). Fash (1983:268) suggests that redundancy in the 

composition of Copan's residential enclaves reflects a 

polity structured by bifurcating lineages. Houston 

(1992:13) and Hammond (1991:281) note that the competitive 

replication of a ruler's power can be seen in architectural 

parallels between elite residence in monumental precincts at 

site centers and at satellites along site peripheries. By 

implication, if the prehispanic Maya community coalesced 

around the ritual potency housed within a site's central 

monumental precincts, then the centripetal forces exerted by 

competing centers is likely to have produced the unbounded, 

dispersed character of lowland Maya settlement (Houston 

1992:12). 

Despite such optimistic assessments, the attempt to 

model prehispanic Maya civilization along the lines of 

decentralized states is being met by a growing skepticism 

(Chase and Chase 1992; Chase et ale 1990). As was true of 

the downfall of the vacant ceremonial center model, 

ethnographic critique is helping to fuel the process. Thus 

Cohen (1991) finds a ruthless coercion of local populations 

to underlie the cohesion of polities once thought to 

exemplify the operation of purely ideological and 

voluntaristic mechanisms of state control. Kuper's (1982) 

de-mystification of lineage organization would suggest that 
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unilineal descent principles are never the sole nor the 

primary avenues of power accumulation within non

industrialized societies. Finally, in an indictment of the 

theater state construct, Nordholt (1981) documents that the 

empty ritual power of Balinese rulers resulted from a 

successful campaign waged by Dutch colonial administrators 

to circumscribe the economic power of the indigenou~ state. 

There is, then, a concern that lowland Maya 

archaeology's most recent models rest upon abstractions that 

do not represent the social, political, and economic 

realities of any civilization, past or present. My own 

concerns extend beyond this problem, however, to include 

reservations about the way in which archaeological data in 

general, and prehispanic residential remains in particular, 

continue to be culled in support of such models. I maintain 

that the issue of residential variability has yet to be 

seriously addressed by lowland Maya archaeology's model

builders, and that a failure to do so only serves to 

perpetuate an uncritical acceptance of models that are 

rooted in social types and a teleological methodology of 

community. 

I have chosen Sanders and Webster's (1~88) model of the 

lowland Maya regal/ritual center to illustrate these 

pitfalls. Of lowland Maya archaeology's recent models, this 

is the most well-researched and the best defended. Invoking 
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a wealth of archaeological evidence recovered during a 

decade of research at Copan, Honduras, Sanders and Webster 

propose to demonstrate that Copan's settlement morphology is 

the direct reflection of prehispanic Maya civilization's 

dominant political institutions. Their model also offers 

Mayanists a poorly disguised, environmentally deterministic 

argument. A brief examination of 'the development of the 

"Copan position" will serve to reconcile these seemingly 

contradictory claims. 

In 1981 Sanders advanced a model of Maya settlement and 

society based upon ethnographic analogy with the 

"patron-client states" of the Bafut of the Cameroons and the 

Bugandi of sub-saharan Africa. Placing Maya civilization 

within the wider context of agrarian-based states, Sanders 

sought to clarify for the lowland Maya: 1) the determinants 

of "dense yet dispersed" residential distribution (Sanders 

1981:359): 2) the structure of suprahousehold group 

affiliations: and, 3) sources of elite power and avenues of 

elite privilege. The validity of Sanders' analogical 

argument ostensibly rests upon his perception of parallels 

in residential distribution and population concentration 

between the lowland Maya and the African examples. He 

states: "I believe the major determinants [of settlement 

form] to lie in the complex interrelationships between 

agricultural technology, the natural environment, and the 
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socio-politicalorganization" (Sanders 1981:362). At the 

core of this belief is a syllogistic logic which claims that 

comparability in form justifies assertions of identity in 

organization and function. 

In this earliest statement of the Copan position, 

Sanders finds that similarities in settlement morphology are 

most clearly tied to a practice of infield/outfield 

agriculture in which labor-intensive cUltivation of gardens 

and arbors clusters towards a settlement center, in close 

proximity to dwellings, and swidden cUltivation of staple 

crops predominates towards a settlement's peripheries. 

Sanders never enumerates the "complex interrelationships" 

between agrarian practices and suprahousehold affiliations, 

but Bafut and Bugandi sociopolitical patterns are 

nevertheless projected on to the lowland Maya. Within the 

African polities, individuals' rights to land stem from 

their lineage affiliations. Lacking large internally 

diversified economies, the sources of a ruler's wealth are 

thereby limited to the agricultural goods and services he 

can extract through taxation. A ruler's ultimate power 

consequently lies in his ability to recruit, from his own or 

others' lineages, a cadre of clients to enforce taxation. 

Although Sanders offers no archaeological evidence for the 

pervasiveness of infield/outfield agriculture among the 

lowland Maya, he does suggest that the dynastic structure of 
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marked economic specialization point to a similar, 

lineage-based system of land ownership cross-cut by 

vertical ties of patronage. 
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Subsequent to the pUblication of this model, a number 

of Copan researchers produced archaeologically-based 

arguments supporting Sanders' vision of a highly 

circumscribed lowland Maya political economy. Both Spinks 

and Mallory argue for geographically scattered production 

locales and low per capita consumption rates in the Copan 

Valley for such non-agrarian goods as groundstone (spinks 

1983) and obsidian (Mallory 1984) tools. studying the costs 

in labor and time necessary to produce one of the largest 

structures on Copan's central acropolis, Abrams (1987) also 

finds no evidence to infer the existence of centralized 

demand for specialist services. Finally, Fash's (1983) 

suggestion that Copan's discretely clustered residential 

enclaves represent geographically-localized corporate 

lineages offered grounds to argue for restrictions upon 

Copan's political economy within the sphere of agrarian 

production, as well. 

Against this backdrop of research, Sanders and Webster 

(1988) call attention to Robert Fox's cross-cultural 

classification of urban centers in order to clarify the 

contrasts they perceive to exist between lowland Maya 
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communities and other Mesoamerican urban forms. Supported 

by detailed comparisons among historical and contemporary 

instances of pre-industrial urbanism, Fox's approach offers 

an explicit connection between societies and the cities they 

engender. The city is argued to be "a characteristic social 

institution" of states that develops to fulfill specialized 

central place functions of a political, symbolic, and 

economic nature: 

"cities are another institution dependent on the 
specialization possible in states. They stand apart 
from the subsistence activity of their rural 
surroundings; they are the physical habitation of 
economic, political, and ritual specialists found only 
in state orders ••• " (Fox 1977:25-26). 

Because state-level societies are numerous and varied, their 

associated cities are equally diverse. 

Fox's tripartite typology of pre-industrial cities 

follows from his categorization of pre-industrial states. 

The "mercantile city" flourishes in the absence of strong 

state control over rural hinterlands "and where a source of 

urban wealth and economic autonomy exists other than control 

over peasant sUbsistence agriculture" (Fox 1977:95). 

Whereas the mercantile city manifests weak political 

control, the "administrative city" develops as a political 

arm of the state and an architectural symbol of state power. 

The state organization, entrenched in the city, is a 

consumer of both rural agricultural surplus and urban 
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mercantile wealth (Fox 1977:63). The state's consumption 

needs may be ensured through taxation but the city, itself, 

attracts cooperation through its role as a source of 

society's dominant ideologies (Fox 1977:63). 

In contrast to either mercantile or administrative 

cities, the "regal/ritual city" lacks a large, 

occupationally-diverse population base and significant 

mercantile activity. The local embodiment of segmentary 

state society, regal/ritual cities emerge as the residences 

of ruling families and their dependents (Fox 1977:43). The 

political authority of the state is diffused through a 

hierarchy of ruling nobles and the power of the head of 

state is restricted by limited control over society's 

economic base (Fox 1977:41-42). The ruler resides in the 

state's capital city, but this may differ only in scale from 

the regal/ritual cities of the state's lesser nobility. 

According to FOx, then, it is the political economy 

the ability of the state to generate and siphon wealth 

that ultimately shapes the socioeconomic and spatial 

properties of the pre-industrial city. Whereas Fox leaves 

unexplored the forces shaping pre-industrial political 

economies, Sanders and Webster (1988:544) conclude that, for 

the divergent trajectories of urbanism in Mesoamerica, these 

forces emanate from gross environmental differences 

prevailing between lowlands and highlands. 
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The bulk of Sanders and Webster's discussion concerns 

the fit between Fox's classification and prehispanic 

Mesoamerican settlements. All are "low energy" systems 

constrained by a near-exclusive reliance upon human labor in 

the spheres of production and transportation (Sanders and 

Webster 1988:529). Dependent upon the productivity of their 

immediate hinterlands, all are thus consumer cities of the 

regal/ritual or administrative types. Lowland Maya 

communities are argued to exemplify the regal/ritual class 

by virtue of their low-level economic differentiation, 

kin-based organization of agrarian production, and the 

concomitant restrictions upon the political economy entailed 

by these factors. In contrast, Sanders and Webster 

(1988:535-539) contend that the Basin of Mexico centers, 

Teotihuacan and Tenochtitlan, are archetypical 

administrative cities manifesting state level controls over 

production, distribution, and consumption. 

It is instructive to consider which characteristics of 

Teotihuacan and Tenochtitlan contribute to this assessment 

of strong state controls. Although both centers are argued 

to possess a significant number of specialists divorced from 

the realm of sUbsistence production, pre-industrial cities 

may sustain an equal or higher degree of economic 

specialization in the absence of state intervention (to wit, 

Fox's mercantile city). Nor is the organization of agrarian 
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production a factor in Sanders and Webster's interpretation 

since ethnohistoric documents and the remains of aggregated 

domestic units are often cited in support of the prevalence 

of corporate, land-owning kingroups at both centers (Calnek 

1976; Gledhill 1984; Sanders and Webster 1988). 

Ethnohistoric documentation of extensive bureaucratic 

involvement in craft guilds and food and commodity ~arkets 

is available only for Tenochtitlan. Sanders and Webster, 

nevertheless, infer a similar level of state control for 

Teotihuacan, in part, because the same concatenation of 

highland resources was available to the elites of this 

earlier center. To Sanders and Webster (1988:544) 

therefore, the Basin of Mexico's "unusual potential for the 

production of certain goods" is both evidence for, and 

causal to, the existence of these administrative cities. 

Sanders and Webster also point to Teotihuacan's highly 

nucleated residential structure as another important line of 

evidence affirming that center's status as an administrative 

city. They attribute much of Teotihuacan's popUlation size 

and density to the urban residential opportunities that the 

state provided (Millon 1976) to its full-time farmers. 

"This development clearly relates to a particular kind 
of agrarian economy that has potential for maximum 
intensification of land use and an unusual capacity to 
generate per capita surpluses to overcome the 
constraints of inefficient Mesoamerican transport 
systems. The presence of farmers as urban consumers of 
craft products and other services generated an expanded 



49 

market economy •••• " (Sanders and Webster 1988:544). 

In short, urban residential nucleation results from the 

state's efforts to control supply and demand of consumer 

goods and services. Taking Sanders and Webster's argument 

to its logical conclusion, it is in the absence of political 

constraints, in the absence of environmentally-induced 

motivations for a strong political economy, that human 

settlement tends towards a "natural" (Ashmore and wilk 

1988:18) residential dispersion. 

To summarize the line of causation in Sanders and 

Webster's modeling of prehispanic Maya civilization, the 

Maya lowlands is a resource poor and ecologically redundant 

habitat in which elites found very few opportunities either 

to create demand for or to control production and 

distribution of goods and services. In the absence of 

pervasive ties of economic interdependency, the social and 

political boundaries of prehispanic Maya urbanism were fixed 

by ideology. 

Considering only the positive evidence Sanders and 

Webster bring to their model, residential patterns assume a 

position of utmost importance. The dispersed residence 

characteristic of lowland Maya settlement is seen to 

directly reflect the diffuse power structure of ancient Maya 

polities and their truncated political economies. According 

to Sanders and Webster, therefore, the urban component of 
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Maya settlement was restricted to the monumental 

architecture housing a ruler, his dependents (administrators 

and other full-time specialists), and the circumscribed 

ritual and economic functions they performed (Sanders and 

Webster 1988:534; Webster and Gonlin 1988:169-172). The 

"balance" of the population (Sanders and Webster 1988:534) 

dispersed outside this urban core, comprised the "folk 

component" of lowland Maya society (Webster 1985:380), and 

was composed of rural agricultural producers who dabbled in 

small-scale production of material goods during seasonal 

lulls in the agricultural cycle. This ideational definition 

of prehispanic Maya urbanism allows Sanders and Webster 

(1988:534-535) to relegate diversity in the residential 

composition of prehispanic Maya settlements to "basic 

demographic and sUbsistence variables that are locally 

distinctive". Apparently, the explanatory potential of such 

diversity is negligible. It cannot alter the obvious 

resource impoverishment and residential dispersion that 

constitute the hallmarks of the segmentary state and the 

regal/ritual city. 

The Entailments 

of Social Typology and a Methodology of community 

There are many objections that could be raised 

regarding the accuracy of Sanders and Webster's portrayal of 
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the prehispanic Maya. In the end, however, empirical 

demonstrations of resource variability (Graham 1987; McAnany 

1989; Voorhies 1982), agrarian productivity (Pohl [ed.] 

1985; Thomas 1981; Turner 1983), and economic 

differentiation (Black 1987; Hester and Shafer 1984; Chase 

et al. 1990) appear to have highly limited powers of 

persuasion (cf. Demarest in press). My intention, 

therefore, is to expose a problem of inferential logic that 

is clearly exemplified in Sanders and Webster's work but 

that also afflicts the majority of models discussed in this 

chapter. 

Lowland Maya archaeology's models possess a similar 

structure of argumentation and all seem to share a curious 

explanatory flaw. Each of these models attempts to mesh 

social typology with archaeological data. I have devoted 

most of my attention to the treatment of archaeological 

residence patterns, and each model exploits prehispanic Maya 

residence in the interest of a research agenda that aspires 

to enhance our understanding far beyond a community's 

constituent domestic groups. 

Employing a methodology of community that persists in 

modern anthropological treatment of both urban (~. 

Arensberg 1968:7, 9-13; Fox 1977:25-26) and rural (~. Wolf 

1966:11; Collier 1975) settlements in complex societies, 

these models rest upon an assumption that society's dominant 
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institutions will achieve predictable and uniform expression 

at the local level. The prehispanic community therefore 

becomes the proving ground for theories that seek to explain 

the general operation of prehispanic Maya society. 

Links between theory and units of analysis are created 

through arguments of relevance (Salmon 1982:129-134), 

however, the explanatory process that would join social 

theory to residential distribution in models of prehispanic 

Maya civilization routinely has been subverted. The 

theories that Mayanists have used in their models are all 

idealized abstractions or social types that, implicitly or 

explicitly, posit the existence of causal relationships 

among social, economic, and political phenomena. In the 

vacant ceremonial center model, the potency of ideological 

homogeneity enforces the political and economic leveling 

mechanisms that characterize folk society. Sharing the 

same philosophical roots as the folk society construct, 

Sjoberg's concentric zonation model invokes a pre-industrial 

social type in which the operation of Gemeinschaft may, 

nevertheless, result in social inequality and political 

hierarchy through differential access to society's material 

and symbolic resources. For the Copan group, ecological 

circumstance imposes a ceiling upon the accumUlation of 

political power, and degree of political power determines 

the kinds of ties that bind society. In each instance, 
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community residential distributions are summoned to 

demonstrate the "reality" (de Montmollin 1987:225) of the 

social type. At best, the necessary links between 

residential distribution and society remain implicit, 

untested, or untestable. At worst, the social type, itself, 

becomes the principal argument of relevance. 

Help from a Regional Perspective? 

Although a frequently invoked solution to the 

interpretive dangers of a methodology of community, 

expanding the scale of archaeological inquiry that feeds our 

models does not, by itself, ensure the soundness of our 

arguments. Olivier de Montmollin's (1987) investigation of 

prehispanic Maya settlements in the Rosario Valley, Mexico, 

is introduced here as testimony to the tenacity of social 

types and their power to impinge upon inferential logic. De 

Montmollin's work is notable for its explicit attempts both 

to avoid a methodology of community and to develop arguments 

of relevance. Following Easton (1959), de Montmollin 

recognizes that societal typologies stress systemic links 

among specific social, political, and economic arrangements 

(de Montmollin 1987:224). Social types not only may mask 

variables of potential significance, therefore, but also 

foster the dangerous assumption that the variables selected 

for inclusion are necessarily related (1987:225). In order 



to invite discovery of variable relationships rather than 

impose them, de Montmollin offers a narrow comparative 

examination of political centralization among prehispanic 

Maya communities in the Rosario Valley. 
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De Montmollin's study ultimately addresses elite 

competition in the Valley. He must first operationalize 

political centralization using a settlement pattern data 

base, however, and the logic of his argument relating 

political centralization to residential distribution is most 

relevant here. De Montmollin defines political 

centralization as the ability of a ruler to implement a 

range of coercive and voluntaristic sanctions in order to 

manipulate the residential locations of a subject 

population. such manipulation circumvents autonomous 

household decision-making that would "maximize" access to 

agricultural lands of highest productivity (1987:239). The 

degree of residential dispersion exhibited by a community, 

therefore, will be inversely proportional to the ability of 

a community leader to institute a "political centralization 

policy" (1987:220). 

Acceptance of residential dispersion as an index of 

political centralization hinges upon the validity of de 

Montmollin's argument situating residential decisions 

"vii thin suprahousehold corporate groupings of subj ects 

and/or factions of lower ranking rulers" (1987:237). He 
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maintains that an assumption of household decision making 

autonomy errs through the application of neoclassical 

economic principles to non-capitalist social formations. To 

de Montmollin, the failure of residential distributions in 

the Valley to conform to expectations of agrarian efficiency 

amply demonstrates the failure of the neoclassical approach. 

A sUbstantivist approach, on the other hand, anticipates the 

non-capitalist, pr~hispanic Maya to be "an unlikely context 

in which to find individual households acting as small firms 

and autonomously implementing strategies (including 

decision about where to live) to best economic advantage" 

(1987:239). 

At face value, therefore, de Montmollin's argument 

involves three related propositions: first, that 

neoclassical analysis is defined by its "inextricable 

linkage" with capitalist society (1987:240); second, that 

neoclassical economic analysis fails to predict residential 

distribution in the Rosario Valley; and, third, that 

residential decision making among the prehispanic Maya 

should conform, instead, to expectations derived from our 

understanding of the operation of non-capitalist societies. 

De Montmollin's first and second propositions are 

readily proven untenable. Chayonov's application of 

neoclassical economic principles to feudal Russian peasant 

society was successful precisely because it illuminated how 
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peasant economies might be "instituted" differently from 

capitalist economies (Donham 1981:517). As Donham 

(1981:519, 526-527) observes, one cannot assume that agents 

of production in non-capitalist economies are inefficient 

or disinterested in "maximizing gains," but it is imperative 

to recognize that "efficiency," "maximization," "costs," and 

"gains" may have strikingly different empirical referents. 

In effect, the observation that Rosario Valley farmers did 

not distribute so as to maximize their access to lands of 

highest productivity does not negate the relevance of 

neoclassical analysis. It does, however, invalidate de 

Montmollin's expectations about what constituted 

"maximization" and "efficiency" to prehispanic Maya 

farmers. 

By definition, prehispanic Maya civilization is 

subsumed by the category, non-capitalist society, and the 

weight of de Montmollin's argument rests most heavily upon 

his third proposition which ultimately asserts that, in 

non-capitalist societies, residential choices are imposed 

from above. Because residential dispersion in the Rosario 

Valley is so pronounced, de Montmollin (1987:241) must 

conclude that inter- and intra-community political bonds 

were often very weak, indeed. De Montmollin violates his 

own injunction against the use of societal typologies, 

however, when he divides world cultures into the two 
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contrasting classes of capitalist and non-capitalist. 

Typically defined with reference to the ideal of capitalism, 

the non-capitalist social type emerges only as an assemblage 

of disparate traits. Not surprisingly, non-western cultures 

have proven resistant to empirical demonstrations of 

conformity to the non-capitalist social type, and the 

ethnographic record is replete with examples of the real 

world's lack of compliance. Instances of monetized exchange 

in the absence of capital accumulation (Douglas 

1967:123-126), capital accumulation without price-setting 

markets (Firth 1964:18), and price-setting markets within 

administered economies (Belshaw 1965:85-89), all should 

have alerted de Montmollin to the fact that embeddedness of 

household decision making is not, a priori, a necessary 

entailment of non-capitalist economies. 

The Inescapable circularity of Ideal Types 

Although well-intentioned, de Montmollin's study 

exemplifies a worst-case scenario in which the determinants 

of community residential structure are simultaneously 

assumed and explained by an idealized social type of dubious 

integrity. It is largely facile reasoning of this kind 

which accounts for the ominous notes of historical 

repetition that resound in models of Maya civilization. The 

echo of Redfield's folk society construct can be strongly 
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heard in the Copan group's modeling of the "urban" and 

"rural" components of prehispanic Maya settlement; and the 

Copan group's lowland Maya regal/ritual city, in turn, bears 

a marked resenililance to de Montmollin's vision of community 

as an aggregate of inefficient and non-economic households 

loosely orbiting focal political figures. In each of these 

models, residential dispersion is assumed to reflect a 

social condition unconstrained by political centralization 

and economic differentiation. Given that assumption, 

prehispanic Maya community residential patterns can do no 

more than confirm theories of Maya society that espouse this 

same condition. 

Within the closed, tautologous framework that 

structures these models, the potential for discovery of new 

and interesting relationships between prehispanic Maya 

residence and society does not exist. In this light, the 

introduction of the concentric zonation model to Maya 

archaeology can be seen as a singular attempt to by-pass the 

theoretically-entrenched assumptions attached to residential 

dispersionu Advocates of concentric zonation would claim 

that the problem of residential dispersion is neutralized 

when residential patterns are examined with respect to 

status distribution: Maya community is not the product of 

an economically undifferentiated and politically diffuse 

society, but squarely meets expectations held for 
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settlements in all pre-industrial complex societies. To 

embrace the concentric zonation model, however, only leads 

to an unfortunate double bind. If concentrically zoned 

communities cannot be empirically demonstrated, then Maya 

society cannot be complex. If proven, on the other hand, 

then Maya communities merely affirm the existence of a 

social type whose reality is deeply suspect. Most 

importantly, the concentric zonation model offers no avenues 

to address the interesting questions of how and why 

prehispanic Maya communities differ from other communities 

in pre-modern complex societies. 

summary 

To be viable, a model cannot assume what it attempts to 

explain (Donham 1981:529), yet lowland Maya archaeology's 

models regularly attempt this feat through their appeals to 

idealized social types. One solution to this endemic 

reliance upon social typology is to develop new and better 

models. For the present, however, I have chosen a less 

ambitious approach. Rather than seek the organization of 

prehispanic Maya communities from the "top-down," the 

research presented in the following pages is dedicated to 

exploring the explanatory potential of prehispanic Maya 

residential variability. 

The ensuing chapters present a detailed examination of 
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spatial and temporal variation in residence at the ancient 

Maya community of San Estevan, Belize. The purpose of this 

research is neither to defend nor dismiss residential 

dispersion, concentricity, or redundancy, but simply to get 

beyond these overly simplistic characterizations of 

community residential morphology. If there is an assumption 

governing my research, then it is that complex societies are 

built upon diversity, and that differences both within and 

among such societies stem from the ways in which diversity 

is organized. My ultimate goal, therefore, is to examine 

how residential diversity was organized at San Estevan. 



CHAPTER 3 

SETTLEMENT PATTERN RESEARCH 

AT SAN ESTEVAN 

61 

I have used Chapter 2 as a forum to express my 

reservations about prevailing models of lowland Maya 

civilization. Some of these models are based upon 

questionable assessments of contemporary or 

historically-known societies, others possess "explanatory 

features" (Salmon 1982:94) that are logically flawed, and 

all share a normative view of their subject matter. The 

degree of vigilance with which models are evaluated against 

the rich archaeological data of the Maya lowlands is an 

additional source of concern. Specifically, I maintain that 

assertions about the organizational premises of prehispanic 

Maya residence would benefit from closer empirical scrutiny 

of community residential structure. Concentricity, 

redundancy, and dispersion advance far too cursory 

appraisals -- their descriptive adequacy and imputed 

significance are immediately called into question by an 

awareness of the diversity to be found in the actual 

configuration of domestic architecture. 

The remainder of this dissertation develops the view 

that an understanding of the nature and significance of 



lowland Maya residence can be gained only by grounding the 

search for residential organization within clearly defined 

patterns of variation. The exploration of variation is an 

empirical exercise that warrants a carefully selected data 

set, and my field research at the northern Belize site of 

San Estevan in 1989 and 1990 was expressly designed to 

delineate the residential variability within a preh~spanic 

Maya community. Both the specific interpretive issues 

surrounding the examination of residential variation at 

lowland Maya sites and the particulars of the analysis of 

domestic architecture at San Estevan are presented in 

subsequent chapters. The narrow focus of these later 

discussions, however, requires a more general introduction 

to the archaeology of the San Estevan settlement system. 
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By way of introduction, Chapter 3 presents the broad 

outlines of archaeological research at San Estevan. First, 

I describe the site and its environmental setting, followed 

by an abbreviated history of archaeological investigations 

within the settlement system. Next, the research goals of 

the 1989-1990 San Estevan Project are discussed in 

conjunction with a presentation of field methodology and 

data acquisition strategies. Finally, Chapter 3 concludes 

with an assessment of San Estevan's settlement history that 

is based upon considerations of the site's surface 

architecture and ceramic assemblages. 
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The site and its Environs 

San Estevan differs markedly in ecological setting from 

many of its closest neighbors. The majority of northern 

Belize's prehispanic centers lie within Hammond's Eastern 

Central Zone, between the Hondo and New Rivers (Hammond 

1981:157-159). Nohmul, Caledonia, Aventura, and Louisville 

all occupy the expansive tracts of limestone uplands that 

constitute the primary topographic features of this region 

(Figure 3.1). San Estevan, in contrast, lies just to the 

east of the New River, at the far western margins of 

northern Belize's flat, coastal plain. In this 

topographically transitional area, limestone ridges quickly 

give way to low-lying wetlands. Where uplands can be found, 

they are small, dissected, and subject to extreme soil 

deflation. 

The San Estevan locality is composed of several 

discrete ecological zones, and no less than five wetland 

associations converge within the prehispanic settlement 

system. The general economic significance of wetlands to 

the Maya cannot be overstated. They served as repository to 

a host of vital resources ranging from water, agricultural 

land, and siliceous stone to an array of useful biota. 

Although we may never fully realize the many specific roles 

played by wetlands in prehispanic Maya extractive economies, 
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some appreciation may be gained through an understanding of 

their current physiography. 

Possessing varying geomorphological and hydrological 

properties, San Estevan's wetlands include river levee 

backslopes, perennial swamp, and three distinct bajo 

associations (Figure 3.2). Riverine wetlands form the 

western margins of the settlement system, and although 

perennially high water tables produce ponding in many areas, 

elsewhere, dense stands of corozo palm attest to the 

presence of fertile alluvial soils (Wright et al. 1959:301). 

Equally fertile clays and sandy clays exist within the bajos 

that cross the southern and southwestern portions of the 

site. Draining west, into riverine wetlands and east, into 

Long Swamp, they possess hydrological regimes that appear 

well-suited to a form of recessional agriculture analogous 

to the marcefio cropping cycle described by Orozco-Segovia 

and Gliessman (n.d.). East of this bajo zone, the perennial 

wetland, Long Swamp, cuts a long, north-south swath across 

the site. Today the swamp supports a community of sedge, 

calabash, bullet tree and palmetto (wright et al.:299), but 

during the prehispanic period, much of the land was 

reclaimed for agricultural purposes through implementation 

of a system of raised field platforms and interlocking 

canals (Turner and Harrison 1983). San Estevan's last and 
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largest wetland, in contrast, is reputed to be its least 

fertile (wright et ale 1959:76-77). A seasonally-inundated 

bajo characterized by sandy, chert-laden soils, this vast 

wetland zone borders the eastern and southern margins of the 

settlement system. 

San Estevan's extensive wetlands may have provided a 

range of significant economic resources, but their value as 

habitation loci was abrogated by the perpetual threat of 

inundation. Although ancient Maya residential sites at San 

Estevan very often border upon the shores of wetlands, 

prehispanic settlement remains nevertheless are confined to 

three discontinuous zones of elevated ridge land within the 

San Estevan locality (Figure 3.2). Today, these well

drained and arable ridges have been given over to cane 

cultivation. At the time of Wright's soil and vegetation 

survey, however, vestiges of an upland vegetation suite 

still could be detected, with sapote and mahogany 

predominating (Wright et ale 1959:288). 

In close proximity to one another, San Estevan's 

uplands may be viewed as three topographically-defined 

districts within the prehispanic settlement system, and each 

has been named in the interest of descriptive clarity. The 

San Estevan Ridge comprises the site's northernmost upland 

zone. Among its many distinctions, this particular ridge 

offers the greatest continuous expanse of habitable land and 
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is the only upland to possess direct access to the waters of 

the New River. Undoubtedly, the San Estevan Ridge comprised 

the principal focus of settlement during the prehispanic 

era, housing at its center the site's largest precincts of 

monumental architecture. outside these precincts, 

settlement remains extend east to the margins of Long Swamp, 

south to the shores of bajo, and west to the perennially

inundated backslopes of the New River. The modern village 

of San Estevan has coalesced to the northwest, where 

limestone uplands descend abruptly to the banks of the New 

River. Of great significance to San Estevan's river-borne 

commerce in both ancient and modern times, unfortunately, 

only a small segment of this area remains unaffected by 

twentieth century construction activity. 

Secondary in areal extent, the Chowacol Ridge lies due 

south of the San Estevan Ridge, and is separated from the 

latter by a 500-meter-wide strip of bajo. Unlike the broad, 

flat surface of the San Estevan ridge, the Chowacol Ridge 

narrows at its midpoint to a slender waist of elevated 

terrain. Although wider expanses of uplands are available 

to the east and west, these areas possess an undulating and 

irregular topography that has produced a somewhat patchy 

settlement distribution. San Estevan's satellite center, 

Chowacol, is situated at the southeastern margins of the 

ridge, overlooking the southern tip of Long Swamp (Figure 
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3.3). Smaller habitation remains cluster in the immediate 

vicinity of Chowacol's two central plazas, but equally dense 

concentrations of prehispanic settlement occur at the far 

northwestern margins of the Chowacol Ridge, in close 

proximity to the San Estevan Ridge. 

The Chan Laguna Ridge is San Estevan's third and 

smallest tract of uplands. The area takes its name from a 

large, permanent lagoon situated 2.7 kilometers southeast of 

San Estevan's site center, and one kilometer east of Long 

Swamp. Wright et al.'s soil maps depict this southeasterly 

portion of the San Estevan settlement system as consisting 

of a broad swath of well-drained uplands circumscribed by 

chert-bearing wetlands. Vegetation maps note the 

predominance of water-tolerant species, however, and the 

Chan Laguna ridge is actually composed of a cluster of 

narrow limestone terraces separated, one from another, by 

tracts of seasonally-inundated bajo. 

Considered in its entirety, the Chan Laguna Ridge 

exhibits a light but continuous settlement distribution, yet 

the largest single expanse of uplands in this area also 

supports one of the densest concentrations of prehispanic 

architecture within the San Estevan settlement system. 

positioned at the northwestern rim of the ridge, midway 

between Long Swamp and Chan Laguna, this particular upland 
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terrace at one time housed a diminutive precinct of 

monumental architecture (Figure 3.3). The precinct 

constitutes a second satellite center within the San Estevan 

settlement system, but, having sustained heavy damage as a 

result of modern quarrying, all that remains to testify to 

the fact is a small, six-meter-high pyramid. Prehispanic 

settlement remains congregate immediately to the south and 

east of the pyramid, lining ridge slopes that descend four 

meters in elevation to the western margins of Chan Laguna. 

The lagoon, itself, constitutes a major watershed, receiving 

runoff from the ridge and draining the huge expanse of bajo 

that meets its northern and eastern perimeters (Figure 3.4). 

To the south and southeast, four drainage channels have been 

cut through the natural embankment forming Chan Laguna's 

southeastern perimeter (Figure 3.5). Although not 

excavated, the symmetry and alignment of these channels 

appear artificial, and suggest concerted efforts on the part 

of prehispanic inhabitants to drain water from the narrow 

belt of wetlands lying south of the embankment. 

