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ABSTRACT 

The discovery of small, residential-sized mounds in the northern Yucatan 

composed of solid or nearly solid rubble limestone triggered a vigorous debate within 

Maya archaeology over the actual function of these mounds. Many Mayanists found it 

difficult to accept that these were Indeed housemounds based on their size and 

composition. A review of recent excavations of similar mounds from various regions 

within the Maya area is combined with new evidence from Albion Island, Belize, to posit 

that rubble construction is merely an alternate form of construction dictated by geologic 

and geographical constraints. Group 200 on Albion Island is a group of five mounds 

which in size, shape, and cultural artifacts fall within the designation 'housemound; but 

which are composed mainly of limestone cobbles and boulders. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Scholarly interest in the residences of the ancient Maya has a long history, 

although a perusal of the major works of literature would seem to bely that. As early as 

1892, Edward Thompson excavated housemounds in the Yucatan (Haviland, 1970, p.2A). 

During 1934-1937, the Ricketsons and Robert Wauchope excavated the remains of 

small, low platforms at Uaxactun, concluding that these were the remains of houses 

(Ricketson, 1937; Haviland, 1970). The majority of Mayanists were more interested 

in the pyramids and temples and entombed treasures than in the little mounds that dotted 

the landscapes around the large and magnificent ceremonial centers (Cook, 1989). 

Gordon Willey's excavation of the site of Barton Ramie during the 1950's was the first 

project devoted to the investigation of smaller mounds (Haviland, 1970, p.28), and his 

use of a settlement pattern study to elicit the geographical distribution of the Maya over 

the land triggered many mapping projects. The most successful of these, the Tikal 

Project, revolutionized Maya studies by showing the large ceremonial precincts to have 

been surrounded by thousands of mounds of varying size. This put an end to the 

popularly held misconception that the Maya centers were empty cities inhabited only by 

priests, nobles, and their servants, and forced reassessments of population figures, 

social and political theory, ancient demography, and other areas of Maya archaeology 

(Weaver, 1981). 

It is only within the past decade that archaeologists have turned from 

simply mapping these mound groups to actual excavation. This has led to discussions of 

"...whether it is possible to reconstruct either the actors or activities that pertained to 

past households" (Ashmore and Wilk, 1988, p.6). Housemound excavation has also been 

hampered by the belief that the physical and cultural remains of these dwellings "...are 

so boringly similar" (Rathje, 1983, p.25). 

However, housemounds are dissimilar enough that controversy remains 

over whether certain features are residential in function, or are even artificial and 

man-made. Although the typical housemound group is composed of a limited number of 

single or multiple room dwellings built either around a plaza or on a platform, many 

recent surveys have uncovered isolated mounds whose function is uncertain, and mounds 

whose construction technique does not follow the typical pattern of stone foundation walls 
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filled with a matrix composed of varying degrees of earth, cultural debris, and stones or 

pebbles. These mounds were composed mainly of rubble with little soil fill, and 

identifiable walls or foundations were often not present. These have been labelled chich 

mounds or rubble mounds, and for many years, after their initial discovery in the 

Northern Yucatan area, their function was debated. Were they housemounds, special 

ancillary structures, or natural features? Their presence often in the middle of a plaza 

or patio led many to assume they were not residential. However, excavation of mounds 

that were described as rubble or chich mounds indicates that many of these mounds may 

indeed have served as housemounds in addition to other functions. 

While the vast majority of Maya mounds contain varying degrees of 

limestone rock, this paper is concerned with those whose chief component is rubble, 

with little soil matrix. This includes mounds reported as rubble or chich, and it is 

argued herein that many of these mounds may indeed be the remains of ancient 

residences. Examples of residential rubble mounds from the literature are combined 

with the publication of data from Albion Island, Belize, to assert that the construction of 

these mounds is dictated in many instances by the geography and geology of the site, but 

that their function is identical to the more familiar earthen platform groups from other 

parts of the Maya area. 

Although many archaeologists have offered definitions of chich mounds, 

others have excavated what could be named chich mounds but have refrained from 

labelling them so. This may be because at one time, few archaeologists would have 

accepted a residential function for these features. 

The term chich originates in the Maya ch'lch", which means gravel or small 

stones (Ringle and Andrews V, 1988, p. 182). Chich mounds have been defined as "low 

rubble mounds found on and off platforms" (Killion, et.al., 1989, p.285), while other 

scholars have tried to more scientifically assign a size limit to them, claiming these low 

rubble piles must be 3.7m or less in diameter, lack retaining walls, and be less than 

0.5m high (Ringle and Andrews V, 1988, p. 182). Sabloff, et.al. have defined them as 

concentrations of small stones, less than 16m2 in area, found at ground level, which 

lack retaining walls and are not supported by basal platforms (1984,pp. 15, 17). Other 

authors prefer to label all such features rubble mounds and to differentiate them by size 

(Thomas, 1981, see below). Ringle and Andrews V have stated that "...any chich pile 
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with artifacts was probably a cultural feature," although a lack of artifacts would not 

indicate the lack of a feature (1988, p. 182). 

Excavations at the various sites on Cozumel led Rathje and Phillips to 

label a chich-like feature a mic—a platform composed entirely of large irregular 

rubble with no soil cover and an uneven surface (1975, p.82). Their tests indicated 

that earlier platforms were built of small, packed rubble, while later ones were built of 

larger rubble. They concluded these earlier mounds were housemounds, while the later, 

larger ones were most likely storage areas for goods traded through the island's 

merchant ports (1975, p.87). 