Prior Research at San Estevan 

Reflecting lowland Maya archaeology's expanding 

interest in settlement patterns, the progression of research 

at San Estevan has proceeded from monumental core to small 

structure peripheries. Situated two kilometers due east of 
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Topographic Map of the Northwestern Margins of the 
Chan Laguna Ridge, San Estevan 
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FIGURE 3.5 

Contour Map of Artificial Drainages at Chan Laguna, 
San Estevan 
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the New River, San Estevan's central precincts of monumental 

architecture were examined by both Bullard and Hammond 

before I began research at the site (Figure 3.6). Bullard 

(1965) mapped three of San Estevan's main plazas (A - C), 

and his excavations cleared two Early Classic structures in 

Plaza A. Later, Hammond's Corozal Regional Project (Hammond 

[ed.] 1973) augmented Bullard's map of site center, 

discovering four additional plazas in the vicinity Plazas A 

and B. Test excavations in this enlarged core area produced 

the first stratigraphic documentation of late Middle 

Preclassic occupation at the settlement. Late Classic 

deposits also were found, revealing a Classic period 

occupational continuum not evidenced in Bullard's 

excavations. My own introduction to San Estevan's central 

precincts came in 1985, with a test trench placed in the 

middle of Plaza CiS ballcourt alley. This excavation 

confirmed Hammond's findings of the settlement's longevity, 

exposing a continuous sequence of occupation that began 

during the early Middle Preclassic and that terminated 

toward the end of the Classic Period. 

Study of the wider San Estevan settlement system was 

first initiated by Hammond's Corozal Project in 1973. 

Although sharing a determined, regional perspective with 

contemporary research programs elsewhere in Mesoamerica, 

Hammond's approach was tempered by concern about how local 
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FIGURE 3.6 

San Estevan's Core of Monumental Architecture 
(courtesy of N. Hammond, Corozal project 1973) 
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FIGURE 3.7 

Small Structure Settlement in the Vicinity of San Estevan's 
Central Precincts of Monumental Architecture 

(courtesy of N. Hammond, Corozal Project 1973) 
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settlement patterns developed within a regional settlement 

hierarchy. As a result of this particular agenda, several 

small residential groups in the immediate vicinity of San 

Estevan's main plazas were appended to the site center map 

(Figure 3.7). Additionally, a coarse-grained survey of the 

broader locality identified Chowacol, the Martinez Group, 

and the Hipolito Group as three subsidiary occupation loci 

within the settlement system. The Martinez Group lies near 

the southern margins of the San Estevan Ridge, whereas 

Chowacol and the Hipolito Group reside, respectively, at the 

eastern and western arms of the Chowacol Ridge (Figure 3.3). 

Varying in scale and complexity among themselves, each 

of the three newly discovered settlement loci also was 

significantly smaller than San Estevan's core of monumental 

architecture, and Hammond (1975a) suggested that they formed 

distinct tiers within a local settlement hierarchy. 

Chowacol possessed several small residential groups and a 

monumental precinct consisting of two contiguous plazas 

(Figure 3.8). When contrasted with the internal 

differentiation of San Estevan's central precincts, 

Chowacol's paired-plaza arrangement was suggestive of a 

secondary node within the settlement system. The Martinez 

and Hipolito Groups (Figures 3.9 and 3.10), on the other 

hand, failed to exhibit the architectural scale of Chowacol, 

and their constituent residential groupings appeared to 



FIGURE 3.8 

The Chowacol Monumental Precinct, San Estevan 
(courtesy of N. Hammond, Corozal project 1973) 
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FIGURE 3.9 

The Martinez Group, San Estevan 
(remapped by the San Estevan Project in 1986) 
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FIGURE 3.10 

The Hipolito Group, San Estevan 
(after Hammond [ed.] 1973, Corozal Project) 
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represent successively lower levels of sociopolitical 

integration. Lacking documentation of "intervening 

settlement," however, interrelationships among these 

occupation loci remained obscure (Hammond 1981:169), and San 

Estevan's local "system" could be comprehended only as an 

aggregate of particulate settlement zones. 

In 1986, I conducted a settlement pattern program that 

attempted to tackle the question of the integrity of the San 

Estevan settlement system. Of specific importance was to 

establish whether San Estevan exhibited a community 

structure on a par with better-known lowland Maya 

settlements. Failure to do so would imply that the San 

Estevan locality was, in fact, a rural hinterland whose 

coherence could not be found, save in relation to a nearby 

center such as Nohmul. Resolution of this issue entailed a 

more complete documentation of the nature and distribution 

of prehispanic architecture within the San Estevan locality, 

but time constraints dictated that only a cross-section of 

the area be sampled. Transect sampling was deemed most 

appropriate in this situation, and survey and mapping of 

settlement remains were conducted along two, 500-meter-wide 

traverses. One extended southwest from San Estevan's core 

of monumental architecture, passing through the Martinez 

Group and continuing on to the western arm of the Chowacol 

Ridge. The second ran southeast from site center, crossing 
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Long Swamp and then bisecting the Chan Laguna Ridge. 

By the close of the 1986 season, archaeological 

investigations along these transects produced several lines 

of evidence suggesting that the San Estevan locality 

supported a coherent prehispanic Maya community. Although 

differing in overall size, San Estevan proved comparable to 

larger lowland Maya communities both in the general. 

distribution of its settlement remains as well as in the 

specific distribution of its monumental architecture. 

Geographically, the San Estevan settlement system was neatly 

bounded. Vast bajos circumscribed its southern and eastern 

margins while the New River defined its western and 

northernmost perimeters. The settlement area spanned 

roughly 35 square kilometers -- a small municipality by 

lowland Maya standards. The distribution of prehispanic 

architecture within the confines of this delimited territory 

was as continuous as the dissected topography would allow, 

and significant declines in structure density occurred only 

along those portions of the settlement periphery where 

uplands faced a sea of bajo. The most compelling evidence 

for San Estevan's integrity as a community, however, came 

with the discovery of Chan Laguna's small, bulldozed 

monumental precinct. This precinct was situated in an 

ecological setting almost identical to Chowacol's, and San 

Estevan appears to have strategically marshalled two 



satellite centers, aligning them like sentinels along the 

outer margins of Long Swamp. 

The San Estevan project, 1989-1990: 

overview of Field Research 

84 

Archaeological investigations at San Estevan in 1989 

and 1990 initiated a program of systematic settlement survey 

and excavation in order to explore the explanatory potential 

of residential variability within a prehispanic Maya 

community. This research began with the premise that 

residential variation may address important aspects of the 

decision-making behavior of domestic groups. There is an 

expanding body of literature to document the pivotal role of 

domestic groups in the brokerage of a community's resources, 

with group location, size, and productive orientations 

underwriting the divergent historical trajectories of 

household enterprises (Collier 1975, Donham 1981, Barlett 

1982, Lees 1986). The remains of residential architecture 

may be profitably viewed, therefore, as the tangible by

products of an array of strategies implemented by domestic 

groups, at times to effect sociopolitical and economic 

promotion, but always for the purpose of economic survival. 

This perspective is at variance with assumptions that 

prehispanic Maya residence constitutes a direct expression 

of Maya civilization's dominant sociopolitical institutions 
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(Chapter 2). without denying their organizing influence, 

there is every reason to suspect that these institutions 

were differentially experienced and manipulated by 

prehispanic Maya households. Moreover, it is only through 

an understanding of the sources of such differentiation that 

the broad institutional framework of Maya civilization might 

begin to be disclosed. 

The research orientation of the San Estevan Project had 

practical implications in terms of field methodology. The 

systematic documentation of spatial and temporal patterns in 

residential variability motivated all data recovery 

strategies devised for the site. Fieldwork therefore 

emphasized the mapping, surface collection, and test 

excavation of residential remains within a stratified random 

sample of survey blocks. The survey block sample was 

stratified on the basis of the ecological zones encompassed 

by the site in order that residential diversity could be 

explored in relation to both the topographic and cultural 

landmarks of the prehispanic settlement system. Each survey 

block spanned 0.065 square kilometers (250m x 250m), an area 

large enough to sample an assortment of residential 

groupings within any given site locality. Surface 

collections provided a means to assess the ebb and flow of 

occupation within the settlement system. Finally, 

excavation samples were drawn from individual housemounds in 
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surveyed areas to ensure chronological control, to examine 

temporal patterns of colonization, and to determine specific 

occupational histories of selected residential units. 

Selection of Survey Blocks 

Using information from the transect surveys conducted 

in 1986, and from soil and vegetation maps of northern 

Belize compiled by Wright (Wright et al. 1959), a mapped 

enlargement of the site area and its ecological zones was 

made. The entire site area was then gridded into 250m x 

250m blocks, with each block identified by the coordinates 

(Northing and Easting) of its southwestern corner. A list 

of survey blocks and their associated environmental zones 

was made and ten percent of the survey blocks were randomly 

selected from each zone (n=50). On the ground, survey 

blocks were located in relation to a site datum placed at 

the center of Bullard's Plaza B. Many survey blocks were 

found to be situated in bush or high cane. When this 

occurred, an attempt was made to place a survey block in 

cleared terrain that overlapped at least a portion of the 

area lying within a 250 meter radius of the coordinates 

selected in the random draw. 

Of the 50 survey blocks slated for investigation, 20 

were subject to the San Estevan Project's mapping, surface 

collection, and excavation strategies (Figure 3.11). Eleven 
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Settlement System 
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of the 20 blocks are located on the San Estevan Ridge, four 

are situated on the Chowacol Ridge, and five lie within a 

kilometer radius of Chan Laguna. Four additional survey 

blocks, located in an uncleared bajo zone, were 

superficially inspected for traces of prehispanic land 

modifications with the aid of brechas, but no artifact 

collections were made. Most of the remaining 26 survey 

blocks were inaccessible -- situated in bush, high cane, or 

in the modern village. structure mapping, however, often 

was conducted in areas that fell outside San Estevan's 

survey block sample in order to obtain as complete a record 

as possible of visible architectural remains at the site. 

survey and Mapping 

Boundaries of the survey blocks were staked using a 

transit or, infrequently, a Brunton compass. After defining 

a block, a survey team paced the entire area, developing a 

sketch map of the archaeological remains lying both within 

and immediately adjacent to the block boundaries. 

structural remains, dense artifact concentrations in 

off-mound areas, and land modifications such as ditches, 

quarries, chultuns, and wells were flagged and situated on 

the sketch map preparatory to the creation of a formal 

transit map of the block and its environs. 

I considered the documentation of structure provenience 



and dimensions to be the most important element of transit 

mapping, but a certain amount of measurement precision had 

to be sacrificed in order to expedite mapping procedures. 
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It became immediately apparent that malerization mapping was 

far too time consuming, requiring that too many points be 

taken for each structure. As an alternative, surveyors were 

instructed to take only five shots per individual structure: 

four basal corners and a top-center point. Basal corners 

were identified on the assumption that the sloping 

appearance characteristic of most mounds had been created by 

the collapse and erosion of vertical platform walls. To 

accommodate for these distortions, three basal points were 

located partially up the slope of a mound's corners. The 

fourth basal corner, however, was sited at the juncture of 

the slope erosion and the ground surface in order to 

facilitate measurement of a platform's relative elevation. 

Surface Collections 

with transit mapping underway, a second team began 

artifact collection within the survey block. Two kinds of 

collection strategies were implemented. The first was 

designed to reflect surface artifact densities in off-mound 

areas ("W" series collections). Lines running west to east 

and spaced 20 meters apart were sighted across the block. 

Two meter by two meter collection units were then placed at 
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50 meter intervals along these lines, and all artifacts 

lying within the units were collected. In order to more 

fully represent the distribution of surface artifacts, 

collection units along adjacent lines were staggered at 25 

meter intervals. If a collection unit coincided with 

visible architectural remains (a surprisingly rare 

occurrence), no "W" series artifact collection was taken. 

Instead, artifacts from the surfaces of all mapped 

structures at San Estevan were collected separately, in 2m x 

2m units (= "X" series collections). This second surface 

collection strategy was undertaken to gain a rough ceramic 

estimate of the occupational history of the San Estevan 

settlement system. 

Excavation 

For a more detailed chronology of occupation within 

survey blocks, excavation samples were drawn from both 

platforms and off-mound areas suspected to be locations of 

"hidden" occupation ("K" series collections). Anywhere from 

two to seven test pits were excavated in a given survey 

block and test pits ranged in size from 1.0m x 1.0m to 2.5m 

x 2.5m. Fourteen survey blocks possess prehispanic 

architectural remains, and structure excavations were 

conducted in nine of these blocks. 

The number and placement of test pits were determined 
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by subjective criteria, including considerations of time, 

personnel, and the quantity and range of variation exhibited 

by residential remains in a specific survey block. Small 

structures under two meters in height, however, constituted 

the principal focus of test pitting activities. At San 

Estevan, the need to obtain stratigraphic information from 

these structures is a pressing concern since they are 

rapidly disappearing as a result of land clearance, plowing, 

and other modern agricultural practices. In order to combat 

any possible bias in the excavation sample, therefore, 

"grab" collections of artifacts from looters pits and 

bulldozed mounds were gathered wherever possible ("yn series 

collections). 

ceramic chronology and Settlement History 

The occupational history of the San Estevan settlement 

system is charted solely through changes in the site's 

ceramic assemblage. The "culture-historical" underpinnings 

of the type:variety approach to lowland Maya pottery 

classification (Willey et al. 1967:290) facilitates the 

development of a relative chronology for San Estevan that is 

based upon affinities in ceramic form and surface treatment. 

Of course, the success of this kind of chronology-building 

is dependent upon the number of site-specific ceramic 

sequences known for a region, and the amount of intra-
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regional variation exhibited. 

For northern Belize, development of a regionally 

comprehensive ceramic sequence remains a work-in-progress. 

Gifford's (1976) seminal study of the Barton Ramie 

assemblage continues to provide the major outlines for 

ceramic complexes dating from the Preclassic through the 

Classic and into Postclassic times. Located within the 

Belize River Valley, however, Barton Ramie lies at some 

distance from northern Belize sites distributed along the 

lower reaches of the Hondo and New Rivers (Figure 3.12). 

Subsequent studies by Pring (1977a, 1977b) and Kosakowsky 

(1983; 19B7) at Cuello, by Robertson-Freidel (1980) at 

Cerros, and by Valdez (1987; Valdez and Adams 1982) at Colha 

offer much needed insights into the Middle Preclassic 

ceramic complexes of northern Belize. In addition, each 

provides updated assessments of the typological range of 

Late Preclassic and Terminal Preclassic/Protoclassic 

complexes in the area. Oddly, documentation of northern 

Belize's Classic period ceramic sequences has lagged behind 

research on these earlier periods. Within San Estevan's 

immediate neighborhood, recent analyses at Nohmul 

(Kowsakowsky n.d.) and Pulltrouser (Fry 1983, n.d.) have 

begun to outline the typological content of Early, Late, and 

Terminal Classic complexes, while investigations at the more 
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sites Providing the Comparative Material Used to Develop 
San Estevan's ceramic Chronology 

(map of Belize after Hammond 1981) 
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distant sites of Colha (Valdez 1987) and Santa Rita (Chase 

1982) help to fill in the gaps. 
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until the present time, the sole classificatory 

assessment of the San Estevan ceramic assemblage was 

performed by Bullard (1965) as a by-product of his 

excavations of structures 1 and 2 in Plaza A. Bullard's 

project was the first avowedly stratigraphic exploration of 

a northern Belize site, and his ceramic assessments relied 

heavily upon extant classificatory schemes devised for 

southern and central lowland sites. Armed with these few 

comparative tools, Bullard identified three complexes at San 

Estevan. The earliest, Vasquez complex was associated with 

the Late Preclassic Chicanel sphere. Included within the 

Vasquez complex, however, were a small percentage of sherds 

noted to exhibit some affinities to the Middle Preclassic 

Mamom sphere defined at Uaxactun (Bullard 1965:47). 

Bullard's second, Barklog complex was placed squarely within 

the Early Classic Tzakol sphere, despite the fact that a 

small quantity of ceramics reminiscent of Barton Ramie's 

Protoclassic Floral Park complex were also represented 

(Bullard 1965:49-50). 

The San Estevan assemblage was apparently rife with 

overlapping sphere affiliations. Even so, chronological 

placement of the final, Trial Farm complex proved the most 

difficult to establish. Whereas Vasquez and Barklog 
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ceramics derived from stratigraphically sealed deposits, 

Trial Farm material was obtained from surface scraping of 

the substructures supporting structures 1 and 2, and from 

excavations of what Bullard determined to be in situ refuse 

that had accumulated during the final occupations of both 

structures. Although the last major modifications to 

structures 1 and 2 occurred during the Early Classic, 

ceramic indicators suggested that both structures continued 

to be occupied well into Late Classic times. The co

occurrence of diagnostics of the Tzakol, Tepeu 1, and Tepeu 

2 spheres in the most recent deposits of structures 1 and 2 

was therefore puzzling. Consequently, Trial Farm remained a 

tentatively identified and atypical Late Classic complex 

marked by an unusual retention of Early Classic traits, and 

by a blurring of the typological boundaries that normally 

distinguish Tepeu 1 and 2 ceramics. 

Subsequent to Bullard's investigations, Hammond 

initiated a sweeping regional study of northern Belize 

archaeology (Hammond [ed.] 1973,1975, 1976), and several 

site-specific research programs were soon to follow (Hammond 

[ed.] 1978, 1985, 1991; Hester et al. 1980, 1982; Turner and 

Harrison [eds.] 1983). The cumulative impact of this spate 

of northern Belize studies continues to be assessed, but 

their culture-historical ramifications seem clear: 

Preclassic and Late/Terminal Classic monumental architecture 
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abound, whereas Early Classic construction in 

civic/ceremonial centers is exceedingly difficult to 

isolate. Set in this developing regional framework, 

Bullard's findings at San Estevan presented an intriguingly 

unique center whose dominant architecture dated primarily to 

the Early Classic. 

with current research at the site, however, the 

uniqueness of San Estevan has proven to lie less with its 

Early Classic monumental construction than with its 

extraordinary tenacity. The limited duration of Bullard's 

field investigations and a dearth of comparative ceramic 

collections did not permit him to make accurate assessments 

of the longevity and scale of Preclassic construction in San 

Estevan's central plazas. Moreover, the absence of a small 

structure testing program, and the fortuitous selection of 

Structures 1 and 2, with their lack of Late Classic 

overburden, combined to prevent a more complete 

reconstruction of San Estevan's later occupational history. 

Bullard's ceramic complexes must be redefined in light 

of more recent research, and, consequently, I will not use 

his complex names during the ensuing discussion of revisions 

to San Estevan's ceramic chronology and settlement history. 

The ceramics illustrating Bullard's Late Preclassic Vasquez 

complex, for example, include large quantities of material 

not only from the late Middle Preclassic Mamom sphere, but 
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from the early Middle Preclassic Xe sphere as well. In 

addition, the typological breaks between San Estevan's Early 

and Late Classic periods are far more distinct than 

originally thought. Despite the fact that the site 

obviously possesses many more ceramic complexes than Bullard 

anticipated, I have nevertheless refrained from designating 

new complex names. Although the bulk of surface and 

excavated pottery has been sorted and classified according 

to typological affinities and sphere affiliations, varietal 

identifications and counts have not been made. The naming 

of San Estevan's new ceramic complexes therefore awaits a 

more complete type:variety analysis of the assemblage. 

Middle Preclassic (Xe and Mamom) 

Middle Preclassic ceramics at San Estevan constitute 

solid representatives of the Xe and Mamom spheres. The 

early Middle Preclassic Xe types include consejo Red, Tower 

Hill Red-on-Cream, and Chicago Orange. Among San Estevan's 

later Mamom sphere ceramics, Joventud Red, Guitara Incised, 

Muxanal Red-on-Cream, Pital Cream, Chunhinta Black, and 

Chicago Orange predominate. 

Middle Preclassic ceramics abound at San Estevan. 

Unfortunately, much of this early material is either 

incorporated into later deposits or has been exposed as a 

result of modern bulldozing of the site's monumental 
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precincts. The deep quarries now located in San Estevan's 

Plazas A and B, at Chowacol, and along the ridge above Chan 

Laguna are awash with ceramics of the Xe and Mamom spheres, 

as well as with later Preclassic material. Currently, 

sealed deposits of Xe and Mamom ceramics derive exclusively 

from San Estevan's remaining precincts of monumental 

architecture. In addition to the Mamom deposits discovered 

by Hammond's research team, my own excavations within Plaza 

CIS ballcourt alley revealed a continuous sequence of plaza 

resurfacings beginning with a small Xe platform that is 

directly overlain by a series of Mamom pavements. 

Although no construction episodes dating to the Middle 

Preclassic have been identified in the small structure 

settlement, Xe and Mamom ceramics are occasionally 

incorporated into the early architectural fill of residences 

in the vicinity of Chan Laguna. Finally, in Survey Block 

18, located a kilometer northwest of site center, a few Xe 

ceramics have been found eroding from a low limestone 

terrace rising above the New River. 

Late Preclassic (Chicanel) 

San Estevan's Late Preclassic assemblage is dominated 

by ceramics from the Sierra Red, Polvero Black, and Chicago 

Orange groups. Unslipped wares are less common and, of 

these, Sapote striated sherds are the most prevalent. 
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Although the majority of the site's Late Preclassic ceramics 

fit squarely within the Chicanel sphere, San Estevan also 

may possess an early Chicanel assemblage comparable to 

Culbert's (1977) Tzec complex, as well as a Terminal 

Preclassic assemblage with affinities to the Mount Hope and 

Onecimo complexes found, respectively, at Barton Ramie 

(Gifford 1976) and Colha (Valdez 1987). Presently, however, 

there are too few stratified deposits to make these 

identifications with any certainty. For the moment, 

therefore, all Late Preclassic ceramics are placed within an 

undifferentiated Chicanel sphere. 

A striking contrast exists between the distribution of 

Chicanel surface ceramics and the incidence of Late 

Preclassic architecture at San Estevan. structures that 

possess Chicanel surface diagnostics are broadly dispersed 

across the San Estevan settlement system (Table 3.1). Yet, 

with the exceptions of Survey Blocks 1 and 18, all known 

Late Preclassic construction is associated with precincts of 

monumental architecture. Exclusive reliance upon 

architectural remains seems an insufficient guide to the 

areal extent of San Estevan's Late Preclassic settlement 

system, and supplemental consideration of other kinds of 

excavation deposits helps bring that system into better 

focus. Late Preclassic land surfaces, for example, have 

been found to underlie Classic Period construction in Survey 
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TABLE 3.1 

Small Structure Excavation Deposits and Surface Collections: 
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Blocks 1, 3, 16, and 18. For two additional survey blocks 

where these early land surfaces have not been identified 

(Blocks 2 and 6), Chicanel sphere ceramics nevertheless are 

found included in Classic Period construction fill. Of the 

nine survey blocks subject to small structure test 

excavations, therefore, only Blocks 11 and 13 fail to offer 

any evidence for residential, or other, land use during the 

Late Preclassic. 

The ubiquity of Chicanel ceramics, combined with the 

near invisibility of small structure architecture, suggests 

that many domestic loci at this time may have consisted of 

primarily perishable buildings erected directly upon the 

ground surface. The existence of such buildings was amply 

demonstrated by the discovery, in Survey Block 18, of the 

burned clay outline to what was once a wattle-and-daub 

house. A Sierra Red "chocolate pot" had been placed beneath 

the structure's southwest corner, and a residential function 

seems indicated since caching of dedicatory vessels at the 

corners of house platforms was customary later in the 

settlement's residential history. 

The only other Late Preclassic small structure 

architecture at San Estevan is slightly more sUbstantial 

than Survey Block 18's wattle-and-daub house. Located in 

Survey Block 1, the Late Classic Structure 419 overlies a 

Late Preclassic platform. The platform began as a 0.20 
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meter high accumulation of soil, chert nodules, and burnt 

limestone cobbles, all capped by a thin plaster floor. 

Although areal dimensions are unknown, the platform achieved 

a final elevation of 0.45 meters before being abandoned at 

the end of the Late Preclassic. 

Protoclassic (Floral Park) 

When ceramics of the Floral Park sphere appear at San 

Estevan, they do so in conjunction with Late Preclassic 

material. San Estevan's Floral Park assembl~ge includes 

Aguacate Orange, Jolja Buff, Guacamallo Red-on-Orange, and 

Ixcanrio orange Polychrome. 

At present, Floral Park ceramics show a highly 

restricted distribution. For precincts of monumental 

architecture, stratified deposits of the material have been 

found in Plazas A and C. Within the small structure 

settlement, Survey Block 16 offers the only example of 

platform construction containing sealed, Floral Park 

deposits. The dearth of housemounds with Floral Park 

material is in keeping with the scarcity of durable small 

structure architecture that characterizes the settlement's 

Preclassic residential pattern. Unlike the distribution of 

San Estevan's Chicanel sphere ceramics, however, Floral Park 

ceramics fail to occur to any appreciable degree in buried 

land surface deposits or within later, Classic Period 
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construction fill. 

Early Classic (Tzakol) 

In formal, compositional, and decorative modes, San 

Estevan's Early Classic ceramics show many affinities to 

Tzakol sphere assemblages found at several southern and 

central lowland sites. This is especially true of San 

Estevan's slipped wares. Ceramics of the Aguila Orange 

group are the most prevalent, occurring in residential 

cache, midden, and fill deposits. Although similarly 

distributed, Dos Arroyos polychromes are slightly less 

ubiquitous, and ceramics of this group tend to be 

characterized by extravagantly wide basal flanges. Among 

San Estevan's remaining slipped wares, Balanza Black and 

Minanha Red ceramics predominate. Whereas both Fry (n.d.) 

and Kosakowsky (n.d.) suggest that Minanha Red originates at 

the end of the Early Classic, coincident with the 

development of a transitional Tzakol-Tepeu 1 ceramic 

complex, at San Estevan as at Barton Ramie (Willey et ale 

1965:350-351), there is no evidence for the late appearance 

of this type or for its co-occurrence with Tepeu 1 types. 

San Estevan's Early Classic unslipped ceramics include 

only two types, with Triunfo striated sherds dominating the 

assemblage. Also making an appearance, but in far lower 

frequency, are unslipped and scored ceramics comparable to 
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the Barton Ramie type, White Cliff Striated. 

Early Classic building construction and structure 

distribution at San Estevan constitute a significant 

departure from Preclassic patterns. Early Classic 

construction is the first to be well represented in both 

monumental and small structure architecture, and twelve of 

the 33 small structures excavated at San Estevan exhibit 

building episodes dating to this time period (36%). Two 

additional small structure excavations failed to reach 

bedrock owing to the presence of numerous Late Classic 

burials, but the abundant Tzakol material incorporated into 

the fill of these interments suggests that mounds possessing 

Early Classic components may exceed 40% of the small 

structure excavation sample. 

This rise in the incidence of durable, small structure 

architecture is accompanied by a slight expansion of the 

settlement area over which such architecture occurs. Small, 

Late Preclassic and Protoclassic structures have been 

identified only in Survey Blocks 1, 16, and 18. During the 

Early Classic, small structure architecture is known to 

occur in Survey Blocks 1, 3, 13, and 16, at the margins of 

Chan Laguna, and near the western shores of Long Swamp. 

Early Classic construction also is suspected for Survey 

Block 2, where rodent burrowing in one structure exposed 

half of a Dos Arroyos Polychrome cache vessel. 
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The broader distribution of small structure 

architecture creates expectations for a similarly expanded 

distribution of buried Early Classic land surfaces, for the 

prevalence of Tzakol ceramics incorporated into later 

construction, and for the widespread occurrence of Tzakol 

diagnostics in surface collections. Only the latter two 

expectations are met, however (Table 3.1). Forty-eight 

structures possess Early Classic surface ceramics, and of 

those survey blocks subject to small structure testing, only 

Block 18 is devoid of Tzakol material. Survey Blocks 2, 6, 

and 11, all of which lack secure evidence for Early Classic 

construction, nevertheless possess structures that have 

incorporated Tzakol ceramics into Late Classic architectural 

fill. Yet, unlike their Late Preclassic counterparts, 

buried Early Classic land surfaces have been identified 

solely when sealed by Early Classic construction. Although 

unexpected, this dearth of buried land surfaces conveys 

little about Early Classic land use patterns, heralding, 

instead, a dramatic decline in new construction at San 

Estevan coincident with the onset of the Late Classic. 

Late Classic (Tepeu 1) 

Tepeu 1 material is poorly represented at San Estevan, 

and many of the pottery types defining this sphere may never 

have made an appearance at the site. Unslipped and striated 
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wares comprise the majority of San Estevan's Tepeu 1 

ceramics, with Zibal Unslipped, Jones Camp striated, and a 

late variant of Triunfo Striated (cf. Fry n.d.) dominating 

the type collection. Another Tepeu 1 hallmark, Saxche 

Orange Polychrome, also appears at San Estevan, most 

typically in the form of thin-walled bowls. Of the 

monochrome slipped wares, only ceramics of the Mountain Pine 

Red group have been identified with any certainty. 

Many northern Belize sites are characterized by a 

scarcity of Tepeu 1 material, and, in part, this may be 

attributed to the comparatively short temporal duration of 

the sphere (ca AD 600-690). For San Estevan, however, 

identification of Tepeu 1 ceramics is additionally hindered 

by the fact that, at present, no sealed architectural fill 

contexts can be dated securely to this time period. 

Potential loci of Tepeu 1 architecture include two plaza 

resurfacing episodes in Plaza C, the construction of a low 

platform retaining wall situated 700 meters east of site 

center, and two superimposed floors in a small housemound in 

Survey Block 3. Unfortunately, the scarcity of artifacts in 

these contexts makes any temporal assignment highly 

tentative. A less equivocal instance of Tepeu 1 occupation 

occurs in another of Survey Block 3's structures, and is 

indicated by a Saxche Orange Polychrome vessel accompanying 

a human burial. 
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As evinced by the small structure excavation sample, 

construction activity at San Estevan during Tepeu 1 times 

drops from an Early classic high of over 40% to a mere 9%. 

Falling to Late Preclassic levels, the low incidence of 

Tepeu 1 architecture must be interpreted as a sharp decrease 

in population. As yet, there is insufficient information to 

compare the relative sizes of San Estevan's Late Preclassic 

and Tepeu 1 populations, however, the areal distribution of 

excavated deposits of Tepeu 1 ceramics would suggest 

important differences in settlement morphology. 

When all excavated contexts containing Late Preclassic 

material are contrasted with comparable Tepeu 1 deposits, it 

becomes apparent that Tepeu 1 ceramics are far more narrowly 

confined within the San Estevan settlement system (Table 

3.1). Buried Tepeu 1 land surfaces, mixed deposits of Tepeu 

1 and Tepeu 2/3 ceramics, and potential loci of Tepeu 1 

construction occur in the vicinity of site center, in the 

Martinez Group, and in Survey Blocks 1, 2, and 3. with the 

exception of settlement near Chan Laguna (Survey Block 1), 

therefore, Tepeu 1 material can be found only within a 1.3 

kilometer radius of site center. 

While corroborating an overall population decline, the 

frequency and distribution of structures possessing Tepeu 1 

surface diagnostics accentuate a pattern of multiple nodes 

of occupation. consistent with evidence from the excavation 
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sample, the 1.3 kilometer radius around site center appears 

to be the primary focus of San Estevan's Tepeu 1 settlement. 

Indeed, within this area, the frequency of structures 

possessing Tepeu 1 surface diagnostics suffers little 

decline from the preceding period. Survey Block 1 also 

maintains an appearance of relative stability from the Early 

Classic into Tepeu 1 times, supporting expectations for a 

second settlement focus located east of Long Swamp, in the 

vicinity of Chan Laguna. Although not anticipated on the 

basis of excavation deposits, surface collections in Survey 

Blocks 6 and 15 point to yet another node of Tepeu 1 

occupation, situated at the southern peripheries of the San 

Estevan settlement system, in close proximity to Chowacol. 

Late and Terminal Classic (Tepeu 2 and 3) 

In keeping with ceramic classificatory schemes devised 

for sites in the central and southern Peten (Smith 1955; 

Culbert 1973; Adams 1971), Mayanists commonly subdivide the 

latter portion of the Late Classic into two distinct time 

periods defined by two reasonably distinct ceramic 

assemblages. For northern and central Belize, however, the 

expected typological breaks have proven more difficult to 

isolate. South of San Estevan, analysts at Barton Ramie and 

Colha can delineate only a single ceramic complex spanning 

temporal periods that are demarcated by Tepeu 2 and 3 
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assemblages elsewhere in the lowlands. At Pulltrouser and 

Nohmul, on the other hand, both Fry and Kosakowsky isolate a 

discrete Terminal Classic (Tepeu 3) complex marked by 

changes in monochrome slipped wares and by a complete 

cessation in the production of polychrome pottery. Although 

situated in close proximity to Pulltrouser and Nohmul, no 

comparable division exists in San Estevan's post-Tepeu 1 

ceramic assemblage. In fact, the community appears to have 

straddled a boundary that, in terms of ceramic inventories, 

segregated San Estevan's northwesterly neighbors from 

settlements lying to the south and east. 