Prentice Thomas' excavations at Becan in the late 1970's led to his 

classification of eight types of structures according to height, size, and shape, which he 

combined with a classification of five construction materials. He reported finding a 

"sizeable number" of mounds which were covered with limestone pebbles and cobbles, 

but were without limestone blocks (1981, p. 15). He concluded that many of the 

elliptical or circular mounds which were greater than 6m in diameter were 

housemounds, even though the orientation of the feature could not be discerned. The 

majority of these mounds had plaster floors, ceramic and lithic artifacts, and even 

occasional burials. Smaller mounds were not residential, but were probably storage or 

workshop areas, kitchens, sweatbaths, wash areas, shrines, even beehive shelters. 

Some may have been natural features, others deliberate stone concentrations whose 

functions remain unknown (1981, pp.15, 85). 

Sabloff and his colleagues excavated similar mounds at the site of Sayil, 

and found that the majority of their "feature clusters" were located on top of rubble 

platforms or terraces (1984, p. 17). These platforms were constructed of limestone 

rubble which varied in size from cobbles less than 10cm in length to 30-50cm long 

boulders, and were often bordered by large, roughly shaped boulders (1984,p. 17). 

Many of the feature clusters contained up to 9 chich mounds, and some were associated 

with chultuns (1984, pp.23-35). 

Rlngle and Andrews V found frequent chich piles at the Late Formative site 

of Komchen. While admitting that they had had "limited success" in determining the 

function of these piles, they felt that their abundance indicated that they were indeed 

platforms for superstructures (1988, p. 182). The distribution of these mounds at 

Komchen suggested to the authors that these were the remains of housemounds: the ratio 
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of chich piles to large structures increased with increasing distance from the site 

center, until at the peripheries, nearly every structure was a chich pile (1988, 

p. 183). Ringle and Andrews V concluded that the location of these piles relatively close 

to site center with its large platform groups indicated that these were not distant enough 

to have been secondary residences or field huts, while conversely, their distance from 

these same large platforms meant they could not have served as outbuildings or ancillary 

structures for the large platforms. However, some chich piles contained metates, a 

certain indicator of a domestic residence, although they reported that few of the piles had 

"substantial amounts of cultural material" (1988, pp.183-184). 

Most recently, Kil 1 ion, et.al. have reported that the Terminal Classic 

period at Sayil did have chich piles, and that these contained domestic pottery. They have 

suggested that some, although not all, may represent houses (1989, p.285). These piles 

may have been "short-term" residences (field huts or shelters) that were expanded to 

"substantial" dwellings, ancillary structures, or deliberate stone piles which resulted 

from the clearing of land for cultivation, etc. (1989, p.286). 

Unfortunately, while some attempts have been made to quantify exactly 

what constitutes a chich pile versus a mere rubble platform (Thomas, 1981; Sabloff, 

et.al., 1984), others simply call any rock pile a chich pile and never investigate its 

formation and possible function, nor give exact details (size, height, etc.) of the pile in 

question. 

Other archaeologists continue to believe that these features are not 

residential in function, but may have served as ancillary structures [kitchens, 

workshops, sheds, pens, etc. (Tourtellot, 1973, p.40)]. Tourtellot concluded that at 

Seibal, those mounds that served as houses had a floor area greater than 23m2, were 

located on one side of a patio or platform, and contained manos and metates, hearths, a 

high frequency of utilitarian artifacts (ceramic, lithic), occasional burials, and were 

bordered by midden deposits to the sides and rear (1988, p. 101). He concluded that 

although "chichob" could be a significant factor in the total number of structures at a 

single site, he remained unconvinced that they were house remains and not ancillary 

structures "at best" (1988, pp.117-118). 

Webster and Gonlin found in their excavations of rural structures in the 

Copan Valley that few remains of a superstructure were ever found after hundreds of 

years of abandonment, and that most were single phase constructions of earth and stone. 
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Hearths were rarely found at these rural mounds and were limited to burned or 

discolored areas around the mound, and were never found on or within the fill of the 

mound (1988, pp. 186-187). 

Although Webster and Gonlin did not label their mounds chich or rubble 

platforms, the accompanying photos and maps resemble the rubble platforms found at 

the aforementioned sites in the Peten and Yucatan. Their findings substantiate this 

author's conclusions—rubble or chich mounds may represent single phase occupations 

in areas dictated by geologic conditions. Many of these mounds have been found in areas 

where bedrock outcrops very close to the ground surface. At other sites [e.g. Nohmul 

(Pyburn, 1989)] housemounds were constructed by first excavating to bedrock and then 

building a platform up higher than the land surface. This served two purposes: houses 

on mounds were elevated above the ground surface and could take advantage of a slight 

breeze as well as avoid interior flooding during the rainy season, while a foundation 

built on bedrock was stronger and more solid than that built on the land surface or in 

the often clayish soils. Areas where bedrock outcrops just below the surface often 

provide a natural rise. It has been noted that bedrock outcrops were sometimes first 

leveled and were frequently built upon (Freidel and Sabloff, 1984, p.78; Killion, et.al., 

1989; Kurjack, 1974; Sabloff, et.al., 1984). Kurjack reported that at Dzibilchaltun, 

the area around the outcrops was built up with rubble, which was surrounded by 

masonry retaining walls. These foundations were surfaced with gravel and topped with a 

plaster floor (1974, pp.51 -52). He also noted that since bedrock was too close to the 

surface, building posts would have had to be buried in the platform fill. If this fill were 

dry (more solid rubble than wet organic earth), the timber posts would not rot as 

quickly as they would in a soil matrix (1974, p.51). 

Thus we have evidence for rubble platforms from the Yucatecan sites of 

Dzibilchaltun and Komchen, Cozumal Island (Freidel and Leventhal, 1975), Rio Bee 

(Adams, 1977), Sayil in the Peten, and Copan in the southeast zone. Rubble fill 

construction has been found that supports both large platforms with several masonry 

structures and smaller platforms that supported perishable superstructures. Why then 

are some archaeologists reluctant to consider that ordinary Maya might have lived on 

smaller versions of rubble platforms, i.e. chich mounds? 