Throughout the latter part of the Classic Period, San 

Estevan's ceramic affiliations are oriented primarily to the 

south. This southerly aspect is readily apparent in the 

site's unslipped and striated wares, in the majority of its 

monochrome slipped wares, and in its strong, local 

polychrome tradition. varieties of Tutu Camp Striated, 

cayo Unslipped and Alexanders Unslipped dominate San 

Estevan's unslipped and striated assemblage. The site's 

monochrome slipped wares include members of the Garbut Creek 

Red, Dolphin Head Red, Subin Red, Molino Black, Achote 

Black, Rubber Camp Brown, and Yaha Creek Cream groups. 

Finally, whereas a small number of San Estevan's polychromes 

belong to types common across the lowlands, their presence 

at the site is very nearly eclipsed by a local variant of 
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Palmar Orange Polychrome (Valdez 1987:202-203). Distributed 

within a sharply delimited territory bounded by San Estevan 

on the north, Maska11 on the south, and the New River to the 

west (Valdez 1993, personal communication), this variant 

achieves a remarkable homogeneity in vessel forms and 

decorative motifs. 

The vast majority of southern hallmarks in the San 

Estevan assemblage do not occur to any appreciable degree 

northwest of the New River at Nohmul or at the Pu1ltrouser 

settlements. Chronologically, San Estevan's southern 

affiliations suggest a temporal range of occupation 

extending from the Late Classic into Terminal Classic times 

(Gifford 1976; Valdez 1987). The assemblage does, however, 

share a few types in common with Nohmul and Pulltrouser, and 

these commonalities serve to complicate temporal assessments 

for the site. San Estevan's ceramic affinities with sites 

lying immediately north and west of the New River include 

Burgos Striated, Dumbcane Striated, Campbells Red, and a set 

of types considered to be local imitations of Yucatecan 

slatewares (Kosakowsky n.d.). At Nohmul and pulltrouser, 

the slatewares and Campbells Red possess Tepeu 3 sphere 

affiliations, whereas varieties of Burgos ann Dumbcane occur 

in both Tepeu 2 and Tepeu 3 deposits. 

At San Estevan, in contrast, these types do not all 

exhibit comparable contextual or temporal associations 
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Burgos and Dumbcane striated sherds rarely appear in 

assemblages marked by the presence of unslipped and striated 

wares possessing southern affinities. In four cases, 

however, structures exhibit final construction episodes 

characterized by a decline in the incidence of the latter, 

and by a corresponding increase in the relative frequencies 

of Burgos and Dumbcane sherds. Campbells Red ceramics 

typically are associated with these latest deposits, though 

in extremely low frequencies. Imitation slatewares, on the 

other hand, are well-represented at San Estevan, but 

consistently occur in deposits that are dominated by San 

Estevan's southern hallmarks. 

An understanding of the temporal relationships between 

San Estevan and settlements north and west of the New River 

obviously would benefit from the application of absolute 

dating techniques. without these techniques, the relative 

chronology of San Estevan's Late and Terminal Classic 

occupations remains highly tentative. San Estevan appears 

to possess a penultimate occupational episode, defined by an 

internally consistent complex most directly comparable with 

Tepeu 2/3 assemblages found at Colha and points further 

south, but distinguished from the latter by the inclusion of 

low frequencies of Burgos and Dumbcane striated vessels, and 

by the widespread appearance of imitation Yucatecan 

slatewares. Although the sphere affiliation of San 
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Estevan's slatewares is somewhat at odds with evidence from 

Nohmul and Pulltrouser, the inclusion of these ceramics 

within a Tepeu 2/3 complex is not inconsistent with findings 

from santa Rita, where a slateware tradition spans both the 

Late and Terminal Classic periods (Chase 1982). San 

Estevan's Tepeu 2/3 complex is likely, therefore, to have 

been contemporary with the Tepeu 2 complexes at Nohmul and 

Pulltrouser, and to have overlapped, at least partially, 

with Terminal Classic assemblages at these sites. 

During Tepeu 2/3 times, San Estevan witnesses an 

architectural boom (Table 3.2). Construction of Plaza CiS 

ballcourt flanking mounds dates to this period, as does the 

erection of San Estevan's only stela. Excavated deposits of 

Tepeu 2/3 material occur in seven of the eight survey blocks 

subject to small structure testing (Survey Blocks 1, 2, 3, 

6, 10, 11, and 18). Seventy-nine percent of structures in 

the small structure excavation sample possess Tepeu 2/3 

construction, and 42% of these structures first originate 

during this period. Moreover, all Tepeu 2/3 structures were 

subject to multiple building modifications and 

refurbishments. 

Despite realizing its highest levels of construction 

activity, however, San Estevan does not regain the full 

breadth of its Early Classic settlement, resolving upon a 

slightly smaller but more densely packed residential 
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TABLE 3.2 

Small Structure Excavation Deposits and Surface Collections: 
Tepeu 1 - Tepeu 3 

(Survey Blocks with Structures) 
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formation. Recolonization along the margins of San 

Estevan's eastern bajos seems to have been particularly 

problematic. Subsequent to Early Classic abandonments, 

Survey Block 16 appears devoid of residential occupation 

through the remainder of the prehispanic period. Moreover, 

Survey Block 13's single structure, similarly situated at 

the margins of bajo, also lacks evidence for construction 

activity following Early Classic times. Far closer to site 

center, on the other hand, Survey Block 18's riverine 

occupation witnesses a Tepeu 2/3 revival, terminating a 

lengthy hiatus in construction activity that began at the 

end of the Late Preclassic. 

A thriving settlement in Tepeu 2/3 times, the era ends 

for San Estevan in sweeping abandonments. Within the 

excavation sample, final occupation at the site is discerned 

largely on the basis of terminal deposits containing both 

Campbells Red and higher relative frequencies of Burgos 

Striated and Dumbcane striated ceramics. Detection of 

abandonment-phase occupation through surface collections has 

proven more tenuous, since two of the three ceramic types 

used to identify this occupation also occur in San Estevan's 

Tepeu 2/3 assemblage. Although likely to provide somewhat 

inflated estimates, surface collections point to a much 

diminished and widely scattered resident population (Table 

3.2). similarly, excavation deposits show a marked fall-off 
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in construction activity, with building refurbishments 

restricted to two structures in Survey Block 1 and one 

structure, each, in Blocks 3 and 6. within San Estevan's 

central precincts, abandonment-phase occupation is manifest 

solely by a midden that accumulates in the alleyway of Plaza 

CiS ballcourt. Whereas all these deposits post-date San 

Estevan's Tepeu 2/3 assemblage, ceramic affinities with 

Tepeu 3 complexes across the New River would suggest that 

final tenancy of the settlement did not persist beyond the 

end of the Terminal Classic. 

summary 

Chapter 3 provides the background information needed to 

frame the examination of residential variation at the 

prehispanic Maya community of San Estevan, Belize. 

Information about the geography, physical layout, and 

history of the settlement has accrued slowly, during the 

course of investigations conducted by three separate 

archaeological projects. As the most recent of these, the 

San Estevan Project owes an enormous debt to the quality 

work produced by Bullard and later, by Hammond. The San 

Estevan Project's exclusive focus upon small structure 

architecture would have been unfeasible without the 

attention that these investigators devoted to the survey and 

excavation of nodes of monumental construction. with the 
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destruction of the site's monumental precincts occurring at 

an ever-accelerating pace, the survey coverage and mapping 

expertise of Hammond's Corozal Project has proven especially 

invaluable. 

Amid a sea of wetlands, the San Estevan settlement 

system takes its shape from three discrete upland zones that 

support three nodes of monumental construction. The largest 

of these, and the irrefutable center of the site, lies to 

the west of Long Swamp. The two smaller monumental 

precincts stand watch along the swamp's eastern and southern 

margins. In addition to monumental construction, San 

Estevan's upland zones sustain an abundance of small 

structure architecture of variable scale and spatial 

configuration. occupation of the area was long-lived, but 

if exuberance of construction activity is any indication, 

San Estevan's history as a community was punctuated by two 

peaks of prosperity. The first extends from the Late 

Preclassic through the Early Classic, with the settlement 

witnessing increasing investments in the production of 

durable architecture. The second peak occurs during San 

Estevan's Tepeu 2/3 Period, and appears all the more 

dramatic because of the near hiatus in construction activity 

characterizing Tepeu 1 occupation. After Tepeu 2/3 times, 

the community undergoes an abandonment phase of uncertain 

duration, but populations do not linger long enough to 
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embrace an Early Postc1assic ceramic tradition. 

The spatial and temporal properties of San Estevan's 

settlement system are d.iscussed at length in the body of 

this chapter because they are of great importance to an 

understanding of continuity and change in residential 

behavior. Seen only through the blurred lens of a coarse

grained ceramic chronology, residential patterns at San 

Estevan, nevertheless, exhibit a fascinating dynamic that 

normative models of the prehispanic Maya community would 

find insupportable. In the chapters that follow, San 

Estevan's residential remains will emerge with increasing 

clarity. Chapter 4 presents the interpretive schemes that 

have developed specifically around the classification of 

Maya residential variability. Chapter 5 sorts through San 

Estevan's small structure architecture to produce a 

classification that has relevance to the economic decision

making behavior of the settlement's prehispanic domestic 

groups. In Chapter 6, the broader San Estevan community 

will become the focus of discussions once again, however, 

when patterns of residential variability are explored in 

relation to the settlement system as a whole. 
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CHAPTER 4 

INTERPRETING MAYA RESIDENTIAL VARIATION 

Chapter 4 takes a critical look at the body of 

interpretive studies that has developed around the 

archaeological examination of Maya residential remains. I 

have already argued that the organization of residence in 

prehispanic Maya communities can emerge only through the 

systematic exploration of residential variation, and that 

such an exercise should prove a most expedient way to 

evaluate current models of the lowland Maya. In Chapter 3, 

I introduced the prehispanic community of San Estevan, the 

"laboratory" setting for this evaluation process. The 

present chapter will serve as a prelude to the subsequent 

classification and analysis of residential variability at 

the site. 

Making sense of Maya residential variability is, first 

and foremost, a classificatory endeavor, and there appear to 

be at least as many classifications of domestic architecture 

as there are lowland Maya settlement pattern analysts. 

Rather than place the San Estevan residential classification 

in juxtaposition to these numerous other schemes, more 

ground will be covered through a presentation of the 

interpretive issues such classifications seek to address and 
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clarify. Chapter 4 begins, therefore, with a discussion of 

the attribution of domestic functions to a site's 

architectural remains -- a problem that all analyses of 

residence inevitably must address. Next, I will present the 

most commonly invoked sources of residential variability. 

These can be divided into three interpretive domains. Two 

share an interest in elucidating the composition and 

organization of prehispanic Maya domestic groups. The first 

of these credits certain kinds of residential variation to 

societal rules governing the formation of domestic groups, 

while the second suggests that residential variability 

speaks less to society's rules and more to the behavioral 

adjustments made by individual households in the face of 

fluctuating ecological, economic, and sociopolitical 

conditions. Finally, a third approach finds prehispanic 

Maya residential variation to encode important information 

about differences in occupant status. 

Residential Function 

The sample of a site's residential remains typically 

consists of mapped surface architecture. Often, some 

percentage of this sample has been test excavated in order 

to provide artifact inventories and chronological controls. 

Only in rare instances, however, can archaeological projects 

invest in broad horizontal exposures. consequently, even 
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the most basic inferences concerning the functions of 

residential architecture rest upon uncertain foundations. 

Seen from this vantage, higher order inferences about the 

composition and organization of domestic groups, and about 

the sources and expressions of household inequality must be 

met with some skepticism. 

Since the early years of lowland Maya archaeology, the 

small mounds scattered among nodes of monumental 

construction have been argued to be the locus of the vast 

majority of prehispanic Maya residential remains (E.H. 

Thompson 1892). While researchers were combatively 

populating monumental architecture with transient specialist 

priests or with the entourages supporting full-time 

governance, these mounds by virtue of their ubiquity 

continued to receive almost unconditional acceptance as the 

enduring imprint of the domestic world of the "humble" Maya. 

This intuitive approach to the identification of prehispanic 

Maya domestic architecture was eventually codified by Willey 

into the "principle of abundance" (Willey et al. 1965). 

Interest in the identification of residential loci has 

steadily increased in conjunction with the developing field 

of settlement pattern archaeology, and with mounting 

concerns over the relationships obtaining among prehispanic 

Maya population growth, agrarian economy, and sociopolitical 

complexity. Heightened awareness of the shortcomings of the 
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principle of abundance has followed suit (Haviland 1966). 

Methodological debates have less to do with the principle's 

general utility, however, than with its narrowness of scope 

and lack of inferential power. The immediate response to 

these concerns has been a more cautious culling of domestic 

sites from small structure architectural remains. Most 

frequently, structures are excluded from the residential 

sample owing to peculiarities of shape, construction 

technique, or settlement location (Freidel and Sabloff 1984, 

Tourtellot 1988). At any site, however, such instances 

comprise a minor percentage of the mounded architecture 

assemblage, and no investigator has been able to seriously 

undermine the overall accuracy with which the principle 

situates prehispanic Maya domestic residues. 

At issue, therefore, are the kinds of domestic residues 

the principle of abundance variously showcases and shadows. 

On the one hand, the principle slights those residential 

loci incorporated into precincts of monumental architecture 

(Adams 1974, Harrison 1977, Andrews and Fash 1992). Perhaps 

more seriously, a focus upon small, mounded architecture 

also diverts attention away from "hidden" or non-mounded 

domestic sites (Pyburn 1987, Johnston 1991). The 

consequences of these oversights have scarcely begun to be 

measured in socioeconomic or political terms (but see 

Haviland 1981 and Pyburn 1990 for two initial reckonings). 
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On the other hand, the principle has trained a bright light 

upon the innumerable mounds visible at the margins of 

monumental precincts and beyond. Often, the plaza-oriented 

arrangements of these mounds are strongly reminiscent of the 

physical layout of dwellings, kitchens, shrines, sweatbaths, 

and storage structures associated with the large, 

multiple-family households known among the rural Maya of the 

twentieth century. Similarly, smaller mound clusters bring 

to mind smaller domestic arrangements, such as conjugal or 

extended families. 

The principle of abundance, however, is of little use 

when archaeologists seek to distinguish "housemounds," the 

remains of dwellings, from other mounds constructed for 

other domestic purposes. Wauchope's (1934, 1937) excavation 

of five mounds at Uaxactun and his pioneering 

ethnohistorical and ethnoarchaeological studies of Maya 

domestic structures were early attempts to marshall the 

range of observations necessary to conclude that a mound 

possessed a dwelling function. As Leventhal and Baxter 

(1988:53) observe, most of Wauchope's criteria were 

architectural in nature. The presence of stone-faced 

substructural platforms, superstructures defined by an 

apsidal arrangement of founda'tion stones, and full-masonry, 

partial masonry, or perishable walls comprise just a few of 

these architectural indicators. Wauchope's ethnohistorical 
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research did note the tendency for occupants to be buried 

beneath the floors of their houses, and his 

ethnoarchaeological observations described a wide arc of 

variation in the material culture inventories of dwellings. 

The sum total of Wauchope's contribution, therefore, 

continues to underscore the inadequacy of any simple 

guidelines to dwelling identification. 

As a consequence of such variation, the empirical 

burden of identifying dwellings has rested with each 

successive settlement pattern analyst at each site studied. 

Since most of the criteria informing upon mound function can 

be acquired only through large excavation samples, dwelling 

remains are best documented for sites that have been subject 

to intensive, long-term exploration (Smith 1962; Haviland 

1963, 1985: Tourtellot 1988b; Hendon 1991). Through time, 

settlement pattern programs at these sites have placed 

increasing emphasis upon functional determinations that 

combine architectural studies with artifactual criteria 

(Haviland 1981: Hendon 1987, 1991; Leventhal and Baxter 

1988). Reliance upon artifact distributions, however, 

requires assumptions about the contiguity between contexts 

of deposition and contexts of use. For the lowlands, where 

most artifacts are incorporated into architectural fill, 

such assumptions can be seriously entertained only in rare 

instances when primary middens were left to accrue adjacent 
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to structures or, more commonly, when refuse accumulated 

during abandonment processes occurring in the final stages 

of settlement occupation. Given the significant societal 

upheavals accompanying the latter, it is difficult to 

ascertain whether the activity sets inferred from artifact 

associations adequately delineate the original functional 

intent of the contexts of artifact recovery (cf. Cu~bert 

1974:106-107). 

Used as broad parameters, however, the findings of 

these studies point to a multiplicity of activities 

occurring within and inmediately adjacent to dwellings. 

Food processing and consumpt~.on, tool and craft manufacture, 

storage, and sleeping may all have been accommodated within 

the dwelling space. Architecturally, dwellings may consist 

of a single room housing all such activities, or they may 

possess two or more rooms marked both architecturally and 

artifactually by distinct functional orientations. Rooms 

with benches, for example, frequently are interpreted as 

general living and sleeping quarters whereas storage 

functions are attributed to benchless rooms characterized by 

restricted access. In contrast, when non-dwelling 

structures occur in domestic contexts they generally exhibit 

a narrower range of artifact inventories and architectural 

forms than dwellings. structures identified as having 

possessed either kitchen or storage functions tend to be 
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characterized by more restricted artifact inventories, with 

food processing and storage items predominating. In 

addition, these structures tend to be smaller and 

architecturally simpler than their associated dwellings. 

The sole category of domestic architecture that seems to 

defy inferential generalizations are the so-called 

"religious" structures that may appear within residential 

contexts. More will be said about these structures in the 

following section. 

Domestic Group Composition and organization1 

An enormous gap exists between functional 

identifications of dwellings and their adjuncts, and the 

peopling of these residential units with occupants engaged 

in the daily business of living. It was just this leap from 

the material world to the "intangibles of old Maya life" 

that settlement pattern archaeology initially was summoned 

to perform (Willey et al. 1965:5). From the outset, 

however, interest in exploring the significance of 

rqsidential variation has taken a back seat to efforts to 

delineate the system of rules underlying prehispanic Maya 

residential behavior. Ethnographic analogy has been the 

inspirational wellspring of this endeavor, providing 

bridging arguments to link domestic group composition and 

organization with the formal properties of prehispanic Maya 
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residential units. 

Although many analogies make use of modern and historic 

Maya populatior-~ to effect comparisons, reliance upon 

demographic and historical continuity often is abandoned in 

favor of what are deemed more appropriate political and 

socioeconomic contexts. Following Murdock (1954), many 

lowland Maya researchers have chosen to situate the norms of 

residential behavior within a broader system of cultural 

values shaped by an agrarian economy in which rights to land 

and the products of agricultural labor were most likely 

invested in males (Haviland 1966; Sanders 1989; McAnany 

n.d.). No matter how exotic the analogue, these researchers 

conclude that the burden of agrarian civilization must favor 

domestic group formation along lines demarcated by a 

patrilineal descent principle and a patrilocal residence 

rule (Fash 1981, Haviland 1988, Hendon 1991). 

The appeal to rule driven behavior cannot simply be 

attributed to an excessive reliance upon ethnographic 

analogy, although privileging of the ethnographic record 

certainly has helped to reinforce a somewhat myopic view of 

prehispanic Maya residence. Several anthropologists have 

observed that Maya archaeologists are slow to register 

changes in the wider discipline (gg. Lincoln 1992, Ashmore 

and wilk 1988). The longevity of structural-functionalist 

interpretation, however, would suggest an intransigence 
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having less to do with theoretical insularity than with an 

abiding perception of prehispanic Maya residential remains. 

At the center of this field of perception lies the 

multi-dwelling, plaza-focused group. Held as a 

stereotypical residential arrangement by archaeologists, the 

plaza-focused group, in turn, is projected to have been a 

conscious prototype among the ancient Maya. Inferences 

about the convergence of societal norms serving to 

perpetuate the prototype then become a matter of logical 

necessity. 

The plaza-focused unit, however, is not the sole 

domestic group found at Maya sites, and for many sites where 

counts are available, it is not even the most ubiquitous 

(Smith 1962, Freidel and Sabloff 1984, Tourtellot et ale 

1990:249). Recent attempts to accommodate such diversity 

fall into two distinct approaches. The first attempts to 

show how the societal rules governing the coalescence of 

prehispanic Maya kingroups may resolve, materially, into 

residential units of variable size and architectural 

configuration. The second approach suggests that 

residential variability is best perceived as the outcome of 

divergent household decision-making strategies. 

Rules of Kingroup Formation 

Researchers emphasizing rules of kingroup formation 
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have adopted two slightly different strategies in their 

attempts to demonstrate the relevance of societal norms to 

the creation of informed inferences about prehispanic Maya 

residential variability. The more ambitious of these 

strategies points to the pervasive power of unilineal 

descent groups in the organization of prehispanic Maya 

society. Hendon's (1991:894&904) arguments for externally 

stratified and internally ranked lineages offers the most 

sophisticated normative framework serving to account for 

disparities in residential group size (structure number) and 

architectural scale. 

Efforts to validate the role of unilineal descent 

groups in the formation of lowland Maya residential patterns 

are less well developed, however. Commonly, they take the 

rather circuitous path of associating ancestor worship with 

the perpetuation of descent groups in agrarian 

civilizations, and, then, of extracting ancestor worship 

from Maya residential remains (Leventhal 1983, Sanders 1989, 

Hendon 1991, McAnany n.d.). A tenuous ethnological 

connection at best (Kuper 1982), archaeologically-based 

arguments that have attempted to frame Maya domestic rituals 

within the context of ancestor worship have met with some 

difficulty. with improvements in glyph translation, for 

example, some of the Copan domestic structures once thought 

to be dedicated to ancestor worship (Leventhal 1983:64), 
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perhaps, are better interpreted as dedicated to claims of 

political peerage, instead (Fash and stuart 1991:168~169). 

A second strategy, taken by Sheehy (n.d.), Haviland 

(1988), and Tourtellot (1988a), avoids the onerous task of 

proving the existence of unilineal descent groups by 

focusing upon the more immediate role of patrilocal 

residence rules in the formation of prehispanic Maya 

residential assemblages. All three investigators 

painstakingly demonstrate the accretionary growth 

characterizing multi-dwelling, plaza-focused domestic units. 

In each case study, the initial residential unit is composed 

of a single dwelling. Subsequent modifications include 

elaboration of the "founder's" dwelling and the sequential 

construction of more modest houses. Each investigator 

claims that such growth bears witness to the role played by 

domestic group developmental cycles in the creation of 

residential diversity. Haviland (1988:130) and Tourtellot 

(1988a:99) take the additional step of suggesting, in the 

spirit of Fortes (1958:3), that variation in the numbers of 

structures incorporated into prehispanic Maya residential 

units is likely to reflect the "crystallization" of domestic 

group composition at different stages in the same 

developmental cycle. Although investigation of the relative 

persistence of smaller prehispanic Maya residential units 

would end debate over developmental cycles frozen in time 
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and over the abiding authority of residence rules, no such 

confirmation has yet to be offered. 

Household Decision-Making 

An alternative approach to the study of prehispanic 

Maya domestic group composition and organization finds 

little reason to grant societal norms priority in any 

cultural context, and even less grounds to assume their 

overriding importance among modern, historic, or prehispanic 

Maya domestic groups. Advocates of this approach have 

helped redefine the term household in order to effect 

changes in how anthropologists conceptualize relationships 

between social behaviors and values (Wilk and Rathje 1982; 

Netting et ale 1984; Ashmore and Wilk 1988). Described as 

the smallest corporate unit charged with responsibility for 

social reproduction, the household is recast in the role of 

arbiter: since social reproduction is contingent upon the 

household's ability to mediate wider economic, 

environmental, and sociopolitical forces, it is divergent 

household decision-making strategies that determine 

variations in household composition and activity structure. 

The emphasis upon household agency opens up the 

possibility of a reversal in the direction of causality 

between household organization and sociocultural 

transformation. By so doing, it has revitalized household 
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studies in American anthropology. Nevertheless, household 

agency' is also perceived to be the pivotal Achilles heal of 

the approach, and critics contend that the causality 

conferred upon households must be elnpirically demonstrated 

on a case by case basis, rather than simply assumed 

(Halperin 1985; Donham 1981). Wilk (1988:137), the 

principal purveyor of the household perspective in ~owland 

Maya studies, argues, to the contrary, that the Maya have 

exhibited a long-standing spatial contiguity between 

residential units and household functions, as well as an 

absence of tent-like unilineal descent groups serving to 

blunt household decision-making autonomy. 

Currently, however, Maya archaeologists have made only 

small strides towards the generalizing and evolutionary 

goals upheld by household studies. Emergent principles are 

few, possess narrow implications, and derive largely from 

ethnographic rather than archaeological contexts. Many 

investigators have pointed to the inter-relationships among 

ecology, agrarian productive systems, and household labor in 

the determination of variable spatial constraints upon the 

distribution of prehispanic Maya residential units (Drennan 

1988, Fedick 1989, Levi 1991). In the most sweeping 

scenarios, Netting (1977), and, later, Sanders (1981) 

proposed models of community residential dispersion based 

upon analogy with the infield/outfield systems of 
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agriculture practiced in semi-tropical Africa. They 

attribute the distance between residential units to the 

quantity of land consumed by the intensive cUltivation of 

infields. Killion (1990), however, has questioned the 

general applicability of this formulation by observing that 

in the Tuxtlas of Veracruz, Mexico, it is the extensive 

cUltivation of infields, combined with intensive cUltivation 

of outfields that has led to a relaxation of constraints 

upon house lot size and a greater tendency towards community 

residential dispersion (Killion 1990:209). 

Household perspectives that deal with the variable 

composition of prehispanic Maya residential units are even 

less well developed. Most have stemmed from wilk's (1983, 

1984, 1985) ethnoarchaeological studies of the lowland 

Kekchi (cf. Cliff and Crane 1988). Here, the number and 

spatial clustering of structures within a residential unit 

is found to reflect the labor requirements of household 

productive systems as well as the strength of affective and 

economic ties among household members. Additionally, at the 

community level, the relative predominance of conjugal or 

multiple family households is found to be responsive to 

household economic strategies that have been shaped in 

relation to ecological constraints and market access. 

wealth, Rank, and Power 
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Increasingly, settlement pattern analysts have come to 

view residential variation as one manifestation of 

inequality among the occupants of prehispanic Maya 

communities. Mortuary practices, bone chemistry and 

skeletal pathologies, trade items and sumptuary goods 

comprise the traditional archaeological domains for 

systematic explorations of socioeconomic differentiation, 

however, the cost of amassing representative samples of 

burials, caches, and primary middens frequently is 

prohibitively high. By contrast, the ubiquitous house 

platform is amenable to the most cost effective techniques 

of data acquisition in the archaeologist's repertoire. 

Survey and mapping operations rapidly compile information 

about variations in the size of residential units, their 

architectural elaboration, and the presence of "special" 

structures such as altars or shrines (Arnold and Ford 1980). 

These attributes of residential architecture have become 

central to assessments of social stratification (gg. Kintz 

1983) and elite status (gg. Chase and Chase 1992b). The 

inferences about inequality generated by the examination of 

residential variation, however, are influenced by a host of 

"deranging" factors (Haviland 1982). ·Foremost among these 

are problems attached to data recovery, and to the 

conceptual categories and analytical artillery leveled at 

specific data bases. 
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Every site in the lowlands is characterized by its own 

set of parameters governing the nature and quan'tity of 

information that can be recovered from the surface remains 

of domestic architecture. Taken together, vegetation cover, 

geomorphological processes, modern land uses, and the 

differential durability of building materials determine both 

the quality of preservation of residential units and the 

likelihood of their discovery. It is the exceptional 

lowland site that has not lost a significant portion of its 

surface architecture to decay, soil aggradation or erosion, 

plowing, bulldozing, or quarrying. Obviously, the ability 

to finesse inequality from a site's residential remains will 

depend upon the systematic impact of these depredations. 

Less obvious, therefore, is the significance of the 

residential variation that can be perceived. 

Specifically, which aspects of surface domestic 

architecture best inform upon the sources and manifestations 

of inequality among the occupants of prehispanic Maya 

communities? Many analysts point to those aspects of their 

data that would seem to express greater or lesser degrees of 

control over human, material, and symbolic resources (Abrams 

1987, Carmean 1991). No single set of architectural 

features is implicated by this research, however. In some 

instances, inequalities in wealth and rank, respectively, 

are inferred on the basis of the quantity of masonry used in 
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superstructure construction, and by the presence of 

elaborate architectural detailing, such as vaulting or 

carved stone facades (Fletcher 1983, Ashmore 1988, Carmean 

1991, Tourtellot et ale 1992). Unfortunately, many 

settlements in the lowlands exhibit uniformly low labor 

investments in masonry superstructures, and, although more 

durable, sculptured facades may have been no more desirable 

or costly than carved wood or modeled stucco. 

Ambiguities persist even when using more widely 

applicable indicators of inequality. At Tikal, the surface 

area of dwelling platforms is considered a reliable, albeit 

coarse, measure of occupant status (Haviland and Moholy-Nagy 

1992). Again, at the Preclassic site of Cerros where 

platform volumes are relatively invariant, surface area has 

been found to be a sensitive indicator of status, and 

dwelling platforms with larger surface areas are more likely 

to be associated with "elite" ceramic assemblages 

(Scarborough and Robertson 1986:167,. Tourtellot (1988:330) 

suggests, to the contrary, that platform surface area at 

Seibal is most directly related to occupant number. He 

finds that the ratio of construction volume to surface area 

is a better estimate of a household's ability to commission 

and fund residential architecture in that it standardizes 

for disparities in household size which vary independently 

of this ratio (ibid:332&337). 



137 

These examples do not simply point to the inherent 

difficulties of exposing inequality through appeals to a 

single set of archaeological criteria. They also begin to 

illustrate that how concepts are operationalized may be 

inadequate to the task of exploring the multifarious 

dimensions of inequality that exist simultaneously within 

one community, across communities, and through time. The 

contrasts between Tikal, Cerros, and Seibal bring to the 

fore an array of salient and unexplored questions involving 

the myriad ways in which inequality may be institutionalized 

and displayed. Why, for instance, was the reproduction of 

inequality at Seibal in some way divorced from household 

demographics, and why do the two processes appear to have 

remained inextricably linked at Tikal? An answer to this 

question, and perhaps even the question, itself, does not 

readily follow from a sifting of the archaeological record 

for signs of "elites" (gg. Chase and Chase 1992a) or for 

markers of "stratification" (gg. Smith 1987). In fact, 

strict adherence to either concept actually may obstruct 

more insightful probes into the dynamics of prehispanic Maya 

inequality. 

"Elite theory," in the conceptual arsenal of 

Mesoamerican archaeologists, has been variously judged 

appropriately general (G. Marcus 1992) or perilously vague 

(Kowalewsky et ale 1992). At issue is whether 
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archaeologists are equipped to chart the typically private, 

or covert, avenues of power through which elite hegemony is 

maintained and transformed, and whether, in their attempts 

to document elites and elite power transactions, 

archaeologists risk ignoring equally potent, but non-elite 

sources of power (G. Marcus 1992; Paynter 199). Among 

ethnographers and sociologists, on the other hand, some 

scholars have begun to wonder if there might not be as many 

kinds of elites as there are hierarchical organizations in 

society, so wide is the application of the term, elites, to 

such vastly different segments of society (M. Estellie smith 

1985:26-27). This bemusement is nothing more than a thinly 

veiled rebuke to those who would locate elites at far 

removes from the major "sources of causal agency" shaping 

societies (G. Marcus 1992:296). Nevertheless, the 

irrefutable vagueness of the term contains the warning for 

archaeologists that a society's elites are themselves 

differentiated and differentiable. This should undermine 

any simple faith in the unity with which they display their 

rank and power. 

Kowalewsky, Feinman, and Finsten (1992:262-263), 

however, suggest that the archaeological quest for elites 

inevitably resolves into an identification of "haves" and 

"have-nots," and that reliance upon such qt'ialitative 

discriminations in the course of data analysis tends to 
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affirm simple two-tiered models of Mesoamerican society. 

These investigators question whether any public display of 

inequality accurately and invariably identifies a society's 

genuine power brokers. They choose to abandon a concept of 

elites, mandated by intangible power transactions and dyadic 

social divisions, in favor of an exclusive focus upon 

stratification. The bulk of the archaeological dat~, they 

argue, is quantitati.ve in nature and most directly reflects 

the quantitative variations in wealth propelling social 

stratification (ibid:274). At the empirical level of 

variation in domestic architecture, Kowalewsky, Feinman, and 

Finsten conclude that, regardless of the diverse factors 

contributing to the differential control of resources, the 

material expressions of this control are tantamount to 

differential displays of wealth. 

There seems little to choose between one approach that 

tends to interpret archaeological indicators of inequality 

as evidence for the powerful and the powerless, and another 

that interprets such indicators as gradations of wealth. 