Although many consider chich mounds to be quite small in diameter (less 

than 6 or so meters), their description is identical to that of so called rubble mounds 
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from many sites. While small mounds only 1 or 2m 1n diameter are obviously too small 

to have been used as residences (temporary or permanent), many modern Maya homes 

today are no larger than 3 or 4m wide. These typically house the poorer members of the 

community. Prehistoric mounds this size could have been used as temporary houses, and 

then reused for some other function, or vice versa. Unfortunately, the artifacts 

recovered from these rubble mounds range in quantity and quality, and are not indicative 

of specific functions. 

This last may be a factor of the present state of excavation technology and 

analysis. If some of these mounds were used for single phase occupations, their artifact 

density would be considerably lower than those with multiple phase layers. It could also 

be a factor of preservation: lower artifact density deposits could be thinly scattered at a 

site inhabited briefly, and thus difficult to distinguish. At the present, the debate over 

the functions of these mounds continues, and only further research will answer our 

questions. While it may perhaps be premature to make this conclusion, the data 

recovered from an examination of these mounds could make significant contributions to 

our knowledge of the social organization and demographic structure of the ancient Maya. 

The following chapter details the excavation of a small group of rubble 

mounds found on Albion Island, at which most residential mounds appear to have been 

constructed of consolidated rubble matrices. While one mound in the group was rebuilt 

several times, two large mounds exhibit no evidence for reconstruction or expansion, 

but do appear to have been domestic in function. Their construction is identical to many 

of the mounds found at the sites discussed before, and lends further weight to the 

interpretation of some of the rubble platforms or chich mounds as ancient residences. 
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CHAPTER 2 

EXCAVATIONS AT GROUP 200 

Group 200 Is composed of 5 small mounds (l-V) located at approximately 

40m above sea level in the northwest corner of survey unit 138 (refer to the site map 

in the possession of Dr. Anne Pyburn). The mounds are irregularly grouped around an 

open area on a bedrock outcrop atop a ridge on government-owned land east of the village 

of Santa Cruz, Rio Hondo, Belize. 

Time constraints allowed the excavation of only three of the mounds 

(hounds l-lll), the results of which are published below. The entire group was assigned 

an areal context of A7, and each mound was assigned an arbitrary lot of 50 consecutive 

context numbers; this was an attempt to limit the amount of confusion as all three 

mounds were being excavated simultaneously by independent crews. The mounds were 

covered by tropical verdure and palm trees. The area had been burnt relatively recently 

as attested by scorch marks on the trunks of the trees up to a height of 1.0-1,3m, 

although none of the surface ceramics from the three mounds which were investigated 

appeared to have been burnt. 

hOUND I [Figs. 1 & 2] 

Mound I had the second highest elevation of the three excavated mounds 

(Mound III was taller), but no discernible walls were found either on the surface or 

during the course of excavations. Mound I, despite its larger size than Mounds II, IV, and 

V, did not contain floor remains or any stratified fill; this led to the conclusion that 

problems might be encountered in attempts to determine separate occupation levels 

within the mounds and chronological sequences between them. Two large boulders on the 

surface of Mound I may have possibly been remaining evidence for a wall, but this is 

unsubstantiated. 

The top humus layer (A7-01) was very thin and severely eroding over 

most of the mound due to the extreme openness of the group to wind, rain, and other 

erosional forces that were exacerbated by the close location of the group to the side of the 

ridge. A 2x1m test pit was placed on the western flank of the mound. This initial level 
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contained many sherds (processing and analysis are continuing at Indiana University, 

and unfortunately no precise accounts were available at this time), lithic fragments of 

chert and chalcedony, 2 obsidian prismatic blade fragments, and a groundstone fragment. 

These finds were to be multiplied in the underlying context levels. 

Although 20 context numbers were assigned throughout the excavation, 

the vast majority were simply continuing rubble fill for the mound platform—no 

distinct layers or possible floors could be discerned. This thesis will follow Pyburn's 

designations for rubble size: pebbles—unshaped limestone pieces between 2-5cm in 

diameter, and cobbles—"chunks" of limestone originally assigned a diameter of 10-

20cm, which will be expanded to 5-20 cm here (1989, pp.50-51). A third designation 

is also proposed: chat of boulder, 20 or more cm in diameter. Use of these terms allows 

the conclusion that the mounds of Group 200 were composed mainly of cobbles and 

boulders, with little soil matrix. 

During the course of excavations, an 119x192cm trench on the northeast 

side of the mound was begun to establish if any discernible occupation layers could be 

found. At the same time, the original test pit was expanded to 380x250cm at the north 

wall, 380x200cm at the south wall. A narrow slit trench (A7-09) running around the 

easily Identifiable perimeter of the mound was initiated to clear and define the large 

boulders which were showing above the ground surface and which were conjectured to be 

foundation or basal platform walls. 

Two caches were uncovered in Mound I, which may have been related to 

each other and possibly interred during the same episode. The first cache encountered, 

A7-03, contained a red slipped basal flange plate inverted over an hemispherical bowl. 

The plate had round sides and a direct, interiorly beveled rim, and a slightly rounded 

base with a depressed center. The only remaining decoration was the red slip of both the 

interior and exterior. The plate had a diameter of 34.2cm, and a height of 6.5cm. The 

bowl had incurving sides, a direct rim, and a red slipped exterior (plain, non-slipped 

interior), with a rim diameter of 12.5cm and a height of 8.8cm. No definable cache 

walls could be outlined due to the slippage and relocation of the boulders comprising the 

mound since deposition, but the cache was cemented into its matrix by the hardened 

ancient soil and what appeared to have been a petrified insect nest which had accreted to 

part of the cache vessels. 
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The second cache, A7-14, was located west of A7-03, and contained a red 

slipped basal flange plate with a ring base, round sides with a direct rim and an arching 

base; both the interior and exterior were red slipped. The rim diameter was 42.0cm, 

the height 8.7cm. This plate was inverted over a slab-footed cylindrical tripod vessel 

with curving sides and hollow, squared legs with circular openings on the interior sides. 