Equally reductionist, both approaches also apparently foster 

a strange confusion between the scales of measurement most 

readily suited to archaeological indicators of inequality 

and the social phenomena that these variables are thought to 

represent. Yet, there is nothing inherent in the 

relationship between variables and their measurement scales 
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save the mutability of the scales themselves. Speaking only 

to the power of statistical tests, measurement scales have 

nothing to say about the underlying distributions of 

variables or about the meanings of such distributions. If 

Kowalewsky, Feinman, and Finsten cannot prevent their 

quantitative indicators of inequality from exhibiting 

sharply bimodal distributions, then the scale of measurement 

will not be able to answer whether it is more meaningful to 

interpret the distributions in terms of wealth or in terms 

of power or rank. Moreover, the validity of ascribing a 

nominal attribute state such as vaulting to Maya elites does 

not rest upon the fact that vaulting is most easily measured 

as a categorical variable, but upon the symbolic content of 

vaulted architecture and upon whether all Maya elites chose 

to display their power in such a uniform fashion. 

summary 

Although San Estevan has not figured in the foregoing 

discussions of prehispanic Maya residential variability, 

Chapter 4 advances the examination of residence at the site 

in two ways. By assessing current interpretations of 

prehispanic Maya residential variability, Chapter 4 offers 

fundamental insights into what this variation reasonably can 

be argued to signify. At the same time, these discussions 

underscore the particular dimensions of variability that 
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interpretive perspectives. 
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Norms of kingroup formation, household decision-making 

behavior, and unequal access to society's resources comprise 

the three principal issues surrounding the study of 

prehispanic Maya residential variation. As interpretive 

perspectives, the three are not necessarily incompatible. A 

choice made among them, however, may reflect not only the 

dimensions of residential variability available to study but 

the theoretical inclinations of individual investigators. 

The kinds of residential variation most accessible to 

Maya settlement pattern analysts include the structural 

composition of residential units as well as their 

architectural scale, elaboration, and spacing. The variable 

composition of residential units has provided fodder for 

both kingroup and household decision-making perspectives, 

although each relies more heavily upon ethnographic analogy 

than upon systematic assessments of prehispanic Maya 

residential diversity. Disparities in architectural scale 

and elaboration underscore all interpretations of 

inequality, and may also fuel inferences about kingroup 

formation and household economic strategies. Yet, the 

ability of archaeologists to knowledgeably distill 

inequality from the stone and rubble of residential remains 

is constrained by the many possible disjunctions among 
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wealth, rank, and power and by the many ways that such 

dimensions of inequality may be woven into a social fabric 

(Bloch 1977, Rowlands 1987). Finally, spacing among 

residential units has featured only in household decision

making perspectives that attempt to correlate residential 

variation with the implementation of specific productive 

regimes. These particular inferences, however, require 

additional ethnographic and archaeological confirmation. 

For the initial classification of residence at San 

Estevan, my choice of interpretive perspective is governed 

both by my theoretical biases as well as by certain 

limitations to the site's residential data base. I find 

that neither kingroup formation nor inequality provides 

appropriate or sufficient guidelines. On the one hand, 

there is ample ethnographic documentation for the variable 

sway held by rules of kingroup formation over domestic group 

composition and activities. Although household decision

making may be constrained by these rules, the divergen~ 

fortunes characterizing a community's domestic groups appear 

more directly linked to productive strategies and the 

variable manipulation of socioeconomic options. On the 

other hand, the investigation of domestic group inequality 

at San Estevan is hampered by poor preservation and a 

fieldwork methodology that emphasized survey over 

excavation. Discriminations within and among San Estevan's 



residential groups can be made only superficially, on the 

basis of structure areas and volumes. 
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The classification presented in Chapter 5 therefore 

will highlight those aspects of surface residential 

architecture at San Estevan that address the diverse 

decision-making behavior of domestic groups. Inequality and 

rules of kingroup formation cannot be so precipitately 

dismissed, however. In fact, one or the other of these 

perspectives underlies the assertions about prehispanic Maya 

residential organization that appear in our models of 

lowland Maya community and society. As a result, both 

perspectives will be re-assessed in Chapter 6 as part of the 

analysis of residential variation at San Estevan. 
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End Notes 

IDiscussions of the biological, social, and economic 

ties binding members of domestic groups tend to be fraught 

with terminological ambiguities (Laslett 1972; Netting, 

wilk, and Arnould 1984; Ashmore and wilk 1988:2-6). 

Ethnographically, definitions of the domestic group cannot 

be divorced from the specific cultures and communities from 

which they derive. These definitions diverge greatly, 

therefore, in their emphases upon agnatic and affinal 

relationships, upon the roles played by biological 

reproduction and child socialization, and upon degrees of 

economic incorporation. For archaeologists, definitions of 

the domestic group that highlight any or all such features 

typically presume the knowledge about domestic group form 

and function that is actually sought. 

The archaeological record is, however, replete with the 

remains of dwellings, dwelling clusters, and their adjunct 

structures. As Ashmore and Wilk (1988) observe, if 

archaeologists are to avoid a priori assessments of domestic 

group composition and activities, then they must emphasize 

this residential function to which their data speak most 

directly. Since it is difficult to ensure a one-to-one 

correlation between words and the complex social "realities" 

to which they refer, often the most that can be achieved is 

the semblance of unambiguous discourse through imposition of 
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terminological consistency. For the purposes of the ensuing 

discussion, the terms residential unit and residential group 

refer only to the archaeological remains of structures 

presumed to have been inhabited by a single domestic group. 

The domestic group, in turn, is considered synonymous with 

Ashmore and wilk's (1988:6) co-residential group. The 

terms, conjugal, extended, and multiple family groups will 

be used when considering inferences about the biological and 

kin relationships obtaining within a domestic group 

(following Laslett's 1972 terminological distinctions). 

Finally, the term household will refer to the minimal 

corporate economic unit functioning within the domestic 

group context (cf. Netting, Arnould, and wilk 1984). 
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CHAPTER 5 

THE SAN ESTEVAN RESIDENTIAL CLASSIFICATION 

San Estevan's residential typology offers a 

classification of residential groups rather than of 

individual residential structures. From the outset, it was 

the diverse spatial arrangements characterizing the site's 

residential groupings that appeared most discretely 

patterned and most in need of documentation and explanation. 

Detec~ion of these groups proceeded on the basis of visual 

inspection of the site's surface architecture. The vast 

majority were noted in the field, but a few additional 

designations were made following examination of the 

completed survey maps. One comment should be made in 

defense of this reliance upon visual as opposed to 

statistical pattern recognition. Visual insepction can be 

both an expedient and conservative approach to the detection 

of residential groups, making use of visible architectural 

clues, such as walled enclosures, elevated basal platforms, 

and central plazas defined by perimeter structures. It 

would take far more time and labor to amass the information 

required to implement "objective" statistical clustering 

techniques that, in the end, are effectively blind to 

discriminations of this kind. 
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Of course detection and classification of residential 

groups are two quite different processes, but, again, visual 

inspection was given primacy in the development of San 

Estevan's residential classes. The San Estevan 

classification offers a set of criteria to partition the 

site's assemblage of residential architecture into discrete 

and unambiguous classes. Although these criteria were 

established through visual inspection of the data base, 

statistical procedures are later used to explore the 

variation within and between classes that remains 

unaccounted for by the classification itself. 

Classification Criteria 

As is true of other typological treatments of 

residential architecture, the San Estevan classification is 

motivated by an interest in exposing sources of domestic 

group diversity through examination of the variation 

exhibited by residential units. Chapter 5 describes the 

many dimensions of contrast used to discriminate among 

prehispanic Maya residential units, and also assesses the 

relative power that such discriminations have to illuminate 

underlying causes of variation. Inferences about domestic 

group composition, organization, and inequality typically 

follow from the classification of residential groupings at 

Maya sites. Rather than construct a multi-purpose, 



polythetic typology that addresses each of these 

interpretive issues, th~ goals of the San Estevan 

classification will best be served by limiting both the 

problem orientation and the kinds of variability to be 

considered. 
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The intent of San Estevan's residential classification 

is not to mirror all the political and socioeconomic 

complexities of Maya life, but to assist in developing an 

understanding of how domestic groups helped to define the 

net of social and economic relations that formed the San 

Estevan community. This instrumental aspect of domestic 

group behavior is rooted in the means by which domestic 

groups sustain themselves (Goody 1976). Many of the 

organizational strategies implemented in the interest of 

group perpetuation are underwritten, in turn, by an 

appropriation of social space through the construction of 

residential architecture. 

The divergent generative processes characterizing 

domestic groups should be detectable in the various ways 

such groups display their spatial integrity. The San 

Estevan classification therefore emphasizes the mechanisms 

serving to integrate domestic structures into residential 

units. This emphasis has important ramifications, both 

positive and negative. On the positive side, a focus upon 

mechanisms of group definition brings to the fore an axis of 
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comparison seldom examined by lowland Maya archaeologists. 

In so far as these mechanisms exhibit the degree and kind of 

spatial coherence achieved by domestic groups, they should 

be our most expressive indicators of the ties binding 

domestic group members. The variable amounts of labor 

invested in architectural displays of group incorporation 

are suggestive of the varying degrees to which domestic 

groups functioned as coherent socioeconomic units. 

Moreover, the mechanisms conferring spatial integrity upon 

residential units also point to differential constraints 

upon domestic group growth, and may indicate that domestic 

groups either did not equally aspire to, or share, the 

capacity to extend their reach over labor and capital 

through an expansion of household personnel. 

Sorting San Estevan's residential groups according to 

mechanisms of structure incorporation is primarily motivated 

by the kinds of inferential assistance demanded of the 

classification. Nevertheless, the approach also develops 

from exploration of a settlement system that has not been 

adequately excavated. I offer a minimalist classification, 

therefore, that attempts to identify the diverse building 

blocks of San Estevan's residential assemblage. 

The simplicity of the San Estevan classification is 

deceptive, however, and two inter-related problems emerge 

from its application. The first problem arises when, in the 
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absence of physical abutment or focal plaza areas, spatial 

proximity becomes the sole mechanism suggestive of 

incorporation within a mUlti-structure residential unit. 

since some portions of the site exhibit denser packing of 

residential groups than others, the assignment of individual 

structures to larger, mUlti-structure groups must proceed 

from a subjective consideration of the spatial parameters 

characterizing the settlement zone in question. The second 

drawback to the San Estevan classification occurs when 

neither physical links nor proximity can be invoked to 

integrate structures into larger residential units. 

Isolated structures are a common feature of settlement at 

many Maya sites, and this circumstance necessitates a class 

of single-structure residential groups. When confronted 

with single-structure residential units, however, the 

inferential base of the San Estevan classification becomes 

less effectual because these units do not invite direct 

comparisons with mUlti-structure groups. The absence of 

spatial or architectural clues to the mechanisms serving to 

perpetuate single-structure residential units and to 

integrate their occupants means that such inferences must 

derive principally from a comparison of settlement contexts. 

The Residential Sample 

Although the San Estevan classification focuses upon 
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the spatial arrangements of residential groups, a complete 

assessment of the similarities and differences among group 

classes must consider the variation exhibited by the 

structures comprising each group and class. At base, 

therefore, the sample of residential remains at San Estevan 

consists of individual structures drawn from the site's 

architectural assemblage. By the close of the 1990 season, 

the San Estevan Project's surveyors had recorded a total of 

327 small structures at the site. No systematic efforts 

were made to replicate either Bullard's or Hammond's survey 

work in San Estevan's central plazas, however, approximately 

fifty of the outlying small structures mapped by Hammond in 

1973 were later resurveyed. Documentation of the 327 

structures constituting the San Estevan architectural 

assemblage entailed recording structure dimensions (length, 

width, and elevation), settlement provenience (distance and 

azimuth from site datum) and group affiliation. structures 

were also surface collected whenever possible, in order to 

add a temporal dimension to the spatial data. 

creation of the residential sample makes cautious use 

of willey's principle of abundance to identify domestic 

architecture within the larger assemblage. The inability of 

the principle to deal adequately with residential loci in 

monumental precincts was circumvented, since the 

architectural assemblage automatically excluded San 
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Estevan's central plazas and the central plazas of San 

Estevan's satellites, Chowacol and Chan Laguna. Omitting 

these precincts sadly truncates an understanding of the 

settlement's residential organization, but their exclusion 

was largely dictated by the fact that all three areas had 

been extensively bulldozed prior to the inception of work at 

the site. Not all small structures comprising the San 

Estevan architectural assemblage are included in the 

residential sample, however. Exclusion from the sample 

typically occurs when structures lack sufficient 

documentation, when structure function is considered poorly 

understood, or when the cultural as opposed to natural 

origins of a settlement feature cannot be established. 

The two situations most likely to produce insufficient 

documentation of structural remains are an inability to 

determine the settlement environs of a particular structure 

and structure disturbance resulting from modern agricultural 

activities. The first situation applies to any structure 

that lacks a secure group affiliation. For example, several 

isolated mounds were observed at the edges of cane fields 

and cane roads. Although mapped and surface collected as a 

form of salvage archaeology, there was no way to determine 

whether these mounds represented single-structure 

residential units or whether they were part of larger groups 

obscured in cane or destroyed by road construction. Even in 
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situations of excellent visibility, however, whole groups 

must be eliminated from the residential sample owing to 

disturbances created by plowing and bulldozing. If, for 

example, area and volume measurements cannot be obtained for 

a particular structure, then the entire residential group 

containing that structure is omitted from the examination of 

inter- and intra-class variation. 

The San Estevan Project had few resources to invest in 

the acquisition of data that would address structure 

function. If a structure was situated within a multi

structure group, it was automatically assumed to possess 

some domestic function, be it storage, kitchen, ritual, or 

dwelling space. For obvious reasons, this assumption could 

not be extended to isolated structures, and a more rigid set 

of criteria determined which isolates would be included in 

the residential sample. Peculiarities of settlement 

location and construction technique, or an absence of 

domestic refuse typically resulted in the exclusion of 

structures from the sample. The principal victims of this 

screening process are San Estevan's chich mounds and rock 

alignments. 

Chich mounds are low platforms, devoid of retaining 

walls, and composed of small cobbles in a loose soil matrix. 

At sayil, Komchen, and Albion Island, chich mounds have been 

identified as probable dwellings on the basis of their 
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ubiquity (Killion et al.1989; Ringle and Andrew V 1988; 

Tourtellot et ale 1990) and because of the presence of 

burials and caches in the mound fill (Cook 1991). 

Elsewhere, chich mounds are less ubiquitous, lack burials 

and caches, and occurr only in the immediate vicinity of 

bajos (Thomas 1981; Culbert et al. 1989). At San Estevan, 

only three probable, and three possible chich mounds were 

observed, all in low-lying areas of the settlement, and all 

outside the confines of mUlti-structure residential groups. 

Test excavations in four of these mounds did not produce 

sufficient quantities of artifacts to facilitate secure 

functional assessments. 

Whereas San Estevan's chich mounds comprise a component 

of the prehispanic settlement system, the site's rock 

alignments may date to later periods of occupation. 

Possessing two walls of single-coursed limestone cobbles, 

the first two of San Estevan's four rock alignments occur in 

areas of dense 19th century refuse, near the square-shaped 

wells characterizing Post-conquest occupation. A third 

alignment appears identical in plan to the triangular fowl 

houses traditional to the Yucatecan Maya (Wauchope 1937). 

Whereas test excavation of the fourth, rectalinear alignment 

produced a handful of prehispanic ceramics, the feature 

lacked the stratified cultural deposits characterizing the 

majority of San Estevan's domestic structures. 
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One final concern resulting in the exclusion of mapped 

features from the residential sample is occasioned by an 

inability to confirm that a presumed structure is 

artificial. Five mounded features were eliminated for this 

reason, in each case because the mound possessed neither 

artifacts nor discernable stratigraphy. More commonly 

eliminated were potential loci of buried or "hidden" 

residential platforms. Most such loci were identified on 

the basis of dense concentrations of surface artifacts. In 

only two instances did postholing and subsequent test 

excavations provide sufficient stratigraphic evidence to 

indicate that these scatters reflected genuine residential 

sites. It is possible that some of the surface scatters 

lacking identifiable subsurface architecture also possessed 

residential functions (Wilk and Wilhite 1991; Pyburn 1990) 

but, at present, their domestic status remains far too 

questionable to warrant inclusion in the residential sample. 

After winnowing San Estevan's architectural assemblage 

in this manner, the resultant residential sample contains 

117 domestic groups, comprising a total of 282 individual 

structures. Forty-eight of these are composed of only a 

single visible structure, while the remainder consist of two 

or more. The median and mean number of structures per group 

are 2.0 and 2.4, respectively. Ninety-five residential 

units, accounting for 205 structures, are located in or 
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immediately adjacent to survey blocks. Twenty-two 

additional groups (77 structures) were mapped 

opportunistically, as portions of the settlement became 

cleared of cane or bush. All 117 groups, regardless of 

provenience, are featured in the discussion of San Estevan's 

residential classification in order to gain as full an 

appreciation as possible for the range of variation existing 

within and among domestic group classes. When attention 

turns to an examination of how residential units are framed 

by a broader settlement system context, however, the focus 

frequently will narrow to those 95 residential groups 

associated with the survey block sample. 

The Classification1 

San Estevan's residential units are arranged into eight 

classes: Basal Platform Groups, Linear Platform Groups, 

Focus Groups, Paired Platform Groups, composite Groups, 

Isolates, and Non-focus Groups. Presentation of the 

classification involves a detailed description of each 

class. Every class description begins with an account of 

the number of individual structures and residential groups 

comprising the class, and the intrasite distribution of 

these groups. Next, the identifying attributes defining the 

class are described in conjunction with a discussion of the 

range of variability exhibited by class members. Class 



descriptions conclude with a summary of associated 

excavations in order to furnish an initial assessment of 

temporal patterns. A brief discussion of inter-class 

comparisons follows this descriptive section. 

Class I. Basal Platform Groups 
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Basal platform groups are defined by the presence of a 

basal platform supporting two or more structures that are 

arranged around a focal plaza area. Although the label, 

"plazuela group," is frequently applied to these units (gg. 

Ball and Taschek 1991:157), this usage has also been 

extended to plaza-focused arrangements that lack shared 

basal platforms. Since I wish to preserve a distinction 

between these two kinds of units within the San Estevan 

architectural assemblage, the term "plazuela group" has been 

avoided. 

Intrasite Distribution 

Basal platform groups have a relatively restricted 

occurrence at San Estevan, appearing in Survey Blocks 1, 3, 

10, and 15. A number of groups, however, have been located 

outside the survey block sample. These groups occur in the 

vicinity of site center and they also dominate the small 

structure settlement at San Estevan's satellite community, 

Chowacol. 
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Number of Groups Defining the Class 

Twelve of San Estevan's 117 residential units are basal 

platform groups (10%). Two additional basal platform groups 

(BPG6 and BPG10) have been eliminated from the residential 

sample because extensive plowing prohibited accurate 

measurements. Three of BPG lOts four structures were 

severely damaged by plowing, and all evidence of individual 

structures had been obliterated in BPG 6. 

Number of Structures in the Class 

Forty-two structures (15% of the structure sample) are 

located in basal platform groups. (BPGIO's four structures 

raise the total to 46). 

Identifying Attributes 

Basal platform groups consist of an elevated, basal 

platform supporting two or more structures (Figure 5.1 and 

Table 5.1). Structures are arranged around the margins of 

the basal platform, and thus define an open, central plaza 

area. Basal platforms in this class range in shape from 

square to polyhedral and often they achieve a greater 

relative height than the structures they support. The 

number of visible structures supported by basal platforms 

ranges from two to five, but three structures is most 

common. 
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TABLE 5.1 

Descriptive statistics for structures in 
Basal Platform Groups 

Statistics Area Cm2
) Volune Cm3

) 

Mininun 21.29 2.53 

Maximun 220.00 330.00 

Mean n.55 86.49 

Median 60.00 39.58 

N 42 42 
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Associated Excavations and Chronology 

K05 (md 184) BPG5 and K07 (Platform 1901), BPG6, Survey 

Block 1i K18 (md 342), BPG1, Survey Block 3. 

Basal platform groups evince the greatest occupational 

continuity of any residential group class in the San Estevan 

settlement system. Unfortunately, this fact posed 

significant impediments to the test excavations conducted in 

these units. All three basal platform group excavations 

encountered several human burials. Typically, when burials 

were exposed during test pitting operations, the 1m x 1m 

pits were expanded in order to accomodate the size and 

orientation of interments. In two instances (K05 & K18) 

interments were so numerous, test pit expansions so 

frequent, and time so short, that it was necesessary to 

terminate excavations before reaching bedrock. 

Tourtellot (1983:52-53) has noted that basal platform 

groups at several sites tend to possess abundant Late 

Preclassic and Terminal Classic construction, but little 

evidence for occupation during the intervening periods. 

These findings have led to the suggestion that the Terminal 

Classic components of such groups are opportunistic 

reoccupations of long-abandoned domestic sites. Implicit in 

this suggestion is the notion that an elevated basal 

platform is purely incidental to the formation of these 

groups, and merely constitutes a necessary by-product to the 
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creation of a level, Terminal Classic occupation surface. 

At San Estevan, however, basal platform groups do not 

appear subject to such lengthy hiatuses. All three tested 

groups exhibit extensive Early Classic construction and 

there is a high probability that Preclassic construction 

levels exist in Basal Platform Groups 1 and 5. 

Additionally, whereas Tepeu 1 occupation is notoriously 

difficult to isolate at San Estevan, structure 342 (BPG1, 

Survey Block 3) clearly was inhabited at this time, given 

the Tepeu 1 polychrome dish associated with one of its 

burials. curiously, although each of the three tested 

structures contained burials with Tepeu 2/3 ceramics, the 

ubiquitous local Palmar polychrome that characterizes this 

period is notable for its scarcity in the construction fills 

of structure 184 and platform 1901. Nevertheless occupation 

of all three structures did persist through Tepeu 2/3 times, 

and the presence of the rare Dumbcane and Burgos striated 

wares in the most recent deposits of these groups suggests a 

continuation of occupation into Tepeu 3 times. 

Class II. Linear Platform Groups 

Similar to the basal platform group class, linear 

platform ;roups are defined by a basal platform shared by 

two or more structures. The absence of a focal plaza area, 

however, distinguishes these residential units from the 
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Intrasite Distribution 

Survey Block 6. 

Number of Groups Defining the Class 
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Only two linear platform groups (2% of all groups 

within the residential sample) exist as separate entities 

apart from larger composite groups. Two others are found 

within composite groups, and because of the rarity of linear 

platform groups, these two have been included in the 

discussion of identifying attributes in order to better 

define the class. 

Number of Structures in the Class 

Five structures (2% the total structure sample) are 

located within linear platform groups. 

Identifying Attributes 

Linear platform groups are characterized by a narrow, 

rectangular basal platform supporting two or more 

linearly-arranged structures (Figure 5.2 and Table 5.2). In 

all instances, both basal platform and structure heights are 

quite low, distinguishing these groups from the "range" or 

"palace" type structures common at many Maya sites. In one 

case, the basal platform supported three visible structures 

(LPG1), and in two others, the basal platforms supported two 



structures each (LPG2 and platform3782). No individual 

structures could be detected on the surface of the fourth 

unit (md 394). This last mound is included in the 

discussion because it is similar .in shape and size to the 

basal platforms characterizing linear platform groups. 

Unlike othe·r members of the class, however, mound 394 

probably supported fully perishable structures. 
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The most salient feature of the linear platform group 

is the absence of a focal plaza area. Each structure 

encompasses the width of the basal platform, and abuts its 

neighbor in a chain-like fashion. The entire basal platform 

is therefore absorbed into the support of its structures, 

and the existence of any extramural space on top of the 

basal platform is unlikely. There is an underlying 

consistency to the fact that linear platform groups are 

restricted to Survey Block 6 r where focal plaza areas do not 

appear in groups with fewer than four structures. 

From their restricted occurrence and rather odd-looking 

appearance, it might be possible to make a compelling 

argument in favor of some non-residential use for linear 

platform groups. In fact, they seem remarkably similar to 

Tourtellot's market stalls at Seibal (Tourtellot 1988:100). 

Their domestic function is likely, however, given the 

existence of the subfloor burials excavated in structure 393 

(LPG2) and the human remains and domestic refuse exposed in 
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TABLE 5.2 

Descriptive statistics for structures in 
Linear Platform Groups 

Statistics Area (m2
) Volune (m3

) 

MinillUil 52.77 14.88 

MaxillUil 81.60 50.17 

Mean 65.87 34.33 

Median 59.52 28.50 

N 5 5 
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posthole tests of structure 394. 

Associated Excavations and Chronology 

K26 (md 393), LPG2, and K25 (md 378), COMP4, Survey 

Block 6. 
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Although there is a significant admixture of Late 

Preclassic and Early Classic ceramics, construction episodes 

in structures 378 and 393 date no earlier than the Late 

Classic. In addition, structure 393 provides one of the few 

instances where structure modifications are evident for both 

the Tepeu 2/3 and Tepeu 3 periods. 

Class III. Focus Groups 

For many Mayanists, the focus group is the archtypical 

prehispanic Maya residential arrangement. A single, central 

plaza constitutes the sole architectural mechanism 

incorporating individual structures into focus groups. 

Intrasite Distribution 

Although no focus groups have been observed along the 

Chowacol Ridge, they are broadly distributed across the 

remainder of the San Estevan settlement area. They appear 

in Survey Blocks 1, 2, 3, 10, 12, 16, 17, and 19. Focus 

groups also have been mapped in several other portions of 

the site lying outside the survey block sample. 



Number of Groups Defining the Class 

Fifteen focus groups adhere strictly to the class 

definition, comprising 13% of the group sample. 

Number of structures in the Class 
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San Estevan's focus groups possess a combined total of 

50 structures (18% of the structure sample). 

Identifying Attributes 

Focus groups consist of three or more structures 

arranged around an open plaza area (Figure 5.3 and Table 

5.3). Although possessing a plaza in common, the 

structures of a focus group lack a shared basal platform 

and, typically, the plaza area is unpaved. In one variant 

of the focus group (FG5, Survey Block 1), each structure in 

the group possessed its own basal platform consisting of a 

low accumulation of crushed marl. A second variant (FG12, 

Survey Block 17) was characterized by structures fronting, 

but not supported by, a slightly elevated central plaza. 

Associated Excavations and Chronology 

K04 (md 153), FG3, site center; K08 (md 227, FG1), K09 

(md 229, FG1), K10 (basal platform of md 228, FG1), FG5, 

Survey Block 1; K13 (md 352) and K17 (md 355), FG1, Survey 

Block 2; K20 (md 215), FG16, K22 (md 331) and K23 (md 332), 

FG2, Survey Block 3; K31 (md 419) and K32 (md 417), FG6, 
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TABLE 5.3 

Descriptive statistics for structures in 
Focus Groups 

Statistics Area <m2) VolllJ1e <m3) 

Mininun 12.36 1.27 

Maxinun 214.97 515.92 

"ean 62.87 77.11 

Median 49.25 30.93 

N 50 50 
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Survey Block 1; K43 (md 458), FG10, Survey Block 12. 

Many excavated focus group structures possess Early 

Classic construction episodes. In addition, the quantity of 

Late and Terminal Preclassic ceramics in Early Classic fill 

and in soil deposits beneath Early Classic construction 

suggests some locational continuity between Preclassic and 

Early Classic occupation. As is true of all group classes 

at San Estevan, Tepeu 1 construction episodes have proven 

difficult to isolate. Most excavations, however, show 

abundant construction dating solidly to San Estevan's Tepeu 

2/3 period. Tepeu 3 ceramics, on the other hand, are 

restricted in their occurance to FG6 in Survey Block 1. 

Class IV. Paired Platforms 

As the name implies, groups within the class of paired 

platforms are composed of only two building platforms. The 

pairing of any two platforms is assessed on the basis of 

abutment or proximity. Individual platforms vary widely in 

size, as do totals for surface area and construction volume 

per group (Tables 7 & 8). Members of the class differ most 

clearly in terms of the spatial relationships exhibited by 

their constituent platforms, and the effort to differentiate 

paired platform groups according to their formal 

arrangements has resulted in a proliferation of named 

variants. Contiguous Pairs (PPCN), Fret Pairs (PPF) , L-
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shaped Pairs (PPLS), Linked Pairs (PPLK), Offset Pairs 

(PPO), and Parallel Pairs (PPP) comprise the six paired 

platform variants found at San Estevan. An example of each 

is depicted in Figure 5.4. 

Intrasite Distribution 

Within the San Estevan settlement system, paired 

platform groups are second in areal distribution only to 

isolates. Survey Blocks 2, 3, 6, 9, 10, 11, 12, 15, 16, 17, 

and 19 possess one or more paired platform groups. 

Additional units are found north of Survey Block 3 and in 

Chowacol's small structure settlement. 

Number of Groups in the Class 

The sample of residential groups from San Estevan 

contains 23 paired platform groups, accounting for 20% of 

the total. Four other paired platform groups were observed 

during survey and mapping operations, but they have been 

omitted from the residential sample because of insufficient 

information. 

Three of the four groups excluded from the structure 

data base, PP03, PP015, and PPLS2, unquestionably belong to 

San Estevan's prehispanic settlement system, however, the 

fourth, PPP2, may have different origins. Located in Survey 

Block 2, PP03 was severely damaged by bulldozing, and 
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complete structure dimensions could not be obtained. 

Dimensions for PPLS2 also could not be ascertained, but for 

different reasons. Situated in Survey Block 16, PPLS2 

appeared from its surface characteristics to be a small, 

single platform that was barely differentiable from the low, 

limestone terrace supporting it. This blurring between 

prehispanic architecture and modern land surface is 

relatively anomalous among San Estevan's residential 

remains, and careful surface inspection is typically capable 

of differentiating even the smallest architecture from the 

surrounding terrain. Test excavations revealed, however, 

that the indistinct structure outlines were the result of 

abandonment early in the occupational sequence of the 

settlement. The low terrace had, in fact, housed two 

adjoining Early Classic house platforms. Yet, although six 

square meters of test excavations were able to expose the 

pattern of structure abutment, full areal dimensions for 

both structures could not be obtained. 

PP015, in contrast, is a well-preserved group lying 

northeast of Survey Block 3, within the central zone of the 

site. Unfortunately, only one of PP015's two platforms, md 

474, was mapped. Md 474 was first noted in 1986. At that 

time it appeared to be an isolated platform, and was test 

excavated because of the rarity of large isolates within San 

Estevan's central zone. The actual group affiliation of 
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this particular mound was discovered only after the close of 

the 1990 field season, when the clearing of an adjacent cane 

field exposed its pairing with a small ancillary platform. 

Despite inadequate documentation of this second structure, 

the test excavation in md 474 assures PP015 a place in 

discussions of San Estevan's settlement system. 

PPP2, on the other hand, will receive no further 

attention because its cultural and prehispanic status remain 

in doubt. The unit is situated at the margins of the New 

River in Survey Block 18, and subsurface testing with a 

manual postholer revealed both mounds to be composed of 

accumUlations of river sediments. Moreover, neither mound 

showed evidence of plaster or other traces of prehispanic 

construction activity. 

Number of Structures in the Class 

Forty-six (16%) of the 282 structures in the San 

Estevan sample belong to the class of paired platform 

groups. The inclusion of PP03 and PP015 raises the 

structure total to 50. 

Identifying Attributes 

All paired platform groups consist of two platforms 

(Figure 5.4 and Table 5.4). At least one of these possesses 

a mounded surface, and, therefore, is likely to have 

supported a durable superstructure. Where superstructural 
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traces are evident, they encompass the entire platfrom 

surface, suggesting that the platform housed a single 

building with little or no extramural space available. In 

cases where superstructures are not visible, surface areas 

typically are too small to infer the presence of more than 

one building per platform. 

Although paired platfrom groups can attain a maximum of 

only two superstructures, several individual platforms in 

the sample are large enough in surface area to posit the 

existence of superstructures with multiple rooms. At the 

other extreme are platforms that seem too small to function 

as anything other than formal workspaces, such as kitchen 

adjuncts or manufacturing areas. In rare instances, a 

single paired platfrom group will combine these two 

extremes. More typically, however, one platform in a group 

achieves only a relative dominance over its associate in 

terms of surface area and volume and 19 of San Estevan's 23 

paired platform groups possess one platform that has both 

greater surface area and construction volume than its 

subordinate pair. 

Clues to the forces shaping paired platforms can be 

found in the spatial relationships obtaining between the 

structures in a group. Although paired platform groups 

exhibit an array of formal arrangements, nevertheless, there 
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TABLE 5.4 

Descriptive statistics for structures in 
Paired Platform Groups 

Statistics Area (m2
) Volune (m3

) 

MinillUl1 9.00 0.90 

MaxillUl1 296.10 1065.88 

Mean 75.42 118.39 

Median 57.31 41.42 

N 46 46 

177 



178 

is a limit to the manner in which one platform may be paired 

with another. Some paired platforms are physically 

connected. They either consist of two abutting platforms, 

as is true of Contiguous Pairs (PPCN, n=4), L-shaped Pairs 

(PPLS, n=1+ [PPLS2]), and Fret Pairs (PPF, n=2) , or they are 

connected by a low, narrow, platform or walkway, as in the 

case of Linked Pairs (PPLK, n=1). In other instances, 

paired platforms are not visibly connected, and their 

inclusion in the class is determined by the relative 

proximity of two platforms. Parallel Pairs (PPP, n=2) and 

Offset Pairs (PPO, n=14+ [PP03 & PP015]) fall into this 

category, with Parallel Pairs distinguished by the presence 

of an unambiguous plaza focus. 

Among San Estevan's paired platform variants, only 

offset pairs are sufficiently well-represented to permit 

closer scrutiny of the characteristics setting this variant 

apart from all others. The size differential between 

platforms in a group appears to be an important axis of 

variation. Ten of San Estevan's 13 offset pairs exhibit a 

dominant-subordinate relationship between their constituent 

structures. In contrast to all other comparable pairs 

(n=9) , subordinate platforms in offset groups have lower 

than expected surface areas proportionate to their 

respective dominant platforms. This finding suggests that 

the activities associated with dominant and subordinate 



platforms in offset groups may have been complimentary 

rather than redundant or overlapping. 
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The differential distribution of paired platform 

variants within San Estevan's larger domestic units 

tentatively supports an interpretation of the functional 

discreteness of the platforms in offset pairs. Although 

most paired platform variants are represented by only one or 

two groups within the class, other representatives can be 

found as isolable units within San Estevan's largest 

composite groups. contiguous pairs occur in Composite 

Groups 4, 5, and 10, L-shaped pairs are found in Composite 

Groups 6, 8, and 12, and it is likely that the narrow, 

central plaza of Composite Group 9 initially was delineated 

by a parallel pair. Whereas some paired platform variants 

retain their spatial integrity within very large residential 

units, offset pairs do not. The activities associated with 

offset subordinate platforms either were unnecessary or 

organized differently in these sizable domestic groups. 

Associated E~cavations and Chronology 

K03 (md 474), PP015, site center; K14 (rod 356), PP04, 

Survey Block 2; K24 (md 335), PPP1, Survey Block 3; K35 (md 

801), PPCN1, Survey Block 11. 

Four excavations were conducted in paired platform 

groups. Three of these tested structures, and the fourth, 
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K24, was located at the base of md 335 in order to determine 

whether this large parallel pair possessed a paved plaza 

surface. 

Of the three structures tested, structures 356 and 801 

are subordinate platforms within their respective groups. 

Both structures date exclusively to Tepeu 2/3. Construction 

of md 356 began during Tepeu 2/3 with the excavation of a 

wall trench into sheet trash containing Tepeu 1 and 2/3 

ceramics. The plaster surface supported by the foundation 

wall was repeatedly patched and repaved during Tepeu 2/3, 

however, these alterations did not appreciably raise the 

platform above its original surface. In contrast to md 356, 

md 801 had less formal origins, beginning as a small paved 

area abutting the base of md 445. This first paving appears 

to have been laid directly upon the ancient land surface, 

and preclassic, Early Classic, Tepeu 1, and Tepeu 2/3 sherds 

are distributed through the dense, black soil matrix. 

During Tepeu 2/3, the area was replastered at least three 

times before being expanded an additional 0.5 meters in 

length. Although only traces of plaster could be associated 

with this final construction episode, the expansion was 

delineated by a single course of unshaped limestone cobbles 

that remains visible today on the modern land surface. 

The presence of earlier ceramics underlying the initial 

construction phases of structures 356 and 801 tentatively 
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points to the possibility that, whereas subordinate 

structures may have been relatively late additions, dominant 

structures are likely to have possessed a greater 

occupational longevity. Excavation of structure 474 adds 

weight to this speculation. Precise measurements are 

lacking for the second structure in PP015, but structure 474 

clearly was the larger of the pair, both in area an~ volume. 

Construction of md 474 began during the Early Classic with 

the erection of a low platform retaining wall. Subsequent 

modifications in Tepeu 1 and 2/3 raised the structure over a 

meter above the original platform surface. 

Neither structure in PPP1 achieves dominance over its 

pair, however, early construction of the plaza in this unit 

suggests that some pairing mechanisms at San Estevan may 

have slightly greater time depth than is exhibited for 

offset pairs. Excavations into the plaza of PPP1 exposed a 

thick layer of soil and melted plaster overlying a buried 

soil horizon containing eroded Late Preclassic ceramics. An 

accumUlation of soil incorporating Tepeu 2/3 ceramics occurs 

above the stratum of soil and plaster. There was no 

possibility of distinguishing separate episodes of plaza 

resurfacing but construction in the group is likely to have 

begun by the Early Classic and apparently ceased during 

Tepeu 2/3 times. 
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Class v. composite Groups 

Members of the composite group class are distinguished 

by the profusion of incorporative mechanisms employed in the 

creation of multi-structure units. The term, composite 

group, initially was adopted at San Estevan for its ability 

to effectively communicate a co-occurrence of structure 

linkages that often exist independently of one another. 

Only later did I learn that Haviland (1963) had employed the 

same term to describe Tikal's large, multi-plaza residential 

compounds. Although all of San Estevan's multi-plaza units 

fall within the site's composite group class, my use of the 

term extends to single plaza groups as well as to groups 

that lack focal plazas. Rather than eliminate nomenclature 

that has become entrenched in the San Estevan vocabulary, I 

have created two informal subclasses of composite groups to 

highlight overlaps in usage between the two sites. 

Containing from six to thirteen structures arranged around 

one or more plazas, San Estevan's large composite groups 

adhere most closely to Haviland's original definition. San 

Estevan's small composite groups, on the other hand, 

typically lack strongly delineated, focal plaza areas, and 

the majority are composed of only three individual 

structures. 

Intrasite Distribution 
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San Estevan's composite groups are found in survey 

Blocks 3, 6, 10, 11, 15, and 18. Three additional composite 

groups are known for areas of the site that do not form part 

of the survey block sample. The Martinez Group, situated 

300 meters west of Survey Block 2, is composed of large two 

composite groups, and a small composite group has been 

located amidst Chowacol's small structure settlement. 

Number of Groups Defining the Class 

Only thirteen composite groups have been documented for 

the San Estevan settlement system (11%). 

Number of Structures in the Class 

Twenty-seven percent of San Estevan's residential 

structures are members of composite groups. with a combined 

total of 76 recorded structures distributed among 13 groups, 

the class of composite groups includes San Estevan's largest 

residential units. 

Identifying Attributes 

Composite groups make use of the full range of 

incorporative mechanisms described for basal platform 

groups, linear platform groups, focus groups, and paired 

platforms (Figures 5.5 & 5.6 and Tables 5.5,5.6, & 5.7). 

They differ from the latter by displaying a combination of 

linking mechanisms that otherwise appear in isolation. 
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composite groups cluster into two fairly distinct subclasses 

("small" vs. "large" groups). These subclasses differ most 

obviously in terms of structure number and the kinds of 

linking mechanisms employed. Small and large composite 

groups, however! also exhibit more subtle differences in the 

formal dimensions of their respective structures. In 

addition, the locations of a few, distinctively small 

structures suggest that the domestic groups inhabiting large 

composite groups achieved their cohesion in a somewhat novel 

manner. 

Small composite groups developed primarily through the 

pairing mechanisms described for paired platforms (Figure 

5.5). Seven small composite groups are documented for the 

San Estevan settlement system. Six lack well-defined plaza 

areas and are comprised of three structures each. Four of 

the six (COMP7, 8, 12, and 13) are characterized by two 

abu.tting platforms, with a third platform lying a short 

distance away. Abutting platforms are cruciform, L-shaped 

or contiguous, while the third platform in each group is 

offset. The remaining two (COMP10 and 11) possess slightly 

more elaborate pairing mechanisms. Composite Group 10 

consists of a contiguous pair of platforms, linked by a low, 

narrow walkway to a third, much smaller platform. Composite 

Group 11, on the other hand, is dominated by a platform 
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FIGURE 5.5 
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FIGURE 5.6 

Large Composite Groups 
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TABLE 5.5 

Descriptive statistics for structures in 
composite Groups 

Statistics Area (m2
) Volune (m~) 

MinillUll 8.14 4.34 

Maxinun 396.07 1204.05 

Mean 89.29 159.n 

Median 70.08 83.76 

N 76 76 
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TABLE 5.6 

Descriptive statistics for structures in 
Small Composite Groups 

Statistics Area (m2
) Volune (m3

) 

Mininun 26.99 8.91 

Maxinun 315.10 857.07 

Mean 100.00 161.10 

Median 74.20 83.76 

N 20 20 

TABLE 5.7 

Descriptive statistics for Structures in 
Large Composite Groups 

Statistics Area (m2
) Volune (m3

) 

Mininun 8.14 4.34 

Maxinun 396.07 1204.05 

Mean 85.47 159.23 

Median 64.31 89.32 

N 56 56 
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defined by a massive stone retaining wall. The structure 

rests upon a low basal platform and two small adjunct 

platforms abut this substructure in a fret-like pattern. 
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San Estevan's seventh small composite group (COMP3) is 

atypical for the class as a whole. Lying immediately south 

of Survey Block 3, composite Group 3 is the only unit within 

the class to be entirely supported by a basal platform. The 

platform houses four perimeter structures, but two of these 

sit, side-by-side, atop a low substructure. By definition, 

the co-existence of these multiple incorporative mechanisms 

dictates a composite group class affiliation, however, 

Composite Group 3's basal platform would suggest a greater 

affinity to members of the basal platform group class. 

Whereas small composite groups would not be 

particularly noteworthy at major lowland centers, San 

Estevan's six large composite groups compare favorably with 

some of the higher profile residential loci characteristic 

of more prominant sites (Figure 5.6). Slightly grander than 

Tikal's heralded "small structure" groups (Haviland 1985), 

large composite groups are comparable in dimension and plan 

to the Type 3 residential units defined for the Copan pocket 

(Willey and Leventhal 1979:83). All six of San Estevan's 

large composite groups feature one or more focal plazas, and 

plazas are frequently defined by tall, rectilinear perimeter 

structures on at least two sides. One perimeter structure 
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in every group rises 2.5 to 3.5 meters above the modern land 

surface. It is not uncommon, however, for smaller 

structures within these groups to achieve the illusion of 

great height by sharing an elevated, rectangular basal 

platform. Although, typically, only two contiguous 

structures will occupy the same basal platform, Composite 

Group 1 of the Martinez Group is remarkable for the 

inclusion of a high, basal platform housing four small, 

linearly-aligned structures. 

In large composite groups, the focal plaza area is the 

primary architectural mechanism serving to integrate 

structures. Unlike focus groups, however, several other 

linkages tie individual structures together into discrete 

subunits within the wider group. Many of the pairing 

mechanisms found in paired platform groups and small 

composite groups also appear ip the larger, plaza-focused 

composite groups. L-shaped pairs may occupy the corners of 

plazas, small adjunct structures may abut larger platforms 

in the fashion of fret-pairs, and discrete structures may be 

connected to other structures or entire subunits by means of 

an elevated walkway. As was previously noted, however, the 

rectilinear basal platform is one of the more common 

mechanism defining subunits within large composite groups. 

Many groups have at least one pair of structures aligned 

atop a shared basal platfom. In Survey Block 6, subunits in 
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large composite groups may consist of linear platform group 

arrangements, but higher basal platforms than those 

characteristic of linear platform groups also occur. 

The presence of isolable, mUlti-structure subunits 

separates large composite groups both from the majority of 

small composite groups as well as from San Estevan's other 

residential group classes. Additional differences become 

apparent when large and small composite groups are compared 

according to the dimensions of their respective structures. 

Not unexpectedly, the largest structures in small composite 

groups tend to be smaller than their counterparts in large 

composite groups. This apparent tendancy for small 

composite groups to possess smaller structures does not hold 

true, however, at the opposite end of the structure scale. 

No structure in any small composite group drops below 25 

square meters in surface area, and the average surface area 

for the smallest structure per group is 50.6 square meters. 

similarly, only two of San Estevan's seven small composite 

groups possess structures with under ten cubic meters of 

construction fill, and the average construction volume for 

the smallest structure in each group is 38.2 cubic meters. 

Most large composite groups, on the other hand, possess two 

or more structures with less than 50 square meters of 

surface area, and several structures in the subclass drop to 

under 15 square meters. Moreover, in five of the six large 
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composite groups, at least one structure contains only ten 

cubic meters of construction fill, or less. Mean surface 

area and construction volume for the smallest structures in 

large composite groups are 22.7 square meters and 9.8 cubic 

meters, respectively. These averages fall well below the 

comparable figures for small composite groups. 

The contrasting dimensions of the smallest structures 

within the two subclasses of composite groups offers some 

unexpected insights into the divergent formative properties 

characterizing large composite groups. Many of the small 

structures in large composite groups occupy high basal 

platforms. It is unlikely, therefore, that these structures 

were dwelling adjuncts, nor is the relative indigence of 

their residents automatically indicated. It is more 

probable that domestic activities in large composite groups 

were organized along somewhat different lines. spatial 

constraints upon the growth of large composite groups may 

have dictated the small size of certain dwellings and the 

concommitant use of communal kitchen and storage facilities 

by some group members. spatial constraints, however, must 

be considered a by-product of other agencies promoting both 

the expansion of these domestic groups as well as their 

integration and cohesion. 

Three of San Estevan's large, single-plaza composite 

groups hint at one such means of incorporation and 
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integration. composite Groups 1, 4, and 6 each possess a 

single, tiny structure located in the center of their 

plazas. Similar structures at other Maya sites, by virtue 

of their size and location, are typically referred to as 

domestic "altars" or "shrines" (Leventhal 1983:73-74). Many 

investigators propose that these structures reflect a 

pervasive system of ancestor worship. Suggested to be an 

enduring organizational premise for the prehispanic Maya, 

ancestor worship is argued to have fixed domestic groups to 

portions of the landscape by providing the idiom through 

which society adjudicated rights to productive land 

(Leventhal and Fash 1981, McAnany n.d.). 

It would be futile, however, to argue for the 

pervasiveness and longevity of ancestor worship at San 

Estevan on the basis of the spatial and temporal 

distributions of these small "shrines." The three "shrines" 

detected for large composite groups are the only ones 

documented for the entire settlement system, including San 

Estevan's precincts of monumental architecture. Despite 

their restricted occurrence, however, there is reason to 

postulate that such structures constituted an integral 

feature, perhaps even a hallmark, of large composite groups 

at San Estevan. Two of the four large composite groups 

lacking "shrines" (COMP2 & 5) lie adjacent to a second group 

in possession of a "shrine" (COMPI & 4). A third, dual-
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plaza residential unit (COMP9) may contain two small 

shrines, 12.61 and 8.14 square meters in surface area, 

aligned along the western perimeter of the group's largest 

plaza. Excavations in one of these structures (md 444) 

exposed two burials, one of which was furnished with the 

only Late Classic polychrome cylinder vase in the San 

Estevan ceramic assemblage. In addition to the small 

surface area and relatively elaborate burial furniture, the 

absence of repeated episodes of platform repaving makes this 

structure an unlikely canditate for a dwelling. 

On the whole, therefore, San Estevan's "shrines" seem 

directly implicated in the formation of large composite 

groups. That they reflect a time-honored system of ancestor 

worship is suspect, however. For San Estevan, at least, the 

role of "shrines" in the integration of domestic groups is a 

new innovation, beginning no earlier than the Late Classic 

Period. 

Associated Excavations and Chronology 

KIl (md 166), COMPl, and K12 (md 178), COMP2, Martinez 

Group; K25 (md 378), COMP4, Survey Block 6; K36 (md 436), 

K38 (md 444), and K39 (md 438), COMP9, Survey Block 11; K4l 

(md 466), COMP7, Survey Block 10; K51 (md 529) and K52 (md 

532), COMP11, Survey Block 18. 

San Estevan's large composite groups appear to have 
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achieved their size and areal extent over a comparatively 

short time span. All six excavations in large composite 

groups exposed construction levels dating no earlier than 

Tepeu 2/3. The occasional Late Preclassic, Early Classic, 

and Tepeu 1 ceramics incorporated into the lowest stratum of 

test pits point to the existence of early occupation 

somewhere in the vicinity of these groups. It is possible, 

therefore, that the San Estevan Project's excavation bias 

favoring small domestic structures decreased the likelihood 

of testing the most abiding loci of residential activity in 

these units. Ceramic collections from looters trenches and 

three large structure excavations, however, all support the 

view that San Estevan's large composite groups emerged 

rapidly in the Late Classic Period. 

Unfortunately, the three excavations in small composite 

groups provide little insight into the developmental 

trajectories for this subclass or for the composite group 

class, as a whole. In Survey Block 18, excavations in two 

of Composite Group 11's structures confirmed a Tepeu 2/3 

date of construction. Construction dates for this group, 

however, cannot be considered representative of the entire 

subclass because Survey Block 18 witnessed a complete 

cessation of occupation in the Late Preclassic and was only 

reoccupied during Tepeu 2/3 times. A third small composite 

group excavation in Survey Block 10 proved equally 
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unenlightening, exposing a Tepeu 2/3 period midden that had 

accumulated adjacent to the platform retaining wall of 

structure 466 in composite Group 7. 

Class VI. Isolates 

Isolated structures at lowland Maya sites seem 

inordinately vulnerable to diametrically opposing 

interpretations. Often, isolates are accorded the status of 

domestic sites for nuclear families (Marcus 1982), but they 

may also have housed extended or multiple family groups 

(Friedel and Sabloff 1984:111). It is quite probable, in 

fact, that the domestic composition of isolates varied 

widely through space and time. Regardless of the personnel 

associated with San Estevan's isolates, I find the absence 

of mechanisms for structure incorporation to be suggestive 

of organizational arrangements that may have diverged 

significantly from those of domestic groups residing in 

mUlti-structure units. 

In his study of Seibal's isolates, Tourtellot 

(1988a:114-116) concludes, to the contrary, that these 

structures are best perceived as adjuncts to nearby patio 

groups. At San Estevan, however, isolates cannot be 

dismissed in this manner, for they frequently OC9ur in areas 

of the settlement characterized by an absence of plaza

focused units. The isolated structures that appear in the 
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San Estevan residential sample are therefore presumed to 

reflect single-structure residential groups. Great care was 

taken to ensure that isolates were, indeed, isolated and to 

include in the residential sample only those structures that 

were most likely to have been loci of domestic occupation. 

Nevertheless, for a few isolates within the sample, either 

class affiliation or functional assessments remain 

tentative. 

Intra-site Distribution 

Isolates possess the widest distribution of any group 

class at San Estevan, appearing in Survey Blocks 1, 2, 3, 6, 

9, 10, 11, 13, 15, 16, and 18. Single-structure units also 

occur in the vicinity of site center, near Chan Laguna, and 

at Chowacol. 

Number of Groups in the Class 

The San Estevan residential sample contains 48 

single-structure groups, comprising 41% of all groups and 

17% of all structures. 

Identifying Attributes 

consisting of a single structure, isolates are defined 

by an absence of architectural mechanisms of structure 

incorporation (Figure 5.7 and Table 5.8). The vast majority 

of isolated platforms are not large enough in surface area 
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to have supported superstructures with multiple rooms, and 

the class possesses mean and median areal dimensions of 66.3 

and 52.5 square meters, respectively. Some of the 

ambiguities of class affiliation and structure function that 

beset the class of single structure residential groups, 

however, are best illustrated by the idiosyncratic nature of 

structures at the tails of this dist,ribution. 

six of San Estevan's isolates possess excessively 

spacious platform surfaces (125 to 177 square meters) and 

inordinately high volumes of construction fill (272 to 451 

cubic meters). In addition, each occurs in the vicinity of 

other prominant residential units. Three of these (I1, 12, 

and 13) are located in Survey Block 2, amidst the large, 

offset paired platform groups characteristic of this block. 

A fourth (l10) is located behind the high basal platform of 

BPG1 that dominates Survey Block 3. The final two (I43 and 

144) lie in Survey Block 11, very near the tightly clustered 

structures of Composite Group 9. Of all isolates, these two 

proved most difficult to assign to a residential group 

class. Although situated near the open end of Composite 

Group 9's second plaza, they were excluded from the group 

because they failed to conform to its spatiallY compact, 

plaza-focused arrangement. An alternative assignment to the 

paired platform group class was dismissed because l43 and 
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TABLE 5.8 

Descriptive statistics for structures in 
Isolates 

Statistics Area (m2
) Volune (m3

) 

MinillU1l 19.04 3.21 

MaxillU1l 177.28 451.16 

Mean 67.62 96.93 

Median 54.34 48.63 

N 48 48 

200 
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144 possess an odd, end-to-end alignment and are separated 

by a distance of 20 meters. 

Settlement locations of the the smallest isolates might 

suggest that they are the least likely members of the class 

to have possessed dwelling functions. Four of these 

structures are located at the margins of the shallow 

depressions that form an integral component of San Estevan's 

residential landscape. San Estevan's depressions may 

originally have functioned as limestone quarries, but their 

secondary role as catchment devices for water and eroding 

topsoil eventually would have made them excellent garden 

sites. The size of small isolates and their proximity to 

depressions, tentatively suggest that these structures were 

more directly involved in the activities associated with 

depressions, than with domestic group activities. 

Associated Excavations and Chronology 

K06 (md 158), 133, Survey Block 13; K16 (md 351), 14, 

Survey Block 2; K40 (md 105), 129, Chan Laguna: K44 (md 

493),151, Survey Block 16: and, K50 (md 531),160, Survey 

Block 18. 

Excavations in isolates tested neither the largest nor 

the smallest units in the class, however, the six structures 

that were examined range widely in size, from 35 to 131 

square meters and from 12 to 156 cubic meters. All 



excavated isolates exhibit relatively limited occupation 

spans, but diagnostic ceramics from structure surface 

collections suggest the possibility of great residential 

stability for at least a few members of the class. 
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Isolates do not appear to posses any rigid temporal 

parameters, and the chronological phases spanned by 

excavated isolates include the Late Preclassic, Early 

Classic, Tepeu 1, and Tepeu 2/3 periods. occupations of 

structures 158 (I33), 493 (I51), and 105 (I29) begin and end 

in the Early Classic, and the three residential loci appear 

to have been afflicted by the same perterbations affecting a 

number of small residential units within the Chan Laguna 

ridge cluster. structure 105 is unique among the three, 

however, for the quantities of biface reduction debris 

litering its surface and incorporated into its construction 

fill. 

Both structures 531 (I60) and 351 (I4) are Late Classic 

period isolates. structure 531 was erected on an ancient 

land surface strewn with Late Preclassic trash, but the 

structure, itself, dates solidly to Tepeu 2/3. structure 

351, on the other hand, is one of the few excavated 

platforms at San Estevan with a relative abundance of Tepeu 

1 ceramics incorporated into architectural fill. Its 

initial construction may even date to the very end of Tepeu 

1, with the placement of a Mountain Pine Red dedicatory 



cache vessel. Two subsequent platform refurbishings to 

structure 351 occurred strictly during Tepeu 2/3 times. 

Class VII. Non-focus Groups 
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Non-focus groups are defined solely on the basis of the 

spatial proximity exhibited by their constituent structures. 

San Estevan's non-focus groups are few in number, and no 

group was test excavated. The temporal and spatial 

parameters for this class, therefore, remain poorly 

understood. 

Intrasite Distribution 

Non-focus groups are found in Survey Blocks 12 and 19. 

Two additional groups lie outside the survey block sample, 

one in the vicinity of site center and the other on a low 

ridge sloping down towards Long Swamp's eastern shore. 

Number of Groups Defining the Class 

Only four non-focus groups are identified at San 

Estevan (1% of the group sample). 

Number of Structures in the Class 

The non-focus group class is made up of 15 structures 

(5% of the structure sample). 

Identifying Attributes 

Non-focus groups consist of three or more, non-abutting 



structures that lack a plaza focus (Figure 5.8 and Table 

5.9). Only spatial proximity suggests the existence of a 

multi-structure residential unit, making non-focus groups 

comparable to Willey and Ashmore's "informal clusters" 

(Willey and Ashmore 1981). 

Associated Excavations and Chronology 
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Since no excavations were placed in non-focus groups, 

the present chronological assessments derive exclusively 

from surface artifacts. Surface collections are available 

for three of San Estevan's four non-focus groups, and 

ceramic diagnostics delineate a temporal span extending from 

the Early Classic through Tepeu 2/3. In addition, Tepeu 3 

ceramics are well-represented in surface collections for the 

structures in Non-Focus Group 3, situated 450 meters east of 

site center. 

summary 

By focusing upon mechanisms used to integrate domestic 

structures into residential units, San Estevan's 

classification is designed to highlight organizational 

differences among the domestic groups responsible for 

creating the site's residential assemblage. The 

classification is comparatively simple, but there is no 

simple way to infer the variations in personnel and 
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TABLE 5.9 

Descriptive statistics for structures in 
Non-focus Groups 

Statistics Area (m2
) Volune (m3

) 

Mininun 13.13 2.76 

Maximun 150.00 162.08 

Mean 51.25 47.41 

Median 40.00 29.84 

N 15 15 
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activities thought to be distinguished by the classes, 

themselves. Whether or not the classification serves its 

purpose is considered, at length, in Chapter 6. 
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Presently, the San Estevan classification can be 

directly assessed only in terms of its ability to 

unambiguously partition the site's sample of residential 

units. In this regard, the need for certain improvements is 

indicated by the widely divergent units comprising the 

composite group class. The diversity embraced by this class 

resulted, in part, from my attempts to ensure the 

homogeneity of San Estevan's other residential types. 

Undoubtedly, however, a larger sample size would have 

clearly mandated distinct classes for San Estevan's large 

and small composite groups. Despite being under

represented, both subclasses exhibit a high degree of 

internal consistency. Large and small composite groups are 

therefore treated as separate typological entities when the 

distributional patterns associated with San Estevan's 

residential classes are examined in Chapter 6. 
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End Notes 

lThe standard vocabulary applied to Maya architectural 

remains is enormously complex (cf. Loten and Pendergast 

1984). Fortunately, much of this terminology is Useful only 

in relation to precincts of monumental architecture. 

Unfortunately, there seems to be a proliferation of non

standardized terms used to describe the construction 

techniques and styles characterizing more mundane 

residential architecture. The terminology describing 

aspects of small structure residential construction at San 

Estevan is also non-standard, but every attempt has been 

made to use a clear and simple vocabulary: 

PLATFORM. The term, platform, refers to a stone-lined and 

earth- and-cobble filled structure. A platform was 

constructed to be flat-topped, and may have been surfaced 

with plaster, or, more rarely, packed earth. Most often a 

platform functioned as a support for a superstructure. 

SUPERSTRUCTURE. Walled and roofed enclosures, 

superstructures were often coterminous in plan with their 

supporting platforms. Often a platform retaining wall 

provided the foundation stones bracing superstructure walls. 

Superstructures were typically built of a combination of 

perishable and non-perishable materials. At San Estevan the 

presence of superstructures is usually detected by the 
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mounded appearance of supporting platforms. Occasionally, 

platforms lack mounded surfaces, however. In these 

instances, the presence of superstructures cannot be 

determined from surface evidence alone, and such platforms 

may have constituted semi-enclosed or outdoor activity 

areas. 

BASAL PLATFORM. In the San Estevan vocabulary, the term, 

basal platform, is sharply distinguished from 

superstructures and platforms. The term is most frequently 

applied in those instances where it is possible to determine 

that a single elevated substructure supports two or more 

superstructures. In this circumstance, superstructures 

typically reside on their own platforms, and these, in turn, 

rest upon the shared basal platform. 

STRUCTURE. The generic term structure refers only to 

activity areas that were likely to have been enclosed or 

semi-enclosed. The term is therefore restricted to 

superstructures or their platforms, since the presence of 

one typically implicates the existence of the other. 
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CHAPTER 6 

RESIDENCE AND COMMUNITY AT SAN ESTEVAN 

Mayanists always have assumed there to be a 

relationship between intra-site residential remains and the 

organizational parameters of the prehispanic Maya community. 

Typically, this assumption has taken the form of a 

"methodology of community" wherein the relationship between 

residence and community is thought to be directly mediated 

by a unitary corpus of cultural rules. Models for 

prehispanic Maya civilization, embodying assertions about 

the existence and content of such rules, often serve as 

explanations for community residential patterns. But when 

"community" becomes the byword for "society," a host of 

analytical and intellectual hazards can only follow. 

Not the least of these hazards is a tendency to 

subordinate archaeological data to cultural models in such a 

way that the models take on a life of their own. This is 

often accomplished through certain flaws in the inferential 

process (cf. de Montmollin 1988), and is unfailingly 

predicated upon the use of idealized constructs that are, at 

base, intolerant of variation. Gemeinschaft and folk 

society, the segmentary state, and the theater state are 

just a few of the disparate constructs used to accommodate 
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similar postulates about the institutional arrangements 

characterizing prehispanic Maya society. They have acted as 

filters, selecting for our scrutiny a restricted set of 

settlement features that are purported to be direct 

outgrowths of such institutions. At the empirical level, 

therefore, residential dispersion, redundancy, and 

concentricity have been held up as defining elemen~s of the 

lowland Maya community. So directed, further argument can 

only entertain the degree to which these elements are self

evident or of incontrovertible implication. 

Having said this much, I too must admit to a shared 

faith in the ability of residential remains to disclose 

important information about community organization. I have 

little faith, however, in their capacity to inform upon 

prehispanic Maya cultural premises, or in the abiding 

authority of such premises. Investigations at San Estevan 

were initiated, therefore, to explore the explanatory 

potential of residential variation. Having established the 

range of spatial mechanisms employed in the formation of 

residential groups at San Estevan, the present chapter 

addresses the two central goals of research at the site. 

The first is to assess the implications of San Estevan's 

residential group classes. The second is to demonstrate how 

residential variation illuminates aspects of San Estevan's 

prehispanic community structure, and from that structure, to 



reopen deliberations on prehispanic Maya community 

organization. 
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The entire evaluation process proceeds from the 

residential classification described in Chapter 6. San 

Estevan possesses seven residential group classes, but of 

the seven, basal platform groups, focus groups, paired 

platform groups, isolates, and composite groups account for 

93% of all structures and 95% of all groups within the 

residential sample. Spatial distributions, historical 

trajectories, and variations in size and architectural scale 

are best represented for the residential groups contained 

within these five classes. Linear platform groups (n=2) and 

non-focus groups (n=4) , on the other hand, occur in 

frequencies too low to allow within-class generalizations or 

between-class comparisons, and these classes are excluded 

from the considerations of variability and pattern that 

follow. 

When issues of settlement context are raised, the 

survey block sample will comprise the basis for establishing 

the distributional parameters of residence within the 

settlement system. Only 14 of the 20 survey blocks 

investigated at San Estevan contain residential remains. 

Three additional residential zones at the site were mapped 

(or remapped), however. These include the Martinez Group, 

the settlement zone adjoining Chowacol's monumental 
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precinct, and a narrow swath of land lying approximately 400 

meters east of site center. Although not part of the survey 

block sample, these areas are included in the following 

discussions because they help to clarify the residential 

patterns emerging from the survey block sample. 

Toward an Understanding of 

Residential variation at San Estevan 

The universe of possible explanations for residential 

diversity is infinite, ranging from environmental and 

technological constraints (D. Sanders 1990), to an array of 

socioeconomic and political forces that may trigger the 

differential mobilization of raw materials, labor, and 

symbols of ethnic or political prerogative (gg. stanish 

1989, Jameson 1990, Carmean 1991, Tourtellot and Carmean 

1992). Through its focus upon the ways in which structures 

are integrated into larger residential units, however, the 

San Estevan classification is offered sp~cifically as a 

means to address organizational differences among the site's 

prehispanic domestic groups. My expectation is that these 

differences were inextricably linked to divergent productive 

orientations and, correspondingly, to variable strategies 

for recruitment of domestic personnel. 

The most expedient way to assess whether the San 

Estevan classification meets such high expectations is to 
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take its measure in relation to alternative interpretive 

frameworks that have developed around lowland Maya 

residential remains. As discussed in Chapter 4, these 

alternatives cluster into two distinct, although not 

necessarily contradictory, perspectives. The first gives 

primacy to social structure in the creation of prehispanic 

Maya residential arrangements. The second chooses, instead, 

to emphasize that ~esidential variation is very often the 

product of socioeconomic inequality. 