Red slip covered both the exterior and interior; the rim diameter was 144cm, the total 

height 13.55cm, the body 9.75cm. Accompanying the vessels were two complete 

projectile points, one of gray and one of gray and brown chert. The gray chert point was 

lying horizontally with the point directed east, while the gray and brown chert point was 

standing vertically in the matrix, resting against a cobble, with its point directed to the 

north. 

The area between the two caches, 1,6m in width, was excavated to see if 

any clue to the function for the caches could be found (a burial, doorway, etc.). Although 

the excavation was taken to bedrock, no further context for the caches could be found. It 

is possible that the caches were deposited beneath the doorway of the perishable 

structure which had stood on top of the rubble platform, but with no walls or foundations 

remaining, but this is conjecture. Likewise, the caches could have accompanied a burial 

which, due to the somewhat porous nature of the rubble matrix, could have 

disintegrated, but no bones at all were recovered from Group 200. The rubble between 

the two caches continued for 39cm until bedrock was reached. 

A large cut in the surface of the bedrock was revealed (A7-17, A7-18) 

underlying the rubble. At the southwest end of the cut, limestone rocks had been stacked 

one atop the other to fill in the cut. The matrix which filled the cut was composed of fine 

soil with few pebbles and no cultural material whatsoever. A very large boulder (more 

than 75cm wide) had been placed over the part of the cut which extended out from 

underneath the mound itself, presumably to cover the cut and raise the surface level to 

one more approximate to the level of the platform. 

The trench which had been excavated on the northeast side of Mound I, 

encompassing contexts A7-04 through A7-08 and A7-12, allowed the first glimpse of 

the unique construction method employed on Albion Island. This method had been 

encountered in smaller mounds excavated in other survey units, but the first sizeable 

mound to exhibit this in a clear profile was Mound I. 
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The large boulders which were cleared during the A7-09 operation were 

found to be substantial in size (the largest approximately 1.5m in diameter) and resting 

directly on the outcropping bedrock, which underneath Mound I sloped upwards from the 

northeast side to level off near the center of the mound. These boulders ringed the 

periphery of the mound, and had been used as the foundation for the platform. The 

platform itself had been constructed by filling In the area between the large boulders 

with cobbles and smaller boulders until the desired height was attained. How this rubble 

platform was consolidated led to many conjectures in the field. The presence of a soft, 

blue-gray to purple substance found coating the rocks within the rubble was 

interpreted as a possible mortar-like substance which had been poured over the rocks 

as a cement. However, the soft nature of this substance naturally raised questions as to 

how it could have originally been a hard cement. It was also suggested this substance was 

a product of the roots which had penetrated through all three of the mounds to bedrock. 

(It was noted that one could accurately guess the depth to bedrock by noting the 

increasing size of the roots present throughout the rubble fill and which rested 

immediately on top of the bedrock; root action had caused the surface of the bedrock in 

all excavated areas to be flaked.) This seems an equally likely possibility. 

Mound I may have served as a residential dwelling; conversely, it was 

suggested that it may also have functioned as a shrine. The first interpretation is 

favored. The presence of caches in other residential units has been noted at other sites 

(Pyburn, 1989), and would not necessarily indicate a shrine. Nor would the presence 

of a burial, had one been found to accompany A7-03 and A7-14, the caches. It was a 

common practice among the ancient Maya to bury their dead beneath the floor of the 

house and resurface the floor. The presence of domestic pottery, utilitarian in style and 

decoration, with a few polychrome sherds seems indicative of a middle level residence 

and certainly does not seem to restrict the function of the building to those which 

Tourtellot (1988) has suggested were performed at ancillary structures: kitchens, 

storage, oratories, burial altars, or shrines. 

It is postulated that Mound I may have been a single occupation dwelling, 

which may never have been expanded or rebuilt. Presumably, the effects of an 

expansion would have been preserved, as they were in Mound III. 

MOUND II [Fig. 3] 
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Mound II was the lowest of the three mounds Investigated during the 

1990 season. An Intensive surface collection and subsequent clearing was undertaken to 

search for any possible wall remnants, but as in Mound I, none were found. Mound II 

appeared on its southeast side to abut a portion of the naturally outcropping bedrock in 

such a manner as to suggest a possible terrace or buttressing unit, but excavations in a 

3.5m trench (at right angles to the trench discussed below) could neither prove nor 

disprove this. 

In the absence of any discernible walls, a 3m trench running northeast to 

southwest was placed over an area that held a small concentration of large rim sherd 

fragments which appeared to have come from the same vessel but which did not 

reconstruct a whole or partial pot. A very large palm tree was growing on the north side 

of the trench, still within what was believed to be the periphery of the mound; while it 

was not cut down, it ensured that this mound, like the other two excavated, had 

experienced a great deal of root invasion and possible displacement. Pomacea sp. shell 

fragments lying on the surface of the trench were collected. Only one obsidian fragment 

and a small amount of chert fragments were recovered from this context (A7-50), but a 

substantial amount of sherds were found. 

The underlying context, A7-51, yielded three more obsidian prismatic 

blade fragments and a basal flange sherd fragment in addition to nondiagnostic sherds. No 

distinction between the rubble matrix of A7-=50 and this layer was visible, so it was 

concluded that this was continuing rubble fill from an eroded platform. 