Social Structure 

Claims for the primacy of social structure typically 

invoke kingroup formation as the key to prehispanic Maya 

spatial organization, with unilineal descent principles and 

patrilocal residence rules providing the glue to bind 

agnatically-related individuals, their spouses, and children 

to areally discrete foci within a settlement. These claims 

fall within a larger evolutionary agenda asserting Maya 

polity formation to have followed the necessary logic of 

kinship -- a dearth of cross-cutting relationships of 

differentiation and complementarity leaving the potency of 

descent principles intact (Service 1975:4). Kinship, in 

this perspective, becomes a biologically-entrenched fact of 

social evolution rather than just one among many coeval 

idioms through which all societies express such mundane 
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cultural "realities" as marriageability, economic 

interdependence, and domination (eg. Basso 1970, Sah1ins 

1976; Muller 1987). As part of this biological fact, the 

lowland Maya plaza-focused unit must therefore represent a 

minimal lineage, the smallest and generationally shallowest 

of localized descent groups, while clusters of several 

adjoining patio units represent maximal lineages (cf. Hendon 

1991:912). 

When issues of variability in the arrangement and 

compositional complexity of residential units are considered 

within this framework, two subsidiary perspectives emerge. 

On the one hand, such variation may be attributed to the 

vagaries inherent to the developmental cycle of domestic 

groups. Although advocates of this viewpoint may bicker 

over the existence of a pan-lowland Maya domestic cycle, 

there appears to be an evolving consensus of opinion that 

the uniformity of cultural norms within individual 

communities resulted in unitary, community-specific 

developmental trajectories (Haviland 1988; Tourte11ot 

1988a). 

Alternatively, lowland Maya residential variation may 

be addressed through specific entailments of the descent 

group model. These form a series of nested assumptions 

about the relationships between localized unilineal descent 

groups and the wider socioeconomic contexts in which they 
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are likely to form. McAnany (n.d.) and Hendon (1991) 

suggest, for example, that localized lineages are mandated 

in contexts of increasing population and diminishing 

agricultural land through their ability to fix populations 

to productive resources. It is the well-established, 

founding families of a community, therefore, who will be 

most effective in asserting their tenurial rights to the 

best agrarian lands. Indeed, a whole chorus of voices has 

been raised in support of ancestor veneration as the 

mechanism serving to institutionalize such economic 

inequality within these kin-based, and erstwhile egalitarian 

communities. Sheehy and others would add that large, 

localized descent groups are a means of perpetuating landed 

wealth by circumventing the perils of partible inheritance 

(Sheehy n.d.:l7-18). These groups will not arise from the 

disadvantaged in a community, who lack significant heritable 

wealth in land and who consequently are prone to inter

generational fissioning of their domestic groups. 

Unearthing Social Structure 

A source of partisan debate (cf. Chase and Chase 1992: 

907), the primacy of social structure in the formation of 

prehispanic Maya residential patterns poses significant 

problems to Mayanists on both sides of the polemic. 

Skeletal remains in possession of appropriate genetic 
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markers constitute the sole body of evidence that could 

decide the issue. Lacking direct evidence of this kind, 

unitary developmental cycles and prevailing lineage 

structure become as difficult to disprove as to prove, since 

only their attached assumptions remain vulnerable to 

scrutiny. Evidence for population growth and agricultural 

intensification may be offered in support of changing 

tenurial relationships, but the alienation of community 

lands into the domain of smaller corporate units is neither 

a uniform process (Netting 1982), nor does it mandate the 

existence of unilineal descent groups (cf. Collier 1976). 

In any case, such evidence is at far removes from the 

residential data base. 

Closer to "home," both social structure approaches 

appear ultimately to rest upon assumptions about the growth 

and longevity of specific residential arrangements. The 

developmental cycle hypothesis very clearly assumes that 

residential units possessing the largest number of 

structures will have been occupied the longest. Similarly, 

the lineage hypothesis implies that the longevity of 

occupation and architectural expansion exhibited by 

residential units may be taken as a proxy measure for the 

degree of permanence with which domestic groups stand in 

relation to their principal productive resources. 
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Residential Group Growth and Longevity 

The developmental trajectories characterizing San 

Estevan's group classes effectively undermine strict appeals 

to the primacy of social structure in explanations of 

residential variability. Excavations at San Estevan tested 

at least three residential units in every group class. Each 

group class therefore can be evaluated in terms of_longevity 

of occupation and patterns of growth and expansion. 

Isolates. As a class, isolates do not appear to 

possess lengthy occupational histories, yet some of this 

perception is due to the high percentage of isolates tested 

within the Chan Laguna ridge cluster. All of these were 

subject to abandonment in the Early Classic Period. 

Isolates along the San Estevan ridge, in contrast, are 

occupied throughout the Tepeu 2/3 period, and some may even 

originate in the Early Classic. Regardless of their 

longevity, however, all isolates exhibit growth in the form 

of successive platform refurbishments and enlargements, and 

this contrasts conspicuously with temporally-comparable, 

mUlti-structure groups whose growth is marked by expansion 

in structure number. The point to be made here is not that 

all residential groups originating as isolates remained so 

throughout their history, but simply that many did. 

Paired platform groups. The same must be said for San 

Estevan's paired platform groups. It is likely that some 
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paired platform units arose from Early Classic isolates. 

This pattern seems chiefly characteristic of units marked by 

significant size differentials between their constituent 

platforms, with the smaller, subordinate structures in such 

groups having been erected during the Tepeu 2/3 period. 

other groups may have commenced as paired structures, as 

seems indicated by the large plaza-focused parallel pair in 

Survey Block 3 (PPP1) and by the L-shaped pair in Survey 

Block 16 (PPLS2). Their origins notwithstanding, the growth 

potential characterizing paired platforms that were occupied 

during Tepeu 2/3 times was manifest through increases in 

architectural scale. 

Focus groups. Focus groups seem consistently to have 

coalesced into mUlti-structure units far more rapidly than 

paired platform groups. Four of San Estevan's focus groups 

were subject to multiple excavations, and typically two 

structures were tested per group. For three of the four 

groups (FG1, FG2, and FG5), the initial construction of 

house platforms occurs within the same ceramic phase. One 

such group originates in the Early Classic and continues to 

evince signs of construction activity until the end of the 

Late Classic. The remaining two groups both emerge and 

decline during Tepeu 2/3 times. The comparatively swift 

formation of focus groups, however, appears to have been 

counterbalanced by a tendency to possess no more than four 
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structures per unit, irrespective of temporal duration. It 

is likely, therefore, that focus groups ceased to 

incorporate new structures fairly early in their 

developmental sequences, with subsequent growth entailing 

successive structure enlargements. 

Basal platform groups. The limited exploration of San 

Estevan's basal platform groups means that the intricately 

stratified histories of these units are the least w~ll

understood. Nevertheless, excavations do suggest that they 

comprise San Estevan's most enduring residential loci. 

construction within these groups begins no later than the 

Early Classic, and although their occupants may have 

suffered economic and demographic setbacks during the 

perturbations affecting San Estevan at the onset of the Late 

Classic, excavations show a thread of continuity that leads 

to a Tepeu 2/3 occupation boom. Moreover, a few basal 

platform groups appear to have been inhabited long after the 

sweeping abandonments afflicting other residential group 

classes at the end of this period. 

The great longevity of basal platform groups points to 

the likelihood that their inhabitants were better buffered 

from the political, economic, and demographic shortfalls 

that punctuated the developmental sequences of many units in 

other group classes. This buffering, however, did not 

result in the formation of sprawling residential complexes, 
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and certain physical constraints upon basal platform group 

expansion seem indicated. The nature of these constraints 

is best illustrated by the rare cases where basal platform 

groups exhibit somewhat deviant characteristics, suggesting 

that attempts to incorporate new structures proved 

particularly problematic. One means to increase the number 

and elaboration of structures in these groups was to abut 

additional buildings to the sides of the basal platform. 

The architectural instability of this technique is 

demonstrated by Basal Platform Group 1 (Survey Block 3), 

where on-going erosion of the basal platform has left the 

appended structure semi-detached from its group. 

Alternatively, as in the case of composite Group 3 (Survey 

Block 3), structure additions atop a basal platform result 

in the dramatically reduced surface areas of individual 

buildings. The general pattern of basal platform group 

expansions was therefore upward, not outward, and occupant 

labor appears to have been jointly invested in basal 

platform construction rather than in individual structure 

elaborations. 

Larqe composite qroups. Large composite groups exhibit 

a decidedly different growth trajectory from basal platform 

groups, both temporally and spatially. At San Estevan, 

these groups crystalize only during Tepeu 2/3 times. This 

occupational brevity is all the more remarkable given their 
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architectural scale and sprawling areal extent, yet their 

"flash-in-the-pan" aspect is further enhanced by a lack of 

unequivocal evidence for Tepeu 3 construction activity. 

The rapid expansion of large composite groups seems to 

have been effected through the use of space-conserving 

architectural components that could be readily appended, one 

to another. Although focal plaza areas and pairing 

mechanisms often serve to underscore the spatial integrity 

of these groups, their hallmark is the rectilinear basal 

platform housing two or more linearly-aligned 

superstructures. The anticipation of expansion is clearly 

suggested by the two linear platform groups found in Survey 

Block 6, and if an early stage in the developmental cycle of 

large composite groups were to be sought, then it is in the 

formation of linear platform groups rather than focus groups 

or isolates that such antecedents will be found. 

Dismissing Social Structure 

San Estevan's residential group classes cannot be made 

to fit neatly within the normative framework warranted by 

social structure approaches. Whatever the ideals and goals 

of their occupants, architectural developmental cycles 

differed dramatically at times within, and always among, 

these group classes. On an empirical level, therefore, no 

one trajectory can satisfactorily characterize the community 
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as a whole. The pervasive role of unilineal descent groups 

in the organization of settlement at San Estevan is equally 

suspect. Although large composite groups possess the 

highest structure frequencies among residential groups at 

the site, they also exhibit the most shallow temporal depth. 

Assuming that large composite groups do signal the presence 

of localized unilineal descent groups, then the rapidity of 

their development late in the San Estevan sequence clearly 

demonstrates the expediency through which such social forms 

coalesce rather than any underlying, institutional fiats of 

"traditional" society (cf. Hosbawm and Ranger [eds.] 1983). 

Some support for this perspective derives from Copan 

the Maya home for claims of the organizational sway of 

kinship. As at San Estevan, Copan's sprawling Type 3 and 4 

residential units develop only in the latter portion of the 

Late Classic, during the Coner Phase (Leventhal 1981, Sheehy 

n.d.). The earliest occupation of the Copan Valley, in 

contrast, dates to the Preclassic, and the Copan dynasty is 

founded in the Early Classic (W. Fash et ale 1992:108; 

Schele 1992), some 200 years before the establishment of 

large composite groups within the Valley. Sheehy and others 

have suggested that the localized unilineal descent groups 

inhabiting these units coalesced in order to preserve the 

integrity of landholdings consisting of sizable and 

continuous tracts of productive bottomland (Sheehy n.d.:17-
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18; Hendon 1991:913; Sanders 1989). Given the temporal 

placement of such residential units, one can only question 

how this quality land suddenly could have been made 

available so late in the occupational history of the Copan 

Valley. If the underlying premise of landed wealth is 

accurate, then a redistribution of Valley properties would 

seem to be indicated, and must have occurred abruptly, 

either towards the end of the reign of Smoke-Imix-God K or 

at the beginning of 18-Rabbit's rule (A.D. 692). In this 

light, the formation of large, localized unilineal descent 

groups at Copan must be considered the direct product of 

political aegis. The fact that these groups could exist at 

all speaks to the strength and centralization of the Copan 

polity and to the opportunistic accommodation of social 

structure to dramatic transformations of political economy. 

Inequality 

A second perspective that has emerged in relation to 

prehispanic Maya residential variability focuses upon the 

differential ability of domestic groups to mobilize labor 

and resources. The use of residential architecture in 

public displays of inequality, however, remains imperfectly 

understood for the prehispanic Maya. Vagaries of 

preservation obscure the ways in which inequality may have 

been differentially instituted and expressed both within and 
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among communities and regions. Even more problematic is the 

attribution of sources of inequality, when such can be 

proven to exist. Nevertheless, sociopolitical ranking, 

differential access to resources, and uneven capital 

accumulation are not uncommon explanations for the 

variability manifest in prehispanic Maya domestic 

architecture. It becomes necessary to ask, theref9re, if 

San Estevan's diverse residential group classes do, in fact, 

reflect systematic inequalities obtaining among the 

community's prehispanic residents. 

Indicators and units of Analysis 

Investigation of this issue requires that a set of 

archaeological indicators be found that is independent of 

the criteria used to form the site's residential group 

classes. Although artifact associations might provide 

invaluable clues to occupant status, at San Estevan, these 

primarily derive from surface collections or construction 

fill deposits, and neither context is adequate to the task 

of inferring socioeconomic differentiation. The site's 

mortuary assemblage constitutes a far more secure body of 

evidence, but burials were not recovered from every group 

class, and the sample of 22 human interments is too small to 

offer more than anecdotal support for inferences deriving 

from other sources. 
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In the absence of these alternatives, San Estevan's 

surface architecture offers the largest and most securely 

documented data base available to an examination of 

relationships between residential group classes and 

socioeconomic differentiation. Many investigators have used 

architectural scale to support inferences about the 

inequality encoded in domestic architecture. Although sheer 

magnitude of construction cannot divulge information about 

the kinds of inequalities that existed among members of San 

Estevan's prehispanic community, it can serve as a simple, 

if imperfect, estimate of the ability to convert labor and 

resources into a non-refundable investment in social 

display. Additionally, since architectural scale was not 

considered in the creation of San Estevan's residential 

group classes, it satisfies the requirement of independence 

that the comparison of these classes warrants. 

Assessing variation in the architectural scale 

exhibited by San Estevan's residential group classes is 

anything but a straightforward procedure, however. 

Fundamental issues about units of analysis and the 

indicators appropriate to those units must be addressed. 

Architectural scale may be estimated on the basis of surface 

area, construction volume, or some combination of the two. 

Yet, these measures cannot be considered equivalent, and 

their usefulness depends upon the units of analysis 
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employed. Residential group classes may be compared on the 

basis of their individual structures or according to the 

residential groups comprising each class. I consider both 

units of analysis to be informative. 

It is possible that Maya domestic groups very often 

functioned as coherent social units, with members jointly 

committing labor and materials towards housing. The 

totality of residential architecture serving anyone 

domestic group should therefore provide a useful indicator 

of the economic wherewithal of the group as a whole. 

Differences in household size, however, complicate estimates 

of a group's ability to invest in its domestic architecture. 

Any measure of inequality among San Estevan's prehispanic 

domestic groups must therefore accommodate differences in 

architectural scale that may be attributable to demography, 

alone. This problem is resolved through computation of an 

index of "group resource investment" which divides the total 

architectural mass of a residential unit by the total 

available living surface it offers. In this equation, 

surface area is evaluated on the basis of occupation 

surfaces that supported domestic group activities. The 

measure encompasses only those activity areas that were 

deliberately built up out of construction material, and 

excludes ambient spaces defined merely by the presence of 

perimeter structures. The index of "group resource 
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investment" therefore provides an estimate of the volume of 

construction material invested by domestic groups in every 

square meter of living surface they constructed. 

Since domestic groups frequently vary in the extent to 

which they behave as corporate entities, a focus upon 

residential groups risks obscuring very real socioeconomic 

imparities that may have existed within these units. 

Although it is unreasonable to assume that individual 

structures uniformly equate with real social subdivisions 

within domestic groups, these structures are the closest 

available approximations for such entities. comparison of 

residential group classes on the basis of their constituent 

structures attempts to contrast the full range of 

socioeconomic differentiation characteristic of each class, 

with construction volume serving as an indicator of the 

economic wherewithal displayed by the occupants of each 

structure. Selecting individual structures as the unit of 

analysis does pose problems of comparability, however. San 

Estevan's residential groups are not consistently composed 

of like components, and non-comparable elements, such as 

basal platforms and elevated walkways, are eliminated from 

comparisons among residential group classes when individual 

structures form the basis for contrasts. 

Rampant Inequities 
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Whichever unit of analysis is selected, San Estevan's 

residential group classes manifest no significant 

differences in the variation exhibited by their constituent 

structures and groups. If structure volume and "group 

resource investment" are appropriate indicators of 

inequality, then vast disparities existed among the members 

of the San Estevan community. Yet the residential group 

classes devised for the settlement do not partition this 

inequality in any consistent fashion. All classes show a 

comparable range of "group resource investment" indices 

(Table 6.1) and Analysis of Variance identifies only that, 

on average, structures of the focus group class possess less 

construction material than the structures comprising the 

composite group class (Table 6.2). Although largely 

negative, these findings underscore the important fact that 

San Estevan's residential group classes do not simply 

identify social units whose similarities stem from shared 

economic inequities. 

Exposing Residential structure: 

a Return to settlement context 

San Estevan's residential groups testify to the wealth 

of complexity that flourishes in any human community. These 

groups have been classified on the basis of similarities in 

architectural composition and internal spatial 



TABLE 6.1 

Analysis of Variance: 
Mean structure Volume Grouped by Residential Class 

GrouP Class BPG CC»oIP FG IS PP 

Mean Structure 

Volt.me 

F Statistic 

DF 

Probabi l ity 

Group Class 

Mean Group 

Resource 

Investment 

F Statistic 

DF 

Probabi l ity 

118.39 159.72 77.11 96.93 86.49 

•••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 2.448 

•••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 4 

•••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 0.05 

TABLE 6.2 

Analysis of Variance: 
Mean Group Resource Investment Index 

Grouped by Residential Class 

BPG CC»oIP FG IS 

1.43 1.65 0.95 1.05 

PP 

1.21 

•••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 2.273 

•••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 4 

•••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 0.07 
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configuration. The regularities underscored by this 

classification cannot be understood as direct manifestations 

of rules for kingroup formation or as systematic expressions 

of inequality. The residential groups comprising anyone 

class may encode behavioral responses to kinship ideologies, 

yet these responses were neither identical nor equally 

viable. The group classes may even express some, as yet, 

untapped dimension of inequality, but not one that conferred 

similar economic fortunes upon the me~~ers of a class as a 

whole. 

I maintain, instead, that San Estevan's residential 

architecture offers clear outlines to what were once living 

social groups that pursued a diversity of strategies for 

inter-generational survival. Having dismissed alternative 

hypotheses, my contention is supported thus far only on the 

basis of negative evidence. But if San Estevan's domestic 

groups were not isolated entities, shaping themselves in 

response to immutable cultural laws, then, together, they 

embodied and continually redefined a landscape of social, 

economic, political, and environmental relationships. It is 

to this landscape that I now turn in order to seek more 

positive forms of confirmation. 

situating San Estevan's Residential Architecture 

Each of San Estevan's residential groups has a context 
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that is formed by its location within the wider settlement 

system and by the presence of other residential groups. The 

context of anyone group can therefore be phrased in terms 

of the residential composition characterizing its particular 

settlement location. Very obviously, many groups in the San 

Estevan residential sample possess the same settlement 

context, by virtue of their presence in the same s~rvey 

blocks (see Appendix A for maps and descriptive summaries of 

the settlement zones studied at the site). 

Groups occupying widely divergent settlement 

localities, however, also may possess settlement contexts 

with important quantitative and qualitative similarities in 

residential make-up (Table 6.3). Table 6.3 has been 

organized both to highlight the relative residential 

diversity manifest by various zones within the San Estevan 

settlement system, as well as to underscore the tendency for 

certain residential group classes to be unevenly distributed 

across the site. A list of survey blocks and other site 

areas in possession of residential remains that were 

investigated by the San Estevan Project is presented in the 

first column of Table 6.3. The remaining columns indicate 

the frequency with which a particular residential group 

class is represented within any given area. Clearly, 

certain site areas at San Estevan possess greater diversity 



Site 

Area 

3 

10 

15 

CHOW 

CNTR 

1 

17 

12 

19 

2 

16 

9 

13 

18 

MART 

11 

6 

TABLE 6.3 

Table of Group Class Frequencies 
Arranged by site Area. 

Bsl Plt Focus Isolate Paired Small 

Groups Groups Groups Plts COIlI)S 

1 3 5 3 1 

1 1 1 1 2 

1 4 1 1 

4 3 1 1 

3 2 2 

4 4 6 

2 1 

1 3 

1 1 3 

1 7 5 

4 3 

2 1 

1 

1 1 

5 1 

5 1 1 
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Large 

COIlI)S 

2 

1 

3 
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in group class composition than others. Survey blocks 

towards the middle of the table exhibit the smallest range 

of residential group classes, while, moving to either the 

top or bottom of the table, there is a general trend toward 

increasing residential diversity. 

Qualitative differences in group class composition add 

another dimension to the variation exhibited by San 

Estevan's settlement zones. Whereas paired platform groups 

and isolates are found in almost all of these zones, focus 

groups and small composite groups achieve only a patchy 

distribution. The most striking qualitative difference in 

residential group composition, however, is seen in the 

mutually-exclusive incidence of occurrence of basal platform 

groups and large composite groups. It would seem, 

therefore, that although site areas might be characterized 

according to their degree of residential diversity, this 

dimension of variation, by itself, does not fully capture 

the disparities in group class composition that exist within 

the San Estevan settlement system. 

During the course of field investigations at San 

Estevan it became increasingly apparent that, within certain 

site areas, one or two residential group classes assumed 

some kind of ascendancy. This appraisal was formed in an 

entirely subjective manner, through the combined 

considerations of group class frequency and an 
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impressionistic assessment of the architectural mass and 

areal extent characterizing the groups within a class as a 

whole. Table 6.3 goes a long way in illustrating the 

objective foundations to this perception. For example, 

whereas basal platform groups and large composite groups 

exhibit diametrically opposed settlement distributions, 

isolates and paired platform arrangements achieve numerical 

predominance in settlement areas where the other two group 

classes do not occur. 

In order to further codify the residential disparities 

among survey blocks, group classes were numerically ranked 

according to their average architectural mass (Table 6.4). 

On average, large composite groups comprise San Estevan's 

largest residential units, and their rank is set arbitrarily 

at 100. This figure allows the ranks of San Estevan's 

remaining group classes to be computed as a percentage of 

the architectural mass exhibited by large composite groups. 

For any particular settlement zone, therefore, weighted 

frequencies for residential group classes can be determined 

by multiplying actual frequencies of occurrence by numerical 

ranks. 

When the weighted frequencies of group classes are then 

compared across a given site area, some residential 

arrangements prove unquestionably predominant (Table 6.5). 

A residential group class is considered to dominate the 
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TABLE 6.4 

Residential Classes 
Ranked by Mean Group Construction Volume 

Residential Class Mean Group Volune Rank 

Large Composite Groups 1615.00 100 

Basal Platform Groups 1381.64 86 

Small Composite Groups 602.55 29 

Focus Groups 274.93 17 

Paired Platform Groups 238.62 15 

Isolate Groups 96.93 6 
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TABLE 6.5 

Weighted Group Class Frequencies 
Showing Dominant Group Class per site Area. 

No. No. No. No. No. No. Dominant 

BPG FG IS PP SCOMP LCOMP Group Class 

86 51 30 45 29 NONE 

86 17 6 15 58 NONE 

86 24 15 29 NONE 

344 18 15 29 BPG 

258 12 30 BPG 

344 68 36 BPG 

34 15 FG 

17 45 PP/I 

17 6 45 PP/I 

17 42 75 PP/I 

24 45 PP/I 

12 15 PP/I 

6 PP/I 

6 29 SCOMP 

200 LCOMP 

30 is 100 LCOMP 

30 15 29 300 LCOMP 
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residential assemblage of a settlement locality if its 

weighted frequency is over two times as large as the sum of 

the weighted frequencies for the other group classes 

represented. In Table 6.5, site areas characterized by a 

preponderance of either basal platform groups or large 

composite groups become readily apparent. Instances where 

paired platform groups and isolates dominate the small 

structure assemblage are more difficult to assess, however, 

because the two classes often exhibit comparable weighted 

frequencies within the same site area. Rather than 

underscore the absence of a dominant group class, I identify 

all site areas where one or both classes prevail as PP/I 

(paired platform group/isolate), since the significance of 

these particular settlement zones clearly lies in the dearth 

of alternative residential arrangements. Survey Blocks 3, 

10 and 15, on the other hand, possess a wide array of 

residential group classes, and not one among them can be 

considered predominant. In these particular cases, the 

failure to find a dominant group class is an accurate 

representation of both the diversity and overall composition 

of the survey blocks in question, and they have been labeled 

accordingly (Dominant Group Class = NONE). 

While Table 6.5 certainly validates intuitively-derived 

assessments about residential distributions at San Estevan, 

its real significance lies with the demonstration that 
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settlement zones may be categorized on the basis of 

similarities in residential composition. Survey Block 1 and 

the settlement zones east of site center and southeast of 

Chowacol exhibit both an overlapping array of residential 

group classes as well as a preponderance of basal platform 

groups. The Martinez Group and Survey Blocks 11 and 6 are 

dominated by large composite groups, but also demonstrate a 

tendency towards residential diversity. Paired platform 

groups and/or isolates constitute the prevailing residential 

arrangements in Survey Blocks 2, 9, 12, 13, 16, and 19. 

Survey Blocks 3, 10, and 15, on the other hand, evince a 

similarly broad range residential group classes and no 

single residential arrangement is architecturally dominant. 

Only Survey Blocks 17 and 18, respectively dominated by 

focus groups and small composite groups, fail to exhibit 

residential distributions that are comparable to other zones 

within the San Estevan settlement system and, at present, 

this must be attributed to the small size of the survey 

block sample. 

To what, therefore, may these overall patterns in the 

residential composition of San Estevan's settlement zones be 

attributed? The premise that social structure is the root 

cause of such differences would imply that areas dominated 

by the largest group classes also should exhibit the 

greatest temporal depth of occupation. As discussed 
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earlier, this simply does not hold true for San Estevan's 

residential groups. Similarly, there is no obvious 

correlation between the dominant group classes 

characterizing San Estevan's settlement zones and the 

architectural scale of the structures or groups situated 

within these zones (Figure 6.1 and 6.2). with their 

impoverished architectural assemblages, it might be expected 

that the residents of settlement zones dominated by paired 

platform groups and isolates also would exhibit overt signs 

of economic impoverishment. Figures 6.1 and 6.2 show this 

expectation to be unfounded, and, in fact, the paired 

platform groups and isolates located in PP/I settlement 

zones possess some of the largest structures and the highest 

"group resource investment" indices in their respective 

group classes. If, on the other hand, San Estevan's 

residential classes in some measure reflect differences 

among the productive and reproductive strategies of domestic 

groups, then these strategies possessed at least tenuous 

connections to settlement location. It becomes imperative, 

therefore, to investigate just how settlement location might 

have influenced the decision-making behavior of these 

groups. 

Economic Opportunity and spatial Regularities 

Studies of historic and modern domestic groups 



FIGURE 6.1 

All Site Areas: 
Mean structure Volume by Dominant Group Class 
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FIGURE 6.2 

All Site Areas: 
Mean Group Resource Investment by Dominant Group Class 
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repeatedly affirm the complex interplay of variables that 

leads to diversity among household productive strategies 

(Barlett 1984, Netting et ale 1984, Hill 1986, Cook 1990). 

For the San Estevan data base, spatial relationships 

obtaining within the settlement system provide the only 

available means through which to detect likely sources for 

this diversity. In the preceding section, certain 

residential patterns were observed to characterize 

particular settlement localities. These patterns, in turn, 

suggest that certain areas of the settlement, by virtue of 

their similarities in residential composition, may have 

afforded a comparable range of economic options to San 

Estevan's prehispanic inhabitants. In order to investigate 

this possibility, it is necessary to determine whether areas 

that overtly share a common residential assemblage also 

exhibit similar spatial relationships to spheres of economic 

opportunity within the broader settlement system. 

The economic options that were available to the 

inhabitants of a residential locality are assessed 

indirectly, in terms of the distance between that locality 

and zones of potential economic value offered by the San 

Estevan settlement system. Only a few such zones are 

readily apparent. Some, such as San Estevan's diverse 

microenvironments, are naturally-occurring features of the 

landscape, and their overall economic value can be easily 



conceptualized in terms of agrarian productivity. 

Developing distance indicators for the economic 

opportunities they afforded a residential locality proves 

more difficult, however. 
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The San Estevan settlement system encompasses an 

environmental mosaic of limestone uplands and seasonal and 

perennial wetlands. All of the site's residential areas are 

situated in uplands and all of these areas lie within a 

kilometer of at least one wetland association. Since 

distance is a linear variable, access to wetlands becomes 

the only measurable quantity, and the availability of 

uplands must be assumed to have remained constant across all 

residential localities. In order to accommodate the 

possible advantages conferred upon households that farmed a 

diversity of productive zones (Netting 1977, Gallant 1989, 

Levi in press), access to wetlands for the occupants of a 

particular locality is measured by summing the distance to 

all wetlands within a kilometer radius, and then dividing 

this figure by the total number of wetlands available within 

that radius (Table 6.6). 

There are other, readily discernable spheres of 

potential economic influence at San Estevan whose power to 

sway domestic decision-making is perhaps more easily 

measured, but far more difficult to conceptualize. San 

Estevan's principal precinct of monumental architecture, and 
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TABLE 6.6 

Access to Wetlands 
Computed as a Function of Mean Distance 

Site No. Wetlands SLIII Mean Dominant 

Area in Distance Distance Group 

1 Km Radius (Km) (Km) Class 

3 1 0.50 0.50 NONE 

10 1 1.00 1.00 NONE 

15 3 0.55 0.18 NONE 

CHOW 4 2.10 0.53 BPG 

CNTR 1 0.50 0.50 BPG 

1 3 1.30 0.43 BPG 

17 3 1.90 0.63 FG 

12 1 0.90 0.90 PP/I 

19 1 0.85 0.85 PP/I 

2 1 1.00 1.00 PP/I 

16 2 1.25 0.63 PP/I 

9 1 0.01 0.01 PP/I 

13 1 0.01 0.01 PP/I 

18 1 0.35 0.35 SCa4P 

MART 1 0.50 0.50 LCOMP 

11 1 0.30 0.30 LCOMP 

6 3 1.55 0.52 LCOMP 
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its subsidiary precincts at Chowacol and Chan Laguna are not 

naturally-occurring features of the landscape, but cultural 

edifices whose local significance remains elusive. with few 

notable exceptions (see B. Fash et ale 1992), the regional 

influences exerted by precincts of monumental architecture 

are far better documented than any intra-community services 

they might have housed (Culbert [ed.] 1991, Hammonq 1991). 

Excavation and epigraphy have laboriously documented that 

lowland Maya monumental precincts functioned, at least in 

part, as the residential seats of rulers and their 

administrators. How and what these individuals governed has 

never been conclusively demonstrated. 

I do not summarily dismiss San Estevan's monumental 

precincts as loci of ritually potent and economically 

powerless administrators (Demarest n.d.). Instead, they are 

included in the analysis of spatial regularities in 

anticipation of the possibility that the community's 

political economy actually did impact the livelihoods of its 

inhabitants. The degree of influence these precincts may 

have exercised across the wider San Estevan settlement 

system is measured in two ways (Table 6.7). Since San 

Estevan's cc.ntral monumental precinct is the largest and 

most architecturally complex, the first measure considers 

only the distance between a particular residential locality 

and site center. Many residential localities are situated 
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TABLE 6.7 

Distance to Nodes of Monumental Architecture 

Site Distance to Distance to Nearest Node Dominant 

Area San Estevan of Monunentol Group 

Center (lCm) Architecture (Km) Class 

3 0.55 0.55 NONE 

10 0.15 0.15 NONE 

15 3.50 0.75 NONE 

CHOW 3.80 0.15 BPG 

CNTR 0.40 0.40 BPG 

1 2.40 0.15 BPG 

17 1.65 1.65 FG 

12 0.65 0.65 PP/I 

19 0.90 0.90 PP/I 

2 1.20 1.20 PP/I 

16 3.40 1.21 PP/I 

9 0.85 0.85 PP/I 

13 2.55 0.70 PP/I 

18 1.20 1.20 SCOMP 

MART 1.25 1.25 LCOMP 

11 1.60 1.60 LCOMP 

6 3.15 2.30 LCOMP 
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in far closer proximity to San Estevan's minor monumental 

precincts, however, and the second measure assesses 

residential areas simply in terms of their distance to the 

nearest node of monumental architecture. 

Examination of the spatial relationships between 

residential areas and settlement zones of potential economic 

influence suggests that the group class composition of San 

Estevan's residential localities was not the product of 

random processes. Figu~es 6.3, 6.4, and 6.5 respectively 

chart the distribution of residential areas in terms of 

their distances from wetlands, site center, and nearest node 

of monumental architecture. Although residential 

composition does not appear to correlate with either overall 

proximity to wetlands or distance to site center, site areas 

sharing comparable residential assemblages do cluster within 

sharply delimited intervals of distance from their nearest 

monumental precincts. 

The broad outlines of residence at San Estevan can be 

clarified with the help of the distributions plotted in 

Figure 6.5. Localities dominated by basal platform groups 

never appear further than 0.50 kilometers from a node of 

monumental architecture, and the occurrence of site areas 

marked by a comparable range of residential group classes 

but a low frequency of basal platform groups is restricted 

to a 0.70 kilometer radius around these same nodes. Beyond 
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FIGURE 6.3 

All site Areas: 
Access to wetlands by Dominant Group Class 
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FIGURE 6.4 

All Site Areas: 
Distance to site center by Dominant Group Class 
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All site Areas: 
Distance to Nearest Node of Monumental Architecture 

by Dominant Group Class 
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this point, and extending for roughly one-half kilometer, 

San Estevan's residential assemblage is marked by a 

preponderance of paired platform groups and isolates. 

Moving further away from nodes of monumental architecture, 

between 1.25 and 2.30 kilometers, residential diversity 

gradually increases. within this distance interval, 

however, significant changes occur in the residential 

assemblage. Basal platform groups do not make a 

reappearance, the frequency of focus groups drops to one, 

and San Estevan's large composite groups dominate the 

landscape. 

Swma~ 

The spatial regularities evinced by San Estevan's 

domestic architecture give discernable structure to this 

Maya community, with distance to monumental precincts a 

critical variable in determinations of both the diversity 

and kinds of residential group classes characterizing 

settlement localities. I have attempted to show that these 

classes do, in fact, communicate important organizational 

differences among San Estevan's prehispanic domestic groups. 

Neither systematic expressions of socioeconomic inequality 

nor social rules governing domestic group formation were 

found adequate to the task of elucidating the occupational 

histories and areal distributions of the settlement's 
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residential classes. Yet, when the San Estevan community is 

reconceived in terms of spheres of economic opportunity, the 

same residential classes exhibit surprisingly clear 

distributional patterns. Significantly, the community's 

salient spheres of economic opportunity emanate from its 

precincts of monumental architecture, regardless of the 

overall accessibility of agrarian resources. 

It would be unwise, however, to entirely eliminate from 

consideration the interactive roles played by social 

structure, inequality, and access to particular. productive 

resources, especially given their combined ability to make 

sense of the distributional patterns characterizing anyone 

of San Estevan's residential group classes. The restricted 

occurrence of basal platform groups may ultimately speak to 

a special status relationship obtaining between their 

occupants and community administrators. These groups may 

also prove to exemplify specific tenurial traditions in 

relation to particular productive resources, as seems 

indicated by their invariably close proximity to swamp 

habitats. On the other hand, very different kinds of status 

relationships, tenurial traditions, and agrarian productive 

systems can be postulated for San Estevan's large composite 

groups, confined as they are to the margins of fertile 

baios. Undoubtedly, therefore, the San Estevan community 

offered a wide range of economic options with widely 
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divergent sociopolitical entailments. As seen from the 

aggregate residential assemblage, however, these options 

were selectively filtered through the community's monumental 

precincts and selectively implemented by the cooo~unity's 

domestic groups. The residential structure of the community 

as a whole, therefore, is best framed in terms of the 

differential viability of domestic group strategies. 

An understanding of why certain domestic strategies 

proved more or less viable requires a knowledge about the 

functions of prehispanic Maya monumental precincts that 

archaeologists currently do not possess. The temporal 

dynamic of the San Estevan settlement system would suggest, 

however, that these functions were not static. The sweeping 

Early Classic abandonments afflicting Chan Laguna's paired 

platform groups and isolates provides a case in point. 

During the Late Classic, these residential arrangements 

continue to flourish only on the San Estevan ridge. It is 

possible, therefore, that some of Chan Laguna's central 

place functions were usurped by the governing organs housed 

within San Estevan's dominant precinct of monumental 

architecture. What is certain, however, is that 

archaeological investigation of the local functions served 

by precincts of monumental architecture must proceed in 

concert with more thorough investigations of community 

residential morphology. 



CHAPTER 7 

CONCLUSIONS: 

RESIDENTIAL ORGANIZATION AT SAN ESTEVAN 

Investigation of San Estevan's residential remains 

travels an arduous path of inductive method to prove the 

very simple point that the prehispanic community is not 

particularly well served by many of Maya archaeology's 

models. The lengths taken to reach this conclusion are 

ample illustration of the fact that models are a 

discipline's most powerful tools. Since they chart 

relationships that are implicitly or explicitly held to 

exist between data and theory, models are never mere 

descriptive devices but function as distillations of 

intricate statements of epistemology. 
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The dissertation begins, therefore, with a critique of 

the epistemological foundations of Maya archaeology's 

models. Comprehensive reconstructions of ancient Maya 

civilization, these models are grounded in social typology 

and a methodology of community. Fostering the assumption 

that the broad institutional framework of Maya civilization 

is clearly and consistently expressed at the local level, 

they have had a profound impact upon the way in which the 

archaeological data of the prehispanic community is both 
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perceived and explained. Taking prehispanic Maya 

residential patterns as a case in point, I find that Maya 

archaeology's models have tended to shift the frame of 

discourse toward the relative merits of the ideal constructs 

they espouse, and away from the discipline's data base. 

They have done so by elevating a few generalizations about 

the spatial distributions of domestic remains to the stature 

of defining elements of the lowland Maya community. 

Time and again, patterns of residential concentricity, 

redundancy, and dispersion are adumbrated in validation of 

models that assert certain necessary political, economic, 

and soci.al entailments of pre-industrial complexity in the 

Maya lowlands. Most frequently, these distributions are 

claimed to be indicative of diffuse political authority, 

impoverished political economy, and a pervasive 

organizational premise of unilineal descent. Yet the 

significance attached to concentricity, redundancy, or 

dispersion is not realized through their ability to impose 

order upon anyone dimension of reside.ntial variation, but 

through the idealized constructs upheld by the models, 

themselves. 

In order to break this circle of reasoning, I suggest 

that it is from an understanding of how diversity is 

organized that the structure and function of the prehispanic 

Maya community will begin to emerge. The prehispanic Maya 
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community of San Estevan offers an ideal setting for this 

kind of research. In Chapter 3, I describe the occupational 

history of the San Estevan settlement system in order to 

provide a backdrop for the classification and analysis of 

residential variation at the site. The many dimensions of 

lowland Maya residential variation are then examined in 

Chapter 4, in conjunction with a discussion of the 

interpretive frameworks that have developed within the 

discipline specifically to account for this variation. 

I assess the relative merits of classifying San 

Estevan's residential architecture in terms of norms of 

kingroup formation, inequality, and the decision-making 

behavior of domestic groups. My choice of a decision-making 

perspective follows from the conviction that the prehispanic 

Maya community was an inherently dynamic landscape of 

mutable sociopolitical and economic relationships. Within 

the context of such a landscape, domestic groups are best 

perceived as strategic entities that weigh the viability of 

economic options most immediately in terms of domestic 

personnel, and ultimately in terms of inter-generational 

survival. In Chapter 5, therefore, San Estevan's 

residential architecture is partitioned with respect to the 

ways in which individual domestic structures are integrated 

into larger residential units. This dimension of variation 

most clearly pertains to variable strategies for the 
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recruitment of domestic personnel, and by implication, is 

suggestive of differences in domestic productive 

orientations that were underwritten by divergent recruitment 

strategies. 

The resultant classification of San Estevan's domestic 

architecture offers five classes of residential groupings 

that are numerically well-represented at the site. Each of 

these classes includes residential groups characterized by 

similarities in the internal spatial configuration of their 

constituent structures. Neither social norms governing 

domestic group formation nor inequality are found to offer 

satisfactory alternative explanations for the spatial and 

temporal properties characterizing San Estevan's residential 

group classes. Nevertheless, the value of a decision-making 

perspective is closely scrutinized in Chapter 6. 

In light of the interpretive goals of the San Estevan 

residential classification, I suggest that a genuine 

appreciation for the significance of the site's residential 

group classes is gained through documentation of the 

differential distribution of group class members across the 

settlement. certain localities at San Estevan exhibit 

marked similarities in residential group composition, both 

in terms of the range and the kind of residential group 

classes represented. When these localities are examined 

with respect to distance from spheres of economic 
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opportunity afforded by the settlement system, the decision

making strategies of San Estevan's prehispanic domestic 

groups are found to have gained their shape in response to 

the functions housed in the community's precincts of 

monumental architecture. 

San Estevan's residential diversity, therefore, has 

clear organizational outlines. Although aspects of 

concentricity, redundancy, and dispersion can be found, they 

do not adequately describe residential distributions at the 

site. Nor do they implicate the institutional arrangements 

that have been specified in models of lowland Maya 

civilization. Thus, the structure of residence at San 

Estevan may be perceived as concentrically zoned around 

nodes of monumental architecture, not in terms of 

Gemeinschaft and occupant status, however, but in terms of 

the differential viability of particular domestic 

arrangements. Additionally, although residence at San 

Estevan is dispersed, there is an organization to this 

dispersion which belies all attempts to frame lowland Maya 

communities as aggregates of economically inefficient 

households ensnared to a greater or lesser degree by the 

exhortations of a powerless ruling elite. Finally, there 

are very real redundancies to San Estevan's residential 

distribution in the absence of which patterning could not 

have been discerned. The changes in residential group 
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composition that characterize distance intervals around San 

Estevan's central precincts of monumental architecture are 

replicated at similar distance intervals around the 

subsidiary nodes of Chowacol and Chan Laguna. The 

organizing influence these nodes exerted over the decision

making strategies of San Estevan's domestic groups would 

suggest, however, that there was far more to Maya political 

theater than ritual bravura. 



APPENDIX A 

SURVEY BLOCK MAPS DEPICTING SAN ESTEVAN'S 

RESIDENTIAL GROUPS 
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Appendix A presents the site maps that comprise the 

primary data base for the examination of residence at San 

Estevan. Between 1989 and 1990, 20 survey blocks were 

completely mapped and surface collected. The distribution 

of survey blocks is depicted on Figure A.1. six of the 20 

(Survey Blocks 4, 5, 7, 8, 14, and 20) do not possess 

structural remains. Although the locations of these six are 

plotted on Figure A.1, only Survey Blocks 7 and 8 are 

illustrated in Appendix A because they immediately adjoin 

other blocks containing residential groups. Maps of the 

fourteen blocks possessing visible structural remains are 

presented in the following pages (Survey Blocks 1, 2, 3, 6, 

9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 15, 16, 17, 18, and 19). Also included 

are maps of the San Estevan Project's surveys at Chowacol, 

at the Martinez Group, and within the central zone of the 

site. Figure A.2 provides a key to mapping conventions, and 

Figure A.3 explains the map abbreviations used to label San 

Estevan's residential groups according to their group class 

affiliations. 

Since survey block numbers relate only to the sequence 
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in which blocks were investigated, the maps in this appendix 

are not arranged in numerical order but according to 

topography and proximity to monumental precincts. Maps of 

settlement along the San Estevan Ridge are presented first 

(SBIO, Small Structures in the Central Zone, SB3, SB12, SB9, 

SB19, SBIS, SB2, The Martinez Group, SBll, and SB17). These 

are followed by maps of the Chowacol Ridge (Chowacol Small 

Structure Settlement, SB15, SB6) and the Chan Laguna Ridge 

(SBl, SB13, SB16). The reader is urged to check the table 

of contents to find the page on which a particular survey 

block map appears. 

The reproduction of survey maps in conformance to a 

dissertation format has forced two compromises in data 

presentation that must be mentioned before turning to the 

illustrations in question. The first involves 

inconsistencies in map scales. All maps of San Estevan's 

settlement zones originally were plotted to the same scale 

on metric grid paper. The areal extent of architectural 

remains differs for each zone, however. During the process 

of photographic reproduction, these zones were not 

necesarily reduced to the same degree. Each map contains a 

metric scale, therefore, but each scale pertains only to the 

map it accompanies and not to any other illustration in the 

appendix. 

A second by-product of photographic reproduction is the 
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unavoidable clutter of labels that suddenly seems to 

overwhelm survey maps once they have been substantially 

reduced. Rather than obscur settlement patterns with a 

proliferation of structure numbers, the following 

illustrations contain labels only for individual residential 

groups. Every survey map is preceeded by a brief 

description of the research area, and by a list of 

residential groups and their associated structures. 

structures are identified both by a project catalog number 

and according to their cardinal orientations in their 

respective residential groups. Although a cumbersome 

procedure, the structure identification lists make it 

possible to find the catalog number that corresponds to any 

particular mapped structure. 



FIGURE A.l. 

Distribution of Survey Blocks within the San Estevan 
Settlement System 
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FIGURE A.2 

Key to Mapping Conventions 

Groups Excluded from the Initial 
Classification of Residence at San 
Estevan 

Chich Mounds 

Rock Alignments 

Chultun 

Well 

Depression (Quarry or Aguada) 

Cane Road 
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FIGURE A.3 

Abbreviations Used to Identify 
San Estevan's Residential Groups 

BPG Basal Platform Groups 

COMP Composite Groups 

FG Focus Groups 

I Isolates 

LPG Linear Platform Groups 

NFG Non-focus Groups 

PPCN Paired Platforms, contiguous 

PPCR Paired Platforms, Cruciform 

PPF Paired Platforms, Fret-shaped 

PPL Paired Platforms, L-shaped 

PPO Paired Platforms, Offset 

PPP Paired Platforms, Parallel 
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The San Estevan Ridge: survey Block 10 

Distance to site center: 0.15 km 
Distance to nearest node of monumental architecture: 0.15 km 
Dominant residential group class in block: NONE 
Total number of structures: 12 
Total number of groups: 5 
Residential group identification: 

COMP7, COMPS, FG9, I42, PP08 
Groups excluded from the residential sample but identifiable 
as to residential group class affiliation: BPGI0 
structure excavations: K41 (md 466, COMP7) 
Chronology, structure surface diagnostics: 

Late Preclassic, Early Classic, Tepeu 1, Tepeu 2/3, 
Tepeu 3 

Chronology, excavated construction sequences: 
Tepeu 2/3 

Off-mound surface artifact densities: 6 kg/square kilometer 

Survey Block 10 proved one of the most difficult 

localities to investigate at San Estevan. The site's 

principal precincts of monumental architecture lie along a 

southwest-northeast diagonal, terminating at the center of 

the block. The large quarries northwest and southeast of 

this midpoint serve to buffer Plazas Band C from the 

surrounding small structure settlement. Since so much of 

the surface area of Block 10 is absorbed into monumental 

construction and buffer zones, small structures are few in 

number. Moreover, these remains were the least accessible 

of the small structure architecture contained in any survey 

block at San Estevan. 

The most arable ridge land with the best drainage, the 

terrain at the margins of San Estevan's main plazas has been 

in continuous cane CUltivation for nearly two decades. 
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During the course of fieldwork at the site, the majority of 

small residential groups in Block 10 lay under a luxurious 

growth of cane. Over the years, a survey map of the area 

was compiled in piecemeal fashion, as small portions of the 

block were cleared. Despite this perserverence, prehispanic 

settlement in the northeastern third of Survey Block 10 has 

yet to emerge from its blanket of vegetation while in the 

company of archaeologists. 

Considering the lack of survey visibility, the range of 

residential group classes represented in Survey Block 10 is 

astonishing. The six groups within or immediately adjacent 

to the block embrace five of the seven classes defined for 

the site as a whole. Temporal patterns of occupation for 

these groups are poorly understood, however. The small 

structure excavation that was conducted in the block (md 

466, COMP7) produced a construction sequence dating to Tepeu 

2/3 times. By contrast, small structure surface ceramics 

accurately reflect the occupational longevity exposed in 

excavations within Survey Block 10's monumental precincts. 

In the aggregate, therefore, surface diagnostics appear to 

offer a better measure of the history of residential land 

use than can be provided by a single excavation. 



Survey Block 10: Structure Identification List 

BPG10 (clockwise from west) 
rod 430 
md 433 
md 432 
md 431 

COMP7 (north to south) 
md 467 
rod 802 
md 466 

COMP8 (northwest to southeast) 
md 469 
md 470 
md 471 

FG9 (clockwise from northeast) 
md 424 

142 

PP08 

md 429 
rod 423 

md 473 

md 468 
md 472 
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The San Estevan Ridge: 

Small Structures in the central Zone 

Distance to site center: 0.40 km 
Distance to nearest node of monumental architecture: 0.40 km 
Dominant residential group class in block: BPG 
Total number of structures: 22 
Total number of groups: 7 
Residential group identification: 

BPG2, BPG3, BPG4, 121, 122, NFG3, PP014 
Groups excluded from the residential sample but identifiable 
as to residential group class affiliation: PP015 
structure excavations: K03 (md 474, PP015) 
Chronology, surface diagnostics: 

Late Preclassic, Early Classic, Tepeu 1, Tepeu 2/3, 
Tepeu 3 

Chronology, excavated construction sequences: 
Early Classic, Tepeu 1, Tepeu 2/3 

San Estevan's survey block sample provides insufficient 

documentation of small structure settlement in the immediate 

vicinity of the site's central precincts of monumental 

architecture. Monumental construction dominated too much of 

the landscape in Survey Block 10 to allow for an adequate 

perspective on outlying residential groups, and Survey Block 

3 was too distant from the settlement area in question. 

Between 1986 and 1990, therefore, San Estevan Project 

surveyors opportunistically mapped small structure 

settlement in the vicinity of site center whenever portions 

of the area became cleared of cane. Several residential 

groups lying southeast of Survey Block 10 and east and north 

of Survey Block 3 were recorded as a result of these 

efforts. Focus Group 3, however, is erroneously illustrated 
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on the central zone map, and should be considered a part of 

Survey Block 3's residential settlement. 

Obviously, the central zone lacks the spatial 

definition of San Estevan's survey blocks and it was not 

subject to the same battery of collection strategies 

implemented in the latter settlement areas. The 

contribution made by the central zone to an understanding of 

San Estevan's residential organization is invaluable, 

however. Residential behavior in proximity to nodes of 

monumental architecture never would have emerged so clearly 

in the absence of evidence for the dominance of basal 

platform groups in this particular locality of the site. 



Small Structures in the Central Zone: 

Structure Identification 

BPG2 (clockwise from north) 
md 201 
md 202 
md 203 
md 200 

BPG3 (clockwise from northwest) 
md 483 
md 101 
md 102 
md 484 

BPG4 (clockwise from north) 
md 218 
md 217 
md 216 
md 220 
md 219 

I21 
md 156 

I22 
md 157 

NFG3 (clockwise from north) 
md 209 
md 211 
md 487 
md 485 
md 486 

PP014 (north to south) 
md 481 
md 482 

PP015 (west to east) 
md 474 

List 

md No catalog number (recorded in field sketches but 
not mapped) 

[with Survey Block 3: FG3 (clockwise from west) 
md 152 
md 153 
md 154] 
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The San Estevan Ridge: Survey Block 3 

Distance to site center: 0.55 km 
Distance to nearest node of monumental architecture: 0.55 krn 
Dominant residential group class in block: NONE 
Total number of structures: 28 
Total number of groups: 13 
Residential group identification: 

BPG1, COMP3, FG2, FG3, FG16, I10, Ill, 113, 114, 115, 
PP06, PP011 , PPP1 

Groups excluded from the residential sample but identifiable 
as to residential group class affiliation: none 

Although initially given the residential group 
designation, 112, it was later concluded that mound 345 
could not be considered a domestic structure. 

structure excavations: 
K04 (md 153, FG3), K18 (md 342, BPG1) , K20 (md 215, 
FG16), K22 (md 331, FG2), K23 (md 332, FG2) 

Chronology, structure surface diagnostics: 
Late Preclassic, Early Classic, Tepeu 1, Tepeu 2/3, 
Tepeu 3 

Chronology, excavated construction sequences: 
Early Classic, Tepeu 1, Tepeu 2/3, Tepeu 3 

Off-mound surface artifact density: 24 kg/square kilometer 

The most prominent topographic feature in Survey Block 

3 is the limestone terrace that runs north-south through the 

center of the block. A basal platform group (BPG1) occupies 

the highest portion of the terrace, and the terrain descends 

gradually in all directions from this point. 

Survey Block 3 exhibits an enormously diverse range of 

residential groups. In addition to BPG1, the area contains 

a small composite group, three focus groups, five isolates, 

and three paired platform groups. It must be noted that the 

accompanying map of Block 3 fails to include FG3. The group 

is located only 40 meters southeast of FG2, and mistakenly 

appears in the illustration of small structure settlement in 
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the central zone of the site (Figure A.5). Mapped and test 

excavated during the 1986 transect surveys at San Estevan: 

FG3 was obscured by cane in 1989 when survey work in Block 3 

was initiated. 

Survey Block 3's non-structural remains include five 

depressions and a single chultun located adjacent to FG16. 

The block's central depression is one of the largest to be 

found outside of site center. I13 and three low, mounded 

features lie along its margins. Each of the latter three 

features is amorphous in shape and under four square meters 

in surface area. Test pits in two of these mounds exposed 

stratigraphies of churned marl and soil. Since they appear 

to represent shallow dumps of unused quarry material, 

neither feature is shown on the map of small structure 

settlement in Block 3. The third feature, md 345, was not 

tested and could not be so summarily dismissed. Although 

depicted on the structure map, md 345 nevertheless is 

excluded from consideration of Block 3's residential 

architecture. 

Surface diagnostics and structure excavations relate an 

intricate social history for the area. Presently, the 

earliest known construction dates to the Early Classic, but 

surface ceramics and buried land surfaces indicate that the 

block was settled no later than the Late Preclassic Period. 

Some clues to the social relationships obtaining among the 
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block's residents were revealed in excavations of structures 

in BPG1 and in the less imposing group, FG2. A test pit in 

BPG1's md 342 exposed ~ series of superimposed burials, 

extending from Tepeu 1 to Tepeu 2/3 times. Each individual 

in these burials possessed filed teeth that were inlaid with 

pyrite disks. The two structures tested in FG2 (md 331 and 

md 332) also contained several burials spanning San 

Estevan's Tepeu 2/3 Period. with the exception of the 

earliest interment, however, individuals in this group had 

filed teeth with jade inlays. Significantly, the teeth of 

the first individual known to be buried in FG2 were inlaid 

with pyrite disks. 

The socioeconomic import of dental mutilation among the 

Maya is poorly understood (Krejci and Culbert 1992), but the 

burials in Survey Block 3 suggest that specific kinds of 

mutilations were emblematic of specific families. The 

evidence from FG2's burial sequence cautions against 

interpretations of the sweeping influence of descent 

principles in Maya social organization, however. Although 

these families possessed great generational depth, they 

apparently failed to incorporate lateral branches in the 

manner of unilineal descent groups. 



Survey Block 3: Structure Identification List 

BPGl (clockwise from north) 
md 339 
md 341 
md 343 
md 342 

COMP3 (clockwise from west) 
md 369 
md 368 {shares basal platform with md 370} 
md 370 {shares basal platform with md 368} 
md 371 

FG2 (west to east) 
md 333 
md 331 
md 332 

FG3 (pictured on Figure A.5 , clockwise from west) 
md 152 
md 153 
md 154 

FG16 (clockwise from south) 
md 215 
md 214 
md 213 

lID 
md 336 

III 
md 344 

113 
md 346 

I14 
md 367 

115 
md 100 

PP06 (west to east) 
md 340 
md 334 
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Survey Block 3: Structure Identification List (continued) 

PPPl (west to east) 
md 335 
md 330 

PPOll (west to east) 
md 338 
md 337 



280 

FIGURE A.6 
l- -.:: 2: 

survey Block 3 u 

( w ...., 
~ I 0 
~ 0091 a::: 

a.. \oJ 
0 

:zcn-J 
«CDfD 
>?2>- 5" ..... 

..J 0 
W Lo.I ~~ t1 > .; 

~ 
w. 

t&J -:I 00;'3 ::> lii .. 
:z V) :z-:. ~ 
< ~'" 
en I~ 

OO~l 

a~ 
ClOC'i 

~! (J 
~~ 

ClOTl 

0011 

§ 
:i 



281 

The San Estevan Ridge: survey Block 12 

Distance to site center: 0.65 km 
Distance to nearest node of monumental architecture: 0.65 km 
Dominant residential group class in block: PP/I 
Total number of structures: 12 
Total number of groups: 5 
Residential group identification: 

FGI0, NFG2, PPLSl, PP09, PPOl3 
Groups excluded from the residential sample but identifiable 
as to residential group class affiliation: none 

There is, however, another group of unknown dimensions 
and structure composition in the dense secondary growth 
to the north of FGI0. 

structure excavations: none 
Chronology, surface diagnostics: 

Late Preclassic, Early Classic, Tepeu 1, Tepeu 2/3, 
Tepeu 3 

Chronology, excavated construction sequences: none 
Off-mound surface artifact density: 77 kg/square kilometer 

Only 650 meters from site center datum, Survey Block 12 

is curiously deficient in prehispanic architecture. The 

structural remains that do exist conform to an unstated 

principle of archaeological fieldwork at San Estevan, with 

the majority falling immediately outside the block's 

boundaries. Three paired platform groups, a focus group, 

and a non-focus group line the eastern and northern margins 

of the block. Topographically, Survey Block 12 lies just 

below the highest terrace of limestone uplands along the San 

Estevan Ridge. The paired platform groups to the east and 

southeast occupy the terrace edge. To the west, the San 

Estevan Ridge begins its 900 meter descent to the New River. 

Surface artifacts from structures and off-mound areas 

relate a complex occupational history. Ceramic diagnostics 
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extend from the Late Preclassic through the Terminal 

Classic. In addition, the vacant terrain in Survey Block 12 

is rife with lithic material. Possessing the second highest 

concentration of off-mound surface artifacts at San Estevan, 

over two thirds of the Block 12 sample is made up of chipped 

stone flakes and debris. 

There is no evidence to suggest that the vacant terrain 

of Survey Block 12 at one time accommodated elevated house 

platforms. Although under various cUltivation regimes for 

well over a century, plow damage to Survey Block 12's extant 

structures became severe only at the end of the 1990 season 

when a border disk was introduced to the area. 

Other post-conquest land use appears to be residential 

in nature, and traces of a nineteenth-century occupation are 

found along the upper terrace east of Block 12. Here, the 

structure surfaces of PPLSl possess fragments of porcelain, 

glass bottles, and marine shell. Curiously, all instances 

of marine shell in surface collections at San Estevan occur 

in conjunction with artifacts of the late historic period. 

Nineteenth-century occupation of the area certainly was 

facilitated by the presence of two chultuns located between 

PP09 and PPLS1. Today, both features retain water through 

the end of the dry season, and they are the only chultuns at 

San Estevan with a known capacity for water storage. 



Survey Block 12: Structure Identification List 

FG10 (clockwise from south) 
md 489 
md 488 
md 458 

NFG2 (southwest to northeast) 
md 456 
md 490 
md 457 

PPLS1 (southwest to northeast) 
md 464 
md 465 

PP09 (west to east) 
md 463 
md 462 

PP013 (south to north) 
md 461 
md 460 
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The San Estevan Ridge~ survey B10ck 9 

Distance to site center: 0.85 km 
Distance to nearest node of monumental architecture: 0.85 km 
Dominant residentIal group class in block: PP/I 
Total number of structures: 4 
Total number of groups: 3 
Residential group identification: 

I40, I41, PP07 
Groups excluded from the residential sample but identifiable 
as to residential group class affiliation: none 
structure excavations: none 
Chronology, structure surface diagnostics: 

Tepeu 2/3 
Chronology, excavated construction sequences: none 
Off-mound surface artifact density: 8 kg/square kilometer 

Survey Block 9 is located at the base of the San 

Estevan ridge, in low-lying terrain near the western margins 

of Long Swamp. A paired platform group and two isolates are 

widely spaced across the block. Off-mound surface artifacts 

are poorly represented, but nineteenth-century porcelain 

occurs in proximity to the three wells located immediately 

north and west of the block. The wells have been buttressed 

with wooden supports, and it is not known if they date to 

the prehispanic era. 

The landscape in and around Survey Block 9 exhibits an 

undulating topography, with small areas of slightly elevated 

terrain circumscribed by narrow surface depressions. Test 

pits were placed in three elevated areas to determine 

whether these features were artificial in origin, but 

excavation results proved ambiguous. Each test pit exposed 

loosely-packed limestone cobbles in a sandy-loam soil 
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matrix. The cobbles may simply represent unconsolidated 

bedrock. Artifacts occurred in moderate frequencies 

throughout the deposits in each excavation, however, and the 

possibility of prehispanic landscape modifications cannot be 

dismissed at this time. 



Survey Block 9: Structure Identification List 

I40 
rod 403 

I41 
rod 406 

PP07 (southwest to northeast) 
rod 118 
rod 404 
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The San Estevan Ridge: Survey Block 19 

Distance to site center: 0.90 km 
Distance to nearest node of monumental architecture: 0.90 km 
Dominant residential group class in block: PP/I 
Total number of structures: 12 
Total number of groups: 5 
Residential group identification: 

FG14, NFG4, PPCN3, PPF2, PPP3 
Groups excluded from the residential sample but identifiable 

as to residential group class affiliation: I62 
structure excavations: none 
Chronology, structure surface diagnostics: 

Early Classic, Tepeu 1, Tepeu 2/3, Tepeu 3 
Chronology, excavated construction sequences: none 
Off-mound surface artifact density: 30 kg/square kilometer 

At first glance, Survey Block 19 and its environs 

appear rather lightly settled. The block interior contains 

two paired platform groups (PPF2 and PPCN3) and a possible 

isolate (I62). The mapped outlines of this last group are 

only approximations. Initially a low platform, over the 

years I62 has lost much of its definition as a result of 

plowing. A third paired platform group (PPP2) lies 

immediately to the east of Block 19, while a focus group 

(FG14) and a non-focus group (NFG4) are located another 200 

meters further south behind a fire break of uncut bush. 

Topography and non-structural features combine to give 

Survey Block 19 its novel character. The topography of the 

area is some of the most uneven to be found along the San 

Estevan Ridge. With a moderate upward slope from southeast 

to northwest, the ground then drops sharply in elevation 

just beyond the northwest face of the block. Enhancing the 
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appearance of an irregular landscape are the numerous 

depressions that pock the terrain. Additionally, the area 

contains no fewer than 13 chultuns, making it one of the 

most treacherous for unsuspecting archaeologists. 

Considering both residential groups and non-structural 

settlement features, therefore! much of the landscape around 

Survey Block 19 appears to have been put to use. The 

association of numerous chultuns and depressions is one of 

the most interesting aspects of the area, lending credence 

to the possibility that San Estevan's ubiquitous depressions 

may have served some agricultural purpose. Although 

originating as borrow pits for construction material, 

subsequently they may have been transformed into garden 

sites in a manner analogous to the use of sinkholes by 

modern Yucatecan farmers (Kepecs and Boucher 1991). 

No structure or other feature excavations were 

undertaken to help develop an understanding of land use in 

this area. The broad outlines of occupation in Survey Block 

19 seem clear, however. Structure surface diagnostics are 

numerous, and prehispanic settlement activity appears to 

have been long lived, extending from the Early Classic well 

into Terminal Classic times. In addition, a few nineteenth

century artifacts suggest that Rock Alignment 703 might 

originate quite late in the settlement history of the block. 



Survey Block 19: Structure Identification List 

FG14 (clockwise from north) 
md 116 
md 534 
md 533 

I62 
md 108 

NFG4 (northwest to southeast) 
md 536 
md 535 
md 537 

PPCN3 (north to south) 
md 538 
md 804 

PPF2 (northeast to southwest) 
md 831 
md 561 

PPP3 (north to south) 
md 543 
md 542 
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The San Estevan Ridge: survey Block 18 

Distance to site center: 1.20 km 

293 

Distance to nearest node of monumental architecture: 1.20 km 
Dominant residential group class in block: SCOMP 
Total number of structures: 4 
Total number of groups: 2 
Residential group identification: 

COMP11, I60 
Groups excluded from the residential sample but identifiable 
as to residential group class affiliation: none 

Although initially given the residential group 
designation, PPP2, mounds 527 and 528 were later 
excluded from all considerations of San Estevan's 
domestic architecture. 

structure excavations: 
K50 (531, I60), K51 (md 529, COMP11), K52 (md 532, 
COMP11) 

Chronology, structure surface diagnostics: 
Late Prec1assic, Tepeu 2/3 

Chronology, excavated construction sequences: 
Late Prec1assic, Tepeu 2/3 

Off-mound surface artifact density: 28 kg/square kilometer 

Block 18 is the only upland survey unit at San Estevan 

to lie along the New River. I60 and the small composite 

group, COMP11, occupy the edge of a limestone terrace that 

is situated at the very margins of the San Estevan Ridge. 

To the west and north, the terrain descends roughly 1.5 

meters to the river, and it is not known whether flooding 

occurs along Block 18's lower reaches. 