Much more soil was present in the matrix of this mound than was found in 

that of Mound I; cobble size remained the same, but a few large boulders were found in 

Mound II. This may mean some difference in function or chronology, but the absence of 

walls or floors hampers interpretation. 

A 600x80cm trench was imposed over the smaller initial trench to 

search for any density differences in the cobbles or cultural material that might indicate 

an edge to the mound. Unfortunately, Mound II appears to have slumped considerably 

more than the other two mounds excavated, and it was not possible to establish the exact 

dimensions of the mound, nor could the orientation of the building be ascertained. 

A7-52, the context below A7-51, yielded a large proximal chert 

fragment and more Pomacea sp. shells, including a nearly complete shell, as well as 

sherds, but no distinct levels. It was feared at this point that Mound II would also not 



19 

provide any evidence for multiple occupation phases. At the extreme southwestern end of 

the trench, a cache (A7-53) was uncovered underneath a boulder that was 40cm in 

diameter. 

A7-53 consisted of an Incomplete inverted plate with a basal ridge or 

flange. Adjacent to this plate to the south, and 1-6mm lower in the level was found an 

hemispherical bowl with a rounded base and slightly incurved sides. This bowl had an 

exterior folded rim. The interior and exterior of the bowl were extremely eroded and it 

was difficult to detect any traces of a slip. Although the bowl was not found immediately 

under the plate, as the bowl and tripod vessel had been found immediately under the 

plates in the two caches from Mound I, it was concluded that A7-53 followed the same 

pattern—a bowl or cylindrical vessel placed on its side beneath an inverted plate. A7-

53 was closer to the surface, and appears to have suffered more erosional damage as well 

as physical crushing by the heavy boulder over it than either A7-03 or A7-14 

experienced. 

A7-54 and A7-55 were the context numbers assigned to the layers 

underneath A7-52, and were continuous throughout the entire trench. The cobbles and 

boulders throughout the trench increased in size with the increasing depth of the 

excavation. This appears to have been a construction technique to raise the level of the 

platform, as bedrock underneath Mound 11 was farther below the ground surface than the 

bedrock encountered below Mound I. 

The continuing rubble layer, with its increasingly large boulders, became 

more difficult to excavate, and few sherds and lithics were recovered. At 50cm deep, a 

60x80cm test pit was sunk at the 5m mark on the trench to discover if there were any 

discernable layers or if the rubble fill continued unabated to bedrock. Bedrock was 

encountered at a depth varying from 55-58cm throughout the pit, although excavations 

continued to approximately 80cm. 

Mound II was built in the same fashion as Mound I: large boulders were 

used to outline the perimeter of the mound and raise the flat level on which smaller 

boulders and cobbles were piled. Presumably, perishable superstructures were built 

atop these mounds. Mound II yielded no information as to the type of mortar that was 

employed to consolidate what would have been very uneven fill which easily shifted 

under any weight. Mound II, like Mound I, was apparently a single occupation phase 

residence. 
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MOUND III [Figs. 4-6] 

Mound III was the largest of the mounds In Group 200, and was located at 

the north end of the group. A mound of larger size than its neighbors, a 4x1m trench 

was originally laid out north to south to bisect the west quadrant of the mound in half and 

allow the most amount of information to be yielded; plans called for areal expansions 

should any promising contexts be located. Mound III yielded the firmest evidence for 

these rubble fill mounds as residential units. 

A very large number of sherds were excavated from the contexts of Mound 

III, accompanied by chert tool fragments, obsidian blade fragments, groundstone 

fragments, and Pomacea sp. shells. At this date, the analysis of the sherds from the 

entire group is proceeding and will be published at a future date. 

No standing walls or wall foundations were visible on the surface of 

Mound III. No walls were found in the contexts (A7-101 through A7-106) excavated in 

the 4x1m trench. At the bottom of A7-104, located at the south wall to 1m, a very thin, 

yellow, eroded surface (A7-138) was found overlying a thin layer of rubble on bedrock. 

This surface was 120cm deep, with bedrock sloping to a maximum depth of 144cm. 

To facilitate excavation and to possibly outline the size of this surface A7-

138, the trench was expanded to 1000x80cm, a trench that bisected the eastern half of 

the mound. The upper layers (A7-107, 108) were identical to the rubble matrix by 

now so familiar from Mounds I and 11 —cobbles and boulders of varying size mixed with 

some soil matrix and soft, blue-gray to purple material. 

At a depth of 71 cm was found the first plaster floor, A7-119. Located 

beneath 260-360cm north in the trench, it disappeared into the north wall of the 

excavation. As this was crucial evidence to support the theory that these mounds were 

indeed residential in function, the trench was expanded to search for the perimeter of the 

floor. This necessitated clearing quite a bit of the mound, and new context numbers were 

assigned as a cautionary measure, although subsequent analysis and excavation proved 

these to be the same rubble fill as that in the trench. The top of floor A7-119 was very 

dark and very eroded, but the floor itself proved to be 7cm thick and very well 

preserved. Beneath was A7-120, a fill layer with sherds, including polychrome and 

basal flange fragments, and chert fragments. No Pomacea sp. shell nor any of the blue-

gray/purple mortar was found in this floor fill. 
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More than 70cm south of this floor, and at a depth ranging from 53.0-

85.0cm, a cache was recovered. Within A7-107, A7-109 (the cache) consisted of a 

large hemispherical bowl with incurving sides and a direct rim. The exterior was red 

slipped, with a rim diameter of 20.5cm and a height of 10.0cm. This bowl was embedded 

in the wall of the trench, and a large cobble was packed by the matrix in the mouth of the 

bowl; therefore, the east wall of the trench was expanded to allow the removal of the 

cobble and the exposure of the entire bowl. To the south of the bowl lay a basal flange 

plate with slightly outflaring sides and a direct, rounded rim. The interior of the plate 

had a red-orange slip with a geometric design consisting of black triangles around the 

rim, with a black horizontal band underneath. A black horizontal band also rimmed the 

exterior of the plate, with a red-orange slip on the body to the flange. There was no slip 

beneath the flange, but a line of black triangles circled the edge of the flange itself. The 

rim diameter of the plate was 30.0cm, the height 6.5cm. 

A third vessel was found: a red slipped dish sitting on its base in the same 

context directly south of and nearly touching the basal flange plate. This flat based dish 

had flared sides and a direct rim, and both the exterior and the interior were slipped. A 

hematite fragment was found underneath the dish, as was one one large chert flake, one 

chert drill, and a broken river mussel shell, one of only two found in the mound. 

These three bowls were not separated horizontally by much space, but 

vertically, the greatest difference between the uppermost and the lowest vessels was 

20cm. The shifting nature of the rubble fill accounts for this discrepancy. The matrix 

surrounding the cache was full of the blue/gray to purple soft material noted before. 

Excavations in this area continued, and at a depth 20cm lower, what was 

originally thought to be another, distinct cache was uncovered. It was concluded during 

the excavation of this cache, however, that it was indeed a part of the original A7-109 

cache, and labelled accordingly. Again, the shifting nature of the rubble fill as it became 

unconsolidated after the abandonment of the group explains the depth discrepancy. 

This part of A7-109 consisted of a 10.1cm long jade bead grilled through 

the middle, 1.8cm thick, with the diameter of the drilled opening 0.8cm. At the south 

end of the bead, touching It, was a smaller, unshaped piece of jade 2x1 cm in size, with 

evidence for incomplete drilling at one end. These pieces were accompanied by 9 shell 

tinklers with drilled pendant holes found in situ, and another 2 recovered from other 

contexts that must have been moved after deposition (possibly via rodent action). Five 
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chert drills, three in situ and touching the shell beads, were found, ranging from 2.45-

43cm in length. Lying beneath one of the shell tinklers, immediately east of the jade 

bead, was a broken fragment of an unidentified material, possibly stone. Some slight 

grinding of the edge and the broken center of the fragment suggested it may have been 

part of an ear flare, although further analysis is needed to prove or disprove this. 

The clearing of the majority of Mound III to expose the full extent of A7-

119, the eroded floor, exposed what is believed to be the outside of the building which 

stood upon the floor. A darker soil (A7-117) mixed with fewer pebbles was located on 

the north flank of the mound. While lithics and fragmented sherds were found within the 

deposit, the extent and location of this soil only outside the floor area and to its north led 

to the presumption that this area was outside the building. The area was excavated 

separately, although it was not taken to bedrock due to time constraints. No floors or 

identifiable layers were located within It. A7-126, located below A7-117 and 

constituting the same matrix of dark soil with cobbles and boulders, contained some 

large boulders which may have been tumble from wall A7-131. A circular patch (A7-

129) of what may have been an ash dump was located within this context, but although 

one small burnt pebble was found, neither burnt sherds nor charcoal were uncovered 

within it. A piece of chalcedony, partially covered with cortex, was found in the context. 

The excavation of the remainder of the trench continued as floor A7-119 

was removed. In the trench, between distances of 120-260cm, a second plaster floor 

was uncovered at a depth 28cm below A7-119, at 99.0cm. The surface of this floor, 

A7-132 was in much better condition than that of A7-119, and occupied the full width 

of the trench, disappearing into both the north and south walls; only the southern edge of 

A7-119 had been present in the trench. 

A7-132 was unusual in that between the 250-260cm marks, the floor 

"lipped up" or became vertical for 6-7cm, and the edge was completely straight. 

Expansion of the trench north and west at first could not solve this puzzle, as the 

vertical plaster did not meet any particular feature. Continued expansion and clearing of 

A7-119 had revealed a row of very large boulders apparently in situ—their south sides 

formed a completely straight edge. The vertical plaster A7-132 was found to be present 

on the lower portion of these boulders on the side away from that area over which A7-

119 had been plastered. The south edge of the plaster floor, A7-119, had coincided 

roughly with the south side of these rocks. The placement of these boulders relative to 
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the area of A7-119 and the position of A7-132 with its vertical lip led to the conclusion 

that A7-132 had been a porch or room associated with A7-119, which had either been 

an interior room or a slightly elevated room. As no postholes were found in Mound 111 

associated with any of the plastered areas, it is impossible to tell id A7-132 actually 

was outside the perimeter of the house. One piece of evidence which pointed in that 

direction was the excavation of more than 3 dozen boulders of comparable size that 

formed, including the line of straight boulders mentioned above, a roughly apsidal shape 

4x6.5m. Although the southwestern and northeastern sides of the oval were either very 

jumbled or missing, there was an area in the southeast where two courses of stone were 

preserved; boulders 50 or more cm long had somewhat smaller boulders sitting directly 

atop them. The apsidal shape formed by these boulders must have been the basal 

platform or foundation walls upon which A7-119 was built. A7-132 lay on the outside 

of these boulders, hinting at its use as a porch. The boulders of the wall (which were 

given the context A7-131) which were in direct contact with the vertical plaster of A7-

132 had plaster remnants on their tops which hint that at this side of the building, the 

floor lay directly over these boulders, which were used as a step. This porch then 

orients the structure of this phase as having faced west. 

The outer edge of A7-132 was found to be still standing on the west edge. 

The width of the area covered by A7-132 at this end was uniform throughout the 2m of 

vertical facing uncovered, and showed the floor to be 1.3m wide between the boulders and 

the edge. 