Only two residential groups are visible within the 

block. Two additional mounds (527 and 528) were noted at 

the river margins, but their locations and fill material 

suggest a non-residential function. Superficially, then, 

survey Block 18 appears lightly inhabited. The burnt daub 
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outlines of a buried Late Preclassic st~~cture (K52, md 532, 

COMP11), however, point to the likelihood that the block 

housed other such ephemeral residential loci. 

Surface collections and structure excavations expose an 

occupational history that, for the San Estevan settlement 

system, is quite unusual. Preclassic occupation is amply 

demonstrated in surface artifacts, construction fill 

deposits, and in buried architectural remains. Yet, 

following the Late Preclassic, this area of prime river

front property is abandoned and there is a resurgence of 

prehispanic occupation only during Tepeu 2/3 times. 

Presently, the causes for the early abandonment of Block 18 

are unknown. Test pitting shows no evidence for riverine 

flooding along the block's upper terrace, but an 

inhospitable environment cannot be ruled out on the basis of 

this evidence alone. 

Subsequent to Tepeu 2/3 times, human activity in Survey 

Block 18 appears sporadic and of limited duration. 

Postclassic visitations can be detected in the chenmul 

fragments scattered along the block's terrace edge. There 

is the merest suggestion of Conquest Period occupation in 

the presence of a small sherd from an olive jar. 

Nineteenth-century land use, however, is clearly indicated 

by the broken red bricks, nails, and porcelain and glass 

fragments that litter the surface of the block. 



Survey Block 18: Structure Identification List 

COMP11 (southwest to northeast) 
rod 530 

I60 

rod 529 (rests upon Basal Platform 5291) 
rod 532 

rod 531 
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The San Estevan Ridge: survey Block 2 

Distance to site center: 1.20 km 
Distance to nearest node of monumental architecture: 1.20 krn 
Dominant residential group class in block: PP/I 
Total number of structures: 18 
Total number of groups: 12 
Residential group identification: 

FG1, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, PP01, PP02, PP04, PP05 
Groups excluded from the residential sample but identifiable 
as to residential group class affiliation: PP03 
structure excavations: 

K13 (md 352, FG1), K14 (md 356, PP04) , K16 (md 351, 
14), K17 (md 355, FG1) 

Chronology, structure surface diagnostics: 
Late Preclassic, Early Classic, Tepeu 2/3, Tepeu 3 

Chronology, excavated construction sequences: 
Tepeu 2/3 

Off-mound surface artifact density: 34 kg/square kilometer 

Survey Block 2 is located 1.2 kilometers south of site 

center and 0.5 kilometers southeast of the Martinez Group. 

A low limestone terrace, roughly 100 meters in diameter, 

occupies the center of the block. Although the most 

prominent terrain in the area, the terrace surface houses 

only three diminutive mounds that are distributed along its 

western, northern, and eastern boundaries. Widely 

dispersed, the three structures nevertheless are classified 

as a focus group (FG1) because of the definition they 

receive from the terrace, itself. Excavations in two of 

FG1's structures (md 352 and rod 355) revealed construction 

episodes dating to San Estevan's Tepeu 2/3 Period, and the 

only burial recovered from the group (md 352) contained a 

Tepeu 2/3 monochrome red vessel. Prehispanic occupation of 
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the block as a whole, however, begins no later than the 

onset of the Early Classic, suggesting that the terrace may 

have served some non-residential function through much of 

the Classic Period. 

The prevailing pattern of residence in Survey Block 2 

is determined by the seven isolates and five off-set paired 

platforms occupying the low-lying terrain beyond the margins 

of the terrace. These are small residential groups, but 

only with respect to structure number. In terms of 

architectural scale, they contain some of the largest 

structures in their respective group classes. In fact, 

PPOl's high, rectilinear platform (md 358) is one of the 

most massive examples of "small structure" architecture at 

San Estevan. 

The chronology associated with Survey Block 2's paired 

platform groups and isolates is not well defined. The two 

excavations conducted in these groups (I4 and md 356 in 

PP04) focused upon comparatively small structures and 

exposed only Tepeu 2/3 construction. In contrast, surface 

collections, buried land surfaces, and the Early Classic 

cache vessel ejected from a rodent burrow in I3 all point to 

a far more entrenched occupation of the block. 



Survey Block 2: structure Identification List 

FGl (clockwise from west) 
md 353 
md 352 
md 355 

II 
md 348 

12 
md 349 

I3 
md 350 

I4 
md 351 

I5 
md 354 

I6 
md 359 

I7 
md 362 

PPOI (northwest to southeast) 
md 347 
md 358 

PP02 (north to south) 
md 360 
md 361 

PP03 (west to east) 
md 363 
md 364 

PP04 (west to east) 
md 357 
md 356 

PP05 (northwest to southeast) 
md 365 
md 366 
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The San Estevan Ridge: The Martinez Group 

Distance to site center: 1.25 km 
Distance to nearest node of monumental architecture: 1.25 km 
Dominant residential group class in block: LCOMP 
Total number of structures: 20 
Total number of groups: 2 
Residential group identification: 

COMPl, COMP2 
Groups excluded from the residential sample but identifiable 
as to residential group class affiliation: none 
structure excavations: 

K11 (md 166, COMP1), K12 (md 178, COMP2) 
Chronology, surface diagnostics: 

Late Preclassic, Early Classic, Tepeu 1, Tepeu 2/3 
Chronology, excavated construction sequences: 

Tepeu 2/3 

Initially mapped by Hammond's Corozal Project in 1973, 

the Martinez Group was subsequently re-surveyed by the San 

Estevan Project in 1986 and test excavated in 1989. The 

Martinez Group does not lie within a survey block, yet the 

settlement zone is included in discussions of residence at 

San Estevan because it helps to clarify patterns emerging 

from the survey block sample. 

The Martinez Group is composed of two large composite 

groups; and such groups are rare within the San Estevan 

settlement system. On the basis of the survey block sample, 

they exhibit a surprisingly restricted spatial distribution 

and an unexpectedly narrow temporal span. Large composite 

groups are always located far from nodes of monumental 

architecture. Three have been identified along the margins 

of the Chowacol Ridge in Survey Block 6, and a fourth is 
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situated in Survey Block 11, just at the edge of the San 

Estevan Ridge. Despite their architectural scale, initial 

construction in these groups is found to date no earlier 

than Tepeu 2/3 times. 

Evidence from the Martinez Group reinforces the trends 

discernable in the survey block sample. COMP1 and COMP2 

also lie towards the boundary of the San Estevan R~dge, far 

from the nearest node of monumental architecture. 

Additionally, the two excavations conducted in these groups 

(md 166 [COMP1] and md 178 [COMP2]) tested large platforms 

but revealed no traces of construction prior to San 

Estevan's Tepeu 2/3 Period. 



The Martinez Group: 

structure Identification List 

COMP1 (clockwise from southwest) 
md 172 
md 173 
md 174 
md 180 
md 181 
md 164 
md 165 (occupies basal platform 1654) 
md 166 (occupies basal platform 1654) 
md 167 (occupies basal platform 1654) 
md 168 (occupies basal platform 1654) 
md 169 
md 170 
md 171 

COMP2 (clockwise from southwest) 
md 175 
md 176 
md 177 
md 178 
md 162 
md 163 
md 179 (plaza center) 
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FIGURE A.12 

The Martinez Group, San Estevan 
(remapped by the San Estevan Project in 1986) 
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The San Estevan Ridge: survey Block 11 

Distance to site center: 1.60 km 
Distance to nearest node of monumental architecture: 1.60 km 
Dominant residential group class in block: LCOMP 
Total number of structures: 13 
Total number of groups: 7 
Residential group identification: 

COMP9, I43, I44, I45, I46, I47, PPCN1 
Groups excluded from the residential sample but identifiable 
as to residential group class affiliation: none 
structure excavations: 

K35 (md 801, PPCN1), K38 (md 444, COMP9), K39 (md 438, 
COMP9) 

Chronology, surface diagnostics: 
Late Preclassic, Early Classic, Tepeu 2/3 

Chronology, excavated construction sequences: 
Tepeu 2/3 

Off-mound surface artifact density: 27 kg/square kilometer 

Occupation in Survey Block 11 is largely confined to a 

narrow limestone terrace that runs across much of the 

eastern third of the block. Assignment of structures to 

residential groups in Survey Block 11 would have proven 

extremely difficult in the absence of this topographic 

feature. COMP9 sits at the southernmost extreme of the low 

terrace. Situated in relatively close proximity to the 

large composite group, PPCN1 nevertheless occupies the 

southern base of the terrace. Also off the terrace, I48 

lies further down slope from PPCN1. 

At present, only the relationship of COMP9 to 143 and 

I44 remains problematic. On the ground, COMP9 appears to 

form a warren of small alleys and plazas. Individual 

structures are small in surface area, but impressive in 
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elevation. Although situated along the same terrace and at 

roughly the same elevation as COMP9, groups I43 and I44 

greatly contrast with the architectural scale and 

configuration of structures within the composite group. 

Both isolates are much larger than the structures found in 

COMP9. Additionally, both are characterized by unimpeded 

access a feature that is diametrically opposed to the 

enclosed, maze-like quality of the nearby composite group. 

It is possible that I43 and I44 represent late expansions of 

COMP9, and further research in Block 11 may result in their 

reclassification. Regardless of the classificatory status 

of I43 and I44, however, the large composite group persists 

as the dominant residential group class in Block 11. 

Survey Block 11's visible architecture can be dated 

only to Tepeu 2/3 times. Excavations tested two structures 

in COMP9 (md 438 and md 444) and a third in PPCN1's low, 

southerly platform (md 801). All three structures originate 

in the latter half of the Late Classic. Although Preclassic 

and Early Classic ceramics do occur in surface collections 

and architectural fill deposits, they offer no clues to the 

whereabouts of the block's early residential sites. 



survey Block 11: structure Identification List 

COMP9 
(north plaza, clockwise from east) 

md 436 
md 437 
md 443 
md 444 

(south plaza [excluding md 437], west to east) 
. md 438 

md 439 

I43 
md 434 

I44 
md 435 

I45 
md 440 

I46 
md 441 

I47 
md 442 

PPCN1 (north to south) 
md 445 
rod 801 
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The San Estevan Ridge: Survey Block 17 

Distance to site center: 1.65 km 
Distance to nearest node of monumental architecture: 1.65 km 
Dominant residential group class in block: FG 
Total number of structures: 9 
Total number of groups: 3 
Residential group identification: 

FG12 , FG13 , PPF1 
Groups excluded from the residential sample but identifiable 
as to residential group class affiliation: none 
structure excavations: none 
Chronology, surface diagnostics: 

Early Classic, Tepeu 2/3, Tepeu 3 
Chronology, excavated construction sequences: none 
Off-mound surface artifact density: 5 kg/square kilometer 

Several aspects of Survey Block 17 are suggestive of a 

pattern of residential land use that, to date, is under

represented in the San Estevan survey block sample. 

Foremost among these are the nature and limited range of 

residential group classes in the area. Of the block's three 

residential units, two are focus groups (FG12 and FG13) and 

the third is a paired platform group (PPF1). Survey Block 

17, therefore, is the only settlement zone at San Estevan 

where focus groups achieve ascendancy as the dominant 

residential group class. Perhaps even more interesting than 

the predominance of focus groups is the complete absence of 

single structure groups so prevalent elsewhere in the 

settlement system. The absence of isolates creates an 

unusually high structure:group ratio for the block. This 

leads, in turn, to an atypical situation where the average 

surface area of residential groups is one of the highest for 



any settlement zone at San Estevan, while the average 

surface area of individuai structures remains one of the 

lowest. 
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Survey Block 17 offers one final, incongruous 

settlement signature. Despite a moderate number of 

structures in the area, the block ranks among the three most 

impoverished in terms of ground surface artifacts. Only 

Survey Blocks 13 and 16 possess fewer surface artifacts, and 

both were abandoned in the Early Classic Period. Block 17's 

ceramic diagnostics, on the other hand, point to an 

occupational history extending well into the Terminal 

Classic. 



Survey Block 17: Structure Identification List 

FG12 (clockwise from northwest) 
md 541 
md 560 
md 540 
md 539 

FG13 (clockwise from north) 
md 449 
md 448 
md 450 

PPF1 (west to east) 
md 451 
md 830 

311 



FIGURE A.14 

survey Block 17 

SAN ESTEVAN PROJECT 
1990 

SURVEY BLOC':,.17 J 
oa.-.. .y, (aK._UY' ~ , 
..... " ••••• r.'7'~ 

312 

-
_ ...... 

-



313 

Tb.e Chowacol Ridge: 
Small Structure Settlement in the Vicinity of Chowacol 

Distance to site center: 3.80 km 
Distance to nearest node of monumental architecture: 0.15 km 
Dominant residential group class: BPG 
Total number of structures: 23 
Total number of groups: 9 
Residential group identification: 

BPG12 , BPG13 , BPG14 , BPG15 , COMP12, 164, 165, 166, 
PPCN4 

Groups excluded from the residential sample but identifiable 
as to residential group class affiliation: see below 
structure excavations: none 
Chronology, structure surface diagnostics: 

Early Classic, Tepeu 2/3, Tepeu 3 
Chronology, excavated construction sequences: none 
Chronology, bulldozed monumental precinct: 

Middle Preclassic, Late Preclassic, Early Classic, 
Tepeu 2j3, Tepeu 3, Postclassic (chenmul fragments) 

San Estevan's satellite, Chowacol, originally was 

mapped and tested by Hammond's Corozal Project in 1973. The 

area was surveyed again by the San Estevan Project in 1990, 

in conjunction with investigations of Survey Block 15 

(situated 750 meters to the northeast). During the 

seventeen-year hiatus between projects, bulldozers had 

destroyed most of the Chowacol monumental precinct and a few 

nearby structures. 

Figure A.15 illustrates Chowacol, both as it was mapped 

by Hammond and as it appeared in 1990. Dotted lines 

indicate bulldozing activity in architecture mapped by the 

Corozal Project. Solid lines indicate architecture visible 

in 1990. The most significant modifications to Hammond's 

map are the inclusion of four basal platform groups. 
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Chowacol's fifth basal platform group was recorded in 1973 

but obscured by dense secondary growth in 1990. Since 

structure configurations and elevations for this last group 

could not be confirmed, it was excluded from all data 

manipulations involving Chowacol's small structure 

architecture. 
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Small Structure Settlement in the vicinity of Chowacol: 

Structure Identification List 

BPG12 (clockwise from west) 
md 109 
md 504 
md 505 
md 506 

BPG13 (clock from south) 
md 510 
md 509 
md 511 
md 518 
md 512 

BPG14 (northwest to southeast) 
md 517 
md 519 

BPG15 (clockwise from southwest) 
md 520 
md 523 
md 522 
md 521 

COMP12 (clockwise from northeast) 
md 515 
md 119 
md 516 

I64 
md 513 

165 
md 514 

I66 (not shown) 
md 525 

PPCN4 (not shown) 
md 524 (north) 
md 804 (south) 
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The Chowaco1 Ridge: survey Block 15 

Distance to site center: 3.50 km 
Distance to nearest node of monumental architecture: 0.75 km 
Dominant residential group class in block: NONE 
Total number of structures: 11 
Total number of groups: 7 
Residential group identification: 

BPG11 , COMP10, I54, I55, I56, I57, PPLK1 
Groups excluded from the residential sample but identifiable 
as to residential group class affiliation: none 
structure excavations: none 
Chronology, surface diagnostics: 

Late Preclassic, Early Classic, Tepeu 1, Tepeu 2/3, 
Tepeu 3 

Chronology, excavated construction sequences: none 
Off-mound surface artifact density: 22 kg/square kilometer 

Survey Block 15 lies at the base of a low limestone 

terrace situated immediately to the southeast. The block 

and its environs support only a light scatter of residential 

groups. surprisingly, the terrace itself lacks any sign of 

prehispanic architecture, and postholing along its surface 

did not expose buried structures. The appreciable numbers 

of artifacts in the postholes do suggest, however, that the 

terrace supported some prehispanic Maya activities, 

residential or otherwise. 

Prehispanic architecture within the margins of Block 15 

consists of two isolated structures (I56 and I57). A 

chultun, three small depressions, and a rock alignment (702) 

complete the settlement picture. Rock Alignment 702 is 

likely to have been a late addition to the area, however. A 

narrow swath of nineteenth-century porcelain, bottle glass, 
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and marine shell extends northwest from the alignment to a 

second chultun located outside the block, at the base of 

I55. This situation is similar to findings in Survey Block 

12, where nineteenth-century habitation made use of 

prehispanic structures in close proximity to water-bearing 

chultuns. Today, I55's chultun does not hold water,but at 

one time it may also have possessed a water catchment 

function. 

Beyond the margins of Survey Block 15, settlement 

density picks up slightly. A third isolated structure (I54) 

lies 40 meters to the east of the block, but the most 

interesting settlement remains lie adjacent to the block's 

western perimeter. This is the only locus within the San 

Estevan settlement system where low walkways are used to 

link discrete architectural units. Thus, in the linked 

pair, PPLK1, two individual structures are joined by a 

connecting platform, roughly one-half meter in height. In 

the small composite group, COMP10, a pair of contiguous 

platforms are joined to a third, offset platform by means of 

a 0.3-meter-high walkway. 

The restricted occurence of linking platforms raises 

the possibility that the San Estevan settlement system was 

home to a number of contemporaneous microtraditions in 

residential architecture. Perhaps the repeated appearance 

of offset pairs in Survey Block 2 is another case in point, 
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but the lesson of Survey Block 15 is that these 

microtraditions may at times cross-cut the residential group 

classes outlined in Chapter 5. In this regard, even BPGll's 

(SBL 15) basal platform shares something of the look of a 

connecting walkway. Exceedingly low, it is far more l~near 

in outline than the elevated and amorphous basal platforms 

common to the class as a whole. Such distinctive and 

spatially di.screte architectural traditions are not likely 

to convey significant information about the composition and 

productive orientations of the domestic groups responsible 

for their perpetuation. The possibility does exist, 

however, that they impart an historical connectedness among 

households that may relate to long-term ties of cooperation, 

or to more formal bonds of real or fictive kinship. 



Survey Block 15: Structure Identification List 

BPG11 (west to east) 
md 499 
md 500 

COMP10 (clockwise from south) 
md 502 
md 800 
md 501 

I54 
md 476 

I55 
md 477 

I56 
md 479 

I57 
md 503 

PPLK1 (north to south) 
md 478 
md 480 
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FIGURE A.16 

Survey Block 15 
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The Chowacol Ridge: survey Block 6 

Distance to site center: 3.15 km 
Distance to nearest node of monumental architecture: 2.30 km 
Dominant residential group class in block: LCOMP 
Total number of structures: 43 
Total number of groups: 12 
Residential group identification: 

COMP4, COMP5, COMP6, COMP13, 134, 135, 136, 137, 138, 
LPG 1 , LPG2, PP012 

Groups excluded from the residential sample but identifiable 
as to residential group class affiliation: none 
structure excavations: 

K25 (md 378, COMP4), K26 (md 393, LPG2) 
Chronology, structure surface diagnostics: 

Late Preclassic, Early Classic, Tepeu 1, Tepeu 2/3, 
Tepeu 3 

Chronology, excavated construction sequences: 
Tepeu 2/3, Tepeu 3 

Off-mound surface artifact density: 126 kg/square kilometer 

Survey Block 6 straddles the northern margins of the 

Chowacol Ridge. The western half of the block lies along 

the shore of bajo, and although most of the area is 

presently under cane cultivation, a narrow strip of escobal 

vegetation attests to the periodic inundation characterizing 

this locality. A high limestone terrace occupies the 

northeastern portion of the block. The terrace drops off 

sharply to the wetlands on the west, but the descent is more 

gradual to the south, and all visible prehispanic 

architecture lies within the elevated, eastern half of the 

block. 

with architectural remains so confined, it is 

astonishing to find that Block 6's small structure density 

is the highest known for the San Estevan settlement system. 
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The block is home to three large composite groups, one small 

composite group, five isolates, two linear platform groupsg 

and a paired platform group. Less surprising, therefore, 

are the vast quantities of off-mound surface artifacts found 

within the block. Not all of these can be attributed to 

debris from nearby structures, however. Judging by a few 

circumscribed localities possessing inordinately dense 

artifact concentrations, some of the block's vacant terrain 

is likely to have housed structures built primarily of 

perishable materials. 

Undoubtedly, Survey Block 6's prehispanic occupation 

was long-lived, and structure surface collections point to a 

continuity seldom discerned in San Estevan's small structure 

settlement zones. Yet, the two structure excavations 

conducted in Block 6 do not replicate the evidence from 

surface diagnostics. The earliest construction levels in 

these excavations date to the Late Classic. Ceramic 

collections drawn from looted structures in large composite 

groups also suggest that a significant component of the 

block's visible architecture originated at this time. In 

fact, a major reorganization of residence in the area is 

implicated by the uniformly late appearance of large 

composite groups within the San Estevan settlement system, 

and by the prevalence of these groups within Survey Block 6. 



Survey Block 6: Structure Identification List 

COMP4 (clockwise from southeast) 
md 380 

COMP5 

md 374 
md 379 
md 373 
md 372 
md 394 
md 378 (shares basal platform with md 381) 
md 381 (shares basal platform with md 378) 
md 377 
md 376 
md 375 (plaza center) 

(north plaza, western and northern structures only, 
clockwise from west) 

md 387 
md 113 
md 391 
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md 388 (connected to md 389 by linking platform, 860) 
md 389 (connected to md 388 by linking platform, 860) 

(east plaza, east structure only) 
md 383 

(south plaza, clockwise from southwest) 
md 384 
md 386 (shares basal platform with md 385) 
md 385 (shares basal platform with md 386) 
md 390 
md 382 

COMP6 (clockwise from southwest) 
md 398 
md 397 
md 115 (has basal platform linking md 397 to md 409) 
md 409 
md 410 
md 399 (plaza center) 

COMP13 (southwest to northeast) 
md 414 
md 413 
md 396 

I34 
md 407 
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Survey Block 6: Structure Identification List (continued) 

I35 
md 408 

I36 
md 117 

I37 
md 395 

I38 
md 412 

LPG1 (south to north) 
md 111 
md 392 
md 110 

LPG2 (south to north) 
md 114 
md 393 

PP012 (southeast to northwest) 
md 402 
md 401 
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The Chan Laguna Ridge: Survey Block 1 

Distance to site center: 2.40 km 
Distance to nearest node of monumental architecture: 0.15 km 
Dominant residential group class in block: BPG 
Total number of structures: 29 
Total number of groups: 13 
Residential group identification: 

BPG5, BPG7, BPG17, FG4, FG5, FG6, FG7, 123, 124, 125, 
126, 127, 128 

Groups excluded from the residential sample but identifiable 
as to residential group class affiliation: BPG6 
structure excavations: 

K05 (md 184, BPG5), K07 (platform 1901, BPG6), K08 (md 
227, FG5), K09 (md 229, FG5), K31 (md 419, FG6), K32 
(md 417, FG6) 

Chronology, structure surface diagnostics: 
Late Preclassic, Early Classic, Tepeu 1, Tepeu 2/3, 
Tepeu 3 

Chronology, excavated construction sequences: 
Late Preclassic, Early Classic, Tepeu 2/3, Tepeu 3 

Off-mound surface artifact density: 76 kg/square kilometer 

Lying 300 meters west of Chan Laguna along the slopes 

of a limestone terrace that rises above the lagoon, Survey 

Block 1 spans the highest uplands of the Chan Laguna Ridge. 

The block is located amid the densest concentration of 

prehispanic architecture known for the ridge. The area 

contains fourteen residential groups. Four of these are 

basal platform groups (including the severely eroded BPG6), 

four are focus groups, and the remaining six are isolates. 

Two other basal platform groups were observed in uncut cane 

to the north and east of the block, but these groups could 

not be adequately mapped and their locations are not noted 

on the accompanying illustration of Survey Block 1. The 

illustration, however, does show the location of an isolated 
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structure (I29) that is not included in Survey Block l's 

settlement zone. I29 lies near the banks of Chan Laguna, 

and was mapped in concert with efforts to gather information 

about the surface channels radiating from the southern and 

eastern margins of the lagoon. Three other small groups in 

the vicinity of the lagoon also were mapped at this time, 

but they are too widely scattered to be depicted along side 

Block 1 settlement. 

In addition to Survey Block l's small structure 

architecture, a five-meter-high pyramid sits at the edge of 

a large quarry formed by bulldozing along the northern face 

of the block. To date, modern quarrying at San Estevan has 

been conducted to acquire limestone for road fill, and the 

activity is largely restricted to precincts of monumental 

construction (the deepest and most concentrated sources of 

soft limestone). Sadly, San Estevan's satellite center at 

Chan Laguna was not located by archaeologists before its 

demolition, and nothing will ever be known about its 

architectural configuration. Collection of ceramic 

diagnostics from the quarry does, however, point to a 

construction history that extends from the Middle Preclassic 

through the Late Classic. 

Survey Block l's small structure architecture exhibits 

an occupational history of almost equal length. Late 

Preclassic construction levels are evident in FG6 and BPG6, 
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and many of Survey Block l's structures possess Chicanel 

surface ceramics. Despite a lower incidence of structures 

with Tzakol surface ceramics, Early Classic construction in 

the area is far better represented than for the preceding 

period. I29 is built at this time, and FG4, FG6, and BPG6 

all exhibit several superimposed floors of Early Classic 

date. Additionally, although Late Classic burials in BPGS's 

md 184 prevented excavation of earlier construction levels, 

one interment was found intruded into deposits containing 

large quantities of Tzakol ceramics. 

In contrast to this Early Classic construction boom, 

Tepeu 1 architecture is not well documented. Chan Laguna's 

I29 is abandoned at this time, never to be re-occupied. 

Widespread abandonment of the area is unlikely, however, 

since Tepeu 1 ceramics are found incorporated into later 

construction in Survey Block 1. For the moment, therefore, 

it seems preferable to interpret the lack of building 

activity as a hiatus in the construction of durable 

architecture rather than as a complete cessation of 

occupation. 

Following Tepeu 1, there is a resurgence of 

construction activity in Survey Block 1, and the majority of 

structures possess Tepeu 2/3 surface ceramics. FG4, FG6, 

and BPGS exhibit Tepeu 2/3 architectural modifications. 

Moreover, construction in FG6 continues subsequent to San 
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Estevan's Tepeu 2/3 Period, and BPG6 is re-occupied during 

this terminal phase of settlement at the site. 

Final mention should be made of the non-residential 

settlement activities discernable both within Block 1 and at 

the margins of Chan Laguna. One of the most salient 

characteristics of the Chan Laguna region is an abundance of 

chipped stone material littering the land surface. Coarse

and fine-grained chalcedonies and cherts are immediately 

available within the adjacent bajo, and, today, large 

tabular blocks of the material stabilize the elevated cane 

roads that run through this wetland. Chipping debris is 

most thickly distributed in the vacant terrain lying 

immediately east of the lagoon as well as along Survey Block 

l's densely inhabited terrace slopes. Although the 

organization of lithic production in the area remains to be 

assessed, the biface reduction and refurbishing flakes 

concentrated near the base of BPG6 and covering the surface 

of I29 suggest that the area's lithic debitage is not solely 

the result of ad hoc manufacturing. Lithic production may 

even have served a burgeoning ground stone industry that is 

detectable in the enormously high concentrations of mano and 

metate fragments confined to the vicinity of FG6 in Survey 

Block 1. 



Survey Block 1: Structure Identification List 

BPG5 (clockwise from west) 
md 183 
md 182 
md 184 

BPG6 
platform 1901 

(since structures could not be defined for this basal 
platform group, only the platform has received a catalog 
number) 

BPG7 (clockwise from south) 
md 223 
md 225 
md 224 

BPG17 (south to north) 
md 120 
md 185 

FG4 (clockwise from north) 
md 187 
md 188 
md 221 

FG5 (clockwise from north) 
md 228 
md 227 
rod 226 
rod 229 

FG6 (clockwise froro north) 
rod 420 
rod 416 
rod 418 
rod 417 
rod 419 

FG7 (southwest to northeast) 
rod 454 
rod 421 
rod 455 

I23 
rod 186 
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Survey Block 1: Structure Identification List (continued) 

I24 
md 189 

I25 
md 193 

I26 
md 103 

I27 
md 104 

I28 
md 222 

I29 (located in the Chan Laguna settlement area) 
md 105 
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The Chan Laquna Ridge: Survey Block 13 

Distance to site center: 2.55 krn 
Distance to nearest node of monumental architecture: 0.70 km 
Dominant residential group class in block: PP/1 
Total number of structures: 1 
Total number of groups: 1 
Residential group identification: 

133 
Groups excluded from the residential sample but identifiable 
as to residential group class affiliation: none 
structure excavations: K06 (md 158, 133) 
Chronology, structure surface diagnostics: none 
Chronology, excavated construction sequences: 

Early Classic 
Off-mound surface artifact densities: 2 kg/square kilometer 

Survey Block 13 is located at the shores of bajo, 25 

meters north of Chan Laguna. Here, the descent into water-

logged soils is rapid, and until 1990 water tables in the 

far northern quarter of Block 13 exceeded tolerance levels 

even for the land-hungry cane farmers of northern Belize. 

There are no visible structural remains or obvious land 

modifications within the boundaries of Survey Block 13. 

Ground surface artifacts are rare, consisting primarily of 

minute fragments of lithic flakes and debris. An isolated 

mound (133) does lie just beyond the block's western 

perimeter, roughly 100 meters north of the lagoon. Building 

activity in 133 is limited to the Early Classic Period, and 

the premature demise of residential land use in the vicinity 

of Survey Block 13 accounts for the area's low surface 

artifact densities. 
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Survey Block 13: Structure Identification List 

I33 
md 158 
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FIGURE A.19 

Survey Block 13. 
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The Chan Laguna Ridge: Survey Block 16 

Distance to site center: 3.40 km 
Distance to nearest node of monumental architecture: 1.21 km 
Dominant residential group class in block: PP/I 
Total number of structures: 8 
Total number of groups: 6 
Residential group identification: 

I50, I51, I52, I53, PPCN2, PP010 
Groups excluded from the residential sample but identifiable 
as to residential group class affiliation: PPLS2 
structure excavations: 

K44 (md 493, I51), K45 (md 495, PPLS2), K49 (m~ 560, 
PPLS2) 

Chronology, structure surface diagnostics: 
Late Preclassic, Early Classic 

Chronology, excavated construction sequences: 
Protoclassic, Early Classic 

Off-mound surface artifact density: 4 kg/square kilometer 

Survey Block 16 is situated towards the southern 

margins of the Chan Laguna Ridge. Beyond the block's 

eastern perimeter, the sheer face of a limestone terrace 

rises roughly two meters above the surrounding terrain. 

Today, a small strip of wetland vegetation follows the 

terrace base. Although slightly elevated above this belt of 

wetlands, several areas within Survey Block 16 became water-

logged after brief rains during the drI season of 1990. 

Isolates and paired platform groups are the only 

residential group classes represented in Survey Block 16. 

Of the three visible structures excavated in the block, each 

exhibits terminal occupations dating to the Early Classic 

Period. Additionally, a fourth excavation located five 

meters south of PPLS2 exposed a deeply buried Protoclassic 

platform. The full dimensions of the platform remain 



unknown, and this early structure has not been plotted on 

the accompanying settlement map of the block. 
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Block 16 also possesses two chich mounds (600 and 601), 

several quarries, two rock alignments (700 and 701), and a 

well. Excavations in Chich Mound 601 produced Chicanel and 

Tzakol ceramics. The few potsherds obtained from testing 

Rock Alignment 700 were of indeterminate date. Rock 

Alignment 701 is reminiscent of ethnographically-known 

animal pens (Wauchope 1937), and its close proximity to the 

well suggests that there was a return of settlers to Survey 

Block 16 at some point after the Conquest Period. 

Block 16's surface diagnostics uniformly date to the 

Late Preclassic and Early Classic, and, without doubt, 

prehispanic occupation of the block ceased by the end of the 

Early Classic Period. It is tempting to speculate that the 

abandonment of the area was related to conditions that were 

specific to the block, itself. To the contrary, however, 

all of the excavated paired platform groups and isolates on 

the Chan Laguna Ridge were abandoned by the end of the Early 

Classic, even when nearby focus groups and basal platform 

groups persisted well into Late Classic times. Whatever 

ills afflicted the inhabitants of the Chan Laguna Ridge, 

therefore, they were neither specific to Block 16 nor 

endemic to the ridge as a whole, but selectively affected 

the occupants of two particular residential group classes. 
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Survey Block 16: structure Identification List 

I50 
md 492 

I51 
md 493 

I52 
md 494 

I53 
md 508 

PPCN2 (west to east) 
md 498 
md 803 

PPLS2 (n.orth to south) 
md 560 
md 495 

PP010 (west to east) 
rod 497 
md 496 



FIGURE A.20 

Survey Block 16 
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