The areas inside and outside the large oval area surrounded by these 

boulders were excavated separately under different context numbers under the 

assumption that outside the boulders was outside the building. Large chert fragments and 

substantial amounts of sherds were recovered from the area outside the boulders and 

thus presumably outside the house (labelled A7-123). These included a rim sherd from 

a straight-necked jar, obsidian prismatic blade fragments, and two small pieces of 

greenstone. 

At this point it is necessary to travel backwards somewhat and remind the 

reader of the cache which had previously been uncovered, A7-109. A dichromatic basal 

flange plate, labelled A7-124, was found within A7-123, but due.to its placement 

within the mound and relative to the aforementioned cache, was determined to be a part 

of the original A7-109 cache. This plate had a slightly rounded base, flaring sides, and a 
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direct but slightly thickened rim and a slight ring base. The Interior was red slipped, 

the exterior decorated by a red horizontal band below and covering the rim. Four 

alternating bands of orange and red decorated the sides below the rim to the flange. The 

top of the flange itself had two bands, one red, one orange, while the area below the flange 

was apparently unslipped. The rim diameter of the plate was 36cm, the height 7.9cm. 

Yet another plate was found in this area; uncover ed and excavated at a 

different time than A7-109 and A7-124, it is nonetheless believed to be part of the 

same cache. A7-127 was the most elaborately decorated pot recovered—a polychrome 

basal flange bowl with a ring base, slightly incurved sides, and an indirect rim. The 

bowl was found inverted outside the boulder wall A7-131. The interior area below the 

flange was orange-slipped; the interior above the flange had a red-orange slip. On the 

rim's interior was a black horizontal band, while on the rim itself there was a red 

horizontal band that overlapped the interior and exterior. The exterior was decorated 

with a repeating motif: semicircle, convex to the right, swallowtail-like extensions on 

the left; these tail-Uke appendages lay on either side of the feather-like projections. To 

the right of this was a sail-like design arcing to the left, enclosing a series of red dots. 

To the right of this design was another sail-like design arcing to the right. The final 

portion of the design was eroded but suggested two intersecting arcs enclosing red dots. 

To the right of this and separated from it by several centimeters was a red trapezoid 

with arcing sides enclosing a smaller identical red trapezoid. This series of designs 

repeats itself once around the bowl. All these designs were executed in red with a black 

outline on an orange base. The basal flange was covered with three repeats of the 

following design: a finger-like design pointing to the left, with on its right a bar with a 

semicircle motif. This was followed by a red segment and another vertical bar and 

semicircle motif. The matrix inside the bowl yielded several sherds, two chert 

fragments, and a great deal of the soft blue/gray to purple material. This bowl was 

located east of A7-124 

East of A7-127 were found the last two members of the cache, A7-128, 

which consisted of two pots: a polychrome tetrapod bowl with rattle feet and a 

polychrome goblet. The feet of the tetrapod vessel were truncated cones with vertical 

slotted vents. It had a basal flange with outcurving sides and a direct rim. The interior 

was orange slipped with two horizontal red bands, and the rim had a black horizontal 

band on the exterior and top portions. The body of the bowl was orange slipped with a 
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red, black, and orange design. A central vertical bar topped with finger-like projections 

was between two identical S-shaped serpent-like figures. The basal flange had two 

slipped horizontal bands, and the slip continued onto the feet. The rim diameter was 

14.3 cm and the overall height 140cm (the height of the body of the vessel was 7.3cm). 

The goblet had a horizontal flange with an outcurving pedestal base. The 

sides were flared above the flange with an exterior folded rim. The body of the vessel 

below the flange was rounded. The interior of the goblet had an orange slipped base with 

two red horizontal bands and a narrow black band at the rim. The interior below the 

level of the flange was too eroded to discern if it had been slipped. The rim top was 

adorned with alternating segments of red and black. The exterior of the goblet was 

decorated by an extremely eroded polychrome pattern on a red base above the flange. The 

top of the horizontal flange had a design similar to that on the rim: alternating segments 

of red and black. Below the flange was a red horizontal band on an orange base. The 

exterior design suggested four wide black vertical bars with horizontal bars above and 

below, similar to an l-design. The pedestal of the goblet was orange slipped. The rim 

diameter was 14.4cm, and the overall height 12.1 cm (the height of the body was 

9.0cm). 

The location of this cache (A7-109, A7-124, A7-127, A7-128) in a 

semicircle outside of the large boulder wall indicates that it was a dedicatory offering for 

the the construction of the floor A7-119, with its porch A7-132 and perishable 

superstructure, and was interred before the construction of said boulder wall. As in the 

instance of caches A7-09 and A7-14 from Mound I and A7-53 from Mound II, no bones 

were found either associated with the cache or within the mound. 

Excavations under A7-119 and its fill, north of the boulder wall A7-

132, revealed a very eroded floor, A7-133, upon which the boulders appeared to be 

sitting. One area of patchy resurfacing was visible on A7-133, and indicates that this 

floor underwent two construction phases, although If this was limited to partial 

resurfacing or Involved an expansion of the floor is unknown 

The fill beneath A7-132, labelled A7-134, contained few sherds and few 

lithics, and was composed mainly of hard white marl and small pebbles. A7-134 was 

10cm thick. Underneath this lay A7-138, the lowermost plaster floor originally 

encountered in the 4x1m trench of the original excavation. The profile of this floor was 



26 

visible in the south end of the trench, which had been excavated to bedrock, and appeared 

to rest on a very thin fill of tiny pebbles and soil, which Itself lay directly on bedrock. 

In summary, Mound III was composed of a series of three eroded plaster 

floors built on rubble platform fill. The fill followed the same pattern as that exhibited 

in the other excavated mounds—largeboulders defined the perimeter, while the interior 

was filled and elevated by smaller boulders and cobbles which must have been somehow 

cemented. Mound III contained a very large cache of 7 vessels, a large jade bead, 11 

shell beads, several chert drills, and tiny pieces of hematite that was probably interred 

for dedicatory purposes upon the construction of a new platform and floor. 
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CHAPTER 3 

CONCLUSIONS 

"All Maya houses, contrary to an assumption 
at one time, are not all alike..." 
Robert Wauchope, 1940, p.232. 

Mound III is the only excavated member of Group 200 that offers 

incontrovertible proof for the use of rubble-filled mounds as housemounds on Albion 

Island. [The overall settlement pattern of the island will be published by Pyburn in the 

future.] The intensive excavation of the mounds at Group 200 allowed an in depth 

examination of both the content and construction of these mounds, and proves that they 

were occupied, however briefly, as residences. The areal excavation allowed the extent 

of the mounds to be followed, and fortunately boulder retaining walls were uncovered 

which left the actual size of two of the three mounds relatively intact. 

The reason for the use of these rubble mounds as opposed to the more 

predictable midden-filled platforms found at other nearby sites on the Belize mainland 

many never be known. It can be conjectured that it may simply reflect the availability 

of appropriate stone material in sufficient (and troublesome) quantity on the island. 

The large ceremonial buildings located on the island and investigated by the Indiana 

University Archaeological Project (the results to be published elsewhere) may exhibit 

the same or a different pattern of construction. Both of these possibilities raise 

interesting questions which cannot be undertaken in this discussion. Whatever the elite 

of Albion Island were doing, the middle and lower classes were living in typical Maya 

perishable buildings atop rubble platforms that afforded the same comforts their 

midden-filled mainland counterparts did: by raising the dwellings, more advantage could 

be taken of tropical breezes, insect infestations could be lessened, and the rain and mud 

produced by the tropical rainy season could be kept out of the living quarters. 

As has been stated in the past, households embody and underlie the 

organization of society at its most basic level, and thus "serve as sensitive indicators of 

evolutionary change in social organization" (Ashmore and Wilk, 1988, p. 1). To 

accomplish this end, the documentation of social change, every possible clue must be 

uncovered and examined. Those archaeologists who would dismiss the information that 
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housemounds offer are incorrect, just as are those who scoff at the humble rubble mound 

as a true housemound. 

These rubble mounds, though difficult to excavate and certainly ugly to 

look at, offer an enticing view of the ingenuity of the ancient Maya. Living in an 

environment that was once believed to constrain social complexity, they utilized every 

resource available to them. The three mounds of Group 200 exhibit slightly different 

degrees of rubble construction. Mound I was composed of nearly solid rubble, with little 

dirt, while Mound 11 had the highest frequency of earth in the matrix; Mound 111 was 

somewhere between the two. This may indicate that Mound I was not a residence, but an 

ancillary structure of some kind. While this may have been its first or last function, I 

do believe that the large diameters of all three of these mounds is a certain indicator of 

their use as housemounds. Although no definite numbers or percentages of cultural 

material are yet available to support this conclusion, ceramic and lithic remains were 

numerous and ranged in size from very small to very large, and included whole examples 

in the various caches. 

The majority of the ceramic artifacts were nondiagnostic utilitarian 

wares, indicating a domestic function. The lithic artifacts included small flake debris 

and larger celt pieces, indicating that reworking of stone tools was done in situ on or off 

the mound; these, too, are expected artifacts in a residential assemblage. While two 

small burnt areas were found outside Mound III, they could not be positively identified as 

hearth remains. This supports Webster and Gonlin's theory that rural buildings would 

not have definable hearths, but would be limited to burnt or discolored areas around the 

mound (1988, p. 187). 

Two small Ixlm test pits were placed off the east and northwest sides of 

Mound III to locate midden deposits. The test pit on the east side was situated halfway 

between Mounds I and III, and yielded few cultural artifacts. The test pit on the 

northwest side yielded a slighter higher frequency of remains (Anna McNair, personal 

communication). It appears that the inhabitants of Group 200 were excellent recyclers 

of broken materials—ceramic pieces were refashioned Into net weights (only one net 

weight was found in the group, at Mound I), and small chert fragments could still be used 

as cutting or scraping implements if a large and sharp enough edge remained on the 

piece. 
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As mentioned before, several authors have offered diameter or total 

platform area restrictions as one means of identifying a platform used as a housemound. 

Ringle and Andrews V offered a measurement of 3.7m In diameter (1988, p. 182), 

Sabloff, et.al. suggested platforms less than 16m2 (1984, p. 17), and Thomas offered a 

classification of eight types, beginning with mounds less than 2.5m in diameter (1981, 

p. 12). The Group 200 mounds were quite large in size—Mound I was approximately 

49m2 in area, Mound II was 6m in diameter (this is an estimate, as platform edges were 

extremely difficult to define this mound due to slumping), and Mound 111 was 

approximately 64m2 in area. These approximate sizes are certainly large enough to be 

included in any of these three classifications. 

The structures of Group 200 can be classified as housemounds due to size, 

cultural content, and approximate orientation of the individual mounds relative to each 

other. The only difference appears to lie in their construction materials, although 

rubble platforms are found supporting structures throughout the Maya area. Further 

classifications need to be introduced to refine our ideas regarding housemound size. This 

may be one of the few ways to identify residential from ancillary structures, as cultural 

contents may not vary as much as would be expected. 

In summary, Maya housemounds appear to vary not only in size, shape, 

location, and artifact quantities, but in construction materials, although the basic 

technique of building on bedrock can be seen throughout the region. These differences 

may be due to several reasons—geographical and environmental constraints, ethnic or 

group traditions, or personal preference. In order to understand how and why certain 

mounds were built in certain ways, we must first recognize the various guises in which 

housemounds appear, and not be constrained by our own expectations, whether based on 

past archaeological experiences or ethnographic examples. 
